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Elections introduce new pressures
on Trump’s Middle East policies

► The broad support in Congress

for Israel is not likely to change
nor will the opposition to the
Iranian regime.

Thomas Frank

Washington

T

he Democratic Party’s takeover of the US House of Representatives will not change
bipartisan fundamentals,
such as support for Israel and hostility towards Iran, but could bring
increased scrutiny to US Middle
East policies and renewed interest
in reviving the Iran nuclear accord.
After winning a majority of seats
in the House during elections November 6, Democrats will inject
a greater dose of scepticism and
scrutiny to US President Donald
Trump’s Middle East policies, a
change from Trump’s first two
years in office when members of his
Republican Party controlled both
the House and the US Senate and
supported his strategy.

A key figure in Washington
will be Representative Eliot
Engel, a Democrat from New
York who is expected to
become chairman of the
House Foreign Affairs
Committee.
“You’re going to see much greater
scrutiny of the administration’s
policies in the Middle East,” Derek
Chollet, a former assistant secretary of defence in the Obama administration and US State Department official said November 8 at
the Middle East Institute’s annual
conference. “To people on the outside, the policy is going to seem
more confusing than it has in the
past.”
“On Yemen, there’s going to be
much higher scrutiny of US arms
sales. I don’t see Congress having
much appetite for approving many
of those,” Chollet said, referring to

sales of US military equipment to
Saudi Arabia and other countries
fighting Iran-supported Houthi rebels in Yemen who overthrew the
country’s internationally recognised government.
Paul Salem, president of the Middle East Institute, said Democrats
were likely to oppose the “enormous squeeze that was put on Palestinian institutions” by the Trump
administration, which cut more
than $200 million in aid to Palestinians and closed the Palestinian
Liberation Organisation’s office in
Washington.
Salem said Democrats would oppose continued US military presence in Syria, which Trump has
viewed sceptically, although his
senior advisers convinced him to
keep the United States in the wartorn country to counter Iran.
Democrats will officially take
control of the House in January but
have wasted no time in showing
they will scrutinise all aspects of the
Trump administration. On November 8, one day after Trump forced
out Attorney General Jeff Sessions,
Democrats said they would investigate the firing out of concern that
Trump was trying to interfere with
the US Justice Department. It has
been investigating alleged Russian
interference in the 2016 presidential election and whether Trump’s
campaign worked with Russians to
sway the vote in his favour.
Democratic leaders have played
down speculation they would take
steps to remove Trump from office. One day after the election,
Trump warned on Twitter: “If the
Democrats are going to waste Taxpayer Money investigating us at the
House level, then we will likewise
be forced to consider investigating
them for leaks of classified information and much else, at the Senate
level. Two can play that game!”
The Senate remains controlled

New Faces. Democratic Party candidate Ilhan Omar speaks to supporters in her home state of
Minnesota before winning a seat in the US House of Representatives on November 6. Omar, a Somali
American, and Palestinian-American Rashida Tlaib, who won an election in Michigan, will be the
first Muslim-American women to serve in the US Congress. Thirty-seven of the 57 Arab Americans,
including candidates for Congress, state governor, mayoral offices and state legislatures, won races
across the United States in midterm elections. P2
					
(AFP)
by Republicans, who picked up at
least two seats in the 100-seat body
in the November 6 elections.
A key figure in Washington will
be Representative Eliot Engel, a
Democrat from New York who is
expected to become chairman of
the House Foreign Affairs Committee. Engel is a strong supporter of
Israel and of a two-state solution to
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. He
will seek answers from the Trump
administration on its Middle East
peace plan, Gerald Feierstein, a former veteran Middle East diplomat,
predicted.
“He’s going to be very interested
in seeing what the administration
is actually thinking of in Israeli-Palestinian issues,” Feierstein said of
Engel. “He’s very balanced and he’s

a moderate person.”
The broad support in Congress
for Israel is not likely to change nor
will the opposition to the Iranian
regime but Democrats are more
supportive than Republicans of the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) — the Iran nuclear deal —
that Democratic President Barack
Obama signed and which Trump
disavowed before reinstating sanctions against Iran.
“There’ll be an effort among
Democrats to keep the embers of
the JCPOA alive in any way they
can,” Chollet said. “When European leaders come to Washington,
they’ll meet with Democrats and
talk about things like JCPOA and
Iran. There’s going to be a lot more
agreement between Washington

and Europe now than there was six
months ago.”
Democrats will pressure the
Trump administration to use its
leverage to scale back the Saudi-led
bombings in Yemen, Salem said. “I
think the administration is already
going in that direction and the
Democrats would be in favour of
that but that doesn’t at all end the
Yemeni civil war,” he said. “It also
does not end the humanitarian crisis, which is not a result of the air
campaign. It’s a result of very complex security, political and economic conditions inside Yemen.
Thomas Frank is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.
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Carthage Film Festival brings radicalisation to big screen
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

young man leaving for jihad in Syria with his parents reeling from their
son’s sudden decision is
the story of Tunisian director Mohamed Ben Attia’s “My Dear Son.”
Ben Attia’s sobering second feature depicts a Tunisian named
Sami struggling to cope with
chronic migraine headaches and
the pressures of education by resorting to a life of extremism in
Syria. At the behest of the boy’s
mother, the father sets out to retrieve his son by any means.
The film debuted November 7 at
the Carthage Film Festival at Cinema Le Colisee, a few blocks from
where, nine days earlier, a Tunisian woman detonated a home-

made bomb, killing herself and
injuring 20 people. The bomber,
a 30-year-old unemployed university graduate, hadn’t displayed
signs of radicalisation, something
she had in common with the protagonist in “My Dear Son.”
The 29th Carthage Film Festival
(JCC) opened November 4 under
heightened security measures.
“Just like Tunisia, the JCC, as a
place of freedom and resistance,
will not bend to the bearers of
obscurantist projects,” said festival Director-General Nejib Ayed.
While it attempts to augment cultural life in Tunis, the festival also
strives to use art to shed light on
the concerns of the region and its
people.
Some of this year’s entries from
Algeria and Tunisia shared a common concern. Like “My Dear Son,”
Tunisian director Mahmoud Ben
Mahmoud’s “Fatwa” and Alge-

rian director Merzak Allouache’s
“Divine Wind” tackle religious
extremism with a focus on jihadi
groups’ attempts to recruit young
people.
While “Fatwa” and “My Dear
Son” focus on the effects of jihadism on the families of recruits, “Divine Wind” examines the minds of
two people sent on a suicide mission. Allouache said he wanted to
present something that all Arab
countries struggle with. The Algerian director, who chose to film
in black and white, said his characters are universal and depict the
motivations of young people who
are brainwashed into joining terrorist groups.
“Fatwa” explores the complexity of extremists’ manipulation of
previously positive notions such
as fatwa. “When I was a child and
being a part of a religious family, ‘fatwa’ had a positive connota-

tion,” Ben Mahmoud noted.
Ben Mahmoud’s film investigates the aftermath of the death
of a divorced couple’s son after
rumours surfaced that he had
joined an Islamist jihadist group.
Shocked by the rumours, his parents retrace the steps of their son’s
life to determine the reasons a
young liberal arts student would
become a violent jihadist.

Some of this year’s
entries from Algeria
and Tunisia shared a
common concern:
Religious extremism.
Ben Mahmoud said the danger
of religious extremism is far more
threatening to moderate Muslims
than to secularists. The idea becomes evident as the fate of the
protagonist unravels in the film’s

final seconds.
Ben Mahmoud pinpointed religious tensions that are new to Tunisian society. He said that before
the “Arab spring” both Islamist
and leftist extremisms were absent.
“My Dear Son” depicts the emotional journey of grieving parents
seeking answers to their son’s descent into extremism. Ben Attia
draws a poignant portrait of members of a lost generation struggling
with the anxiety of trying to find a
reason for living. His film is based
on testimonies of families whose
sons left for Syria.
“This is a film about ideologies,
about young people who are on a
quest for meaning and purpose,”
Ben Attia said.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel
and Culture contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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Arab-American candidates score big
Mark Habeeb

Washington

T

hirty-seven of the 57 Arab
Americans, including candidates for the US Congress, state governor, mayoral offices and state legislatures
on ballots across the United States,
were victorious in the US midterm
elections November 6.
Two Muslim-American women will serve for the first time in
Congress:
Palestinian-American
Rashida Tlaib from Michigan and
Somali-American Ilhan Omar from
Minnesota.

Two Arab Americans
won congressional seats
in Louisiana, which has
only six seats in the US
House of
Representatives.
Tlaib is the daughter of Palestinian immigrants and Omar moved to
the United States 20 years ago as a
refugee. Another Michigan Arab
American, Justin Amash, also won
a seat in Congress. Michigan, especially the greater Detroit area,
has one of the largest populations
of Arab Americans in the United
States. Twenty-one Arab Americans ran for office in Michigan and
14 were elected to offices ranging
from state legislature to city councils and school boards.
Eight Arab Americans were elected to Congress, including Donna
Shalala in Florida. Shalala, of Lebanese descent, served in the cabinet
of former President Bill Clinton
and was president of the University of Miami. It was her first run
for political office — at age 77. Two
Arab Americans won congressional
seats in Louisiana, which has only
six seats in the US House of Representatives.
In addition to the eight victors,
three Arab Americans lost elections for a seat in Congress. Among

them was Democratic candidate
Ammar Campa-Najjar, a 29-yearold Palestinian American in California whose opponent, incumbent
Republican Representative Duncan
Hunter, ran a campaign filled with
personal attacks and ethnic slurs.
Among other things, Hunter
claimed that Campa-Najjar’s election would be a victory for terrorists
and reminded voters that CampaNajjar’s grandfather participated in
the Palestine Liberation Organisation’s attack on Israeli athletes in
Munich during the 1972 Olympic
Games. Campa-Najjar never met
his grandfather, who was killed by
Israeli commandos, and was raised
a Catholic by his Mexican-American
mother. He worked in the Obama
White House in a job that required
a security clearance.
In New Hampshire, Republican
Chris Sununu was elected governor.
Sununu, a Palestinian American, is
the son of John Sununu, a former
top aide in the George H.W. Bush
administration who also served as
governor of New Hampshire.
Of the 37 victorious Arab-American candidates, 29 won seats at the
state, county or municipal levels.
This bodes well for future ArabAmerican political successes because these political jobs are often
stepping stones to higher political
office.
With the exception of CampaNajjar, none of the Arab-American
candidates faced overt bigotry from
their opponents, although more
subtle forms of prejudice against
Americans of Arab descent — and
especially Muslims — remained. A
number of far-right and white supremacist publications and websites such as JihadWatch warned of
the “dangers” of electing Muslim
candidates. JihadWatch noted that
Tlaib was “draped in a Palestinian
flag” at her victory celebration after
winning the Democratic primary in
August.
Arab-American candidates mostly focused on domestic issues in
their campaigns. Tlaib, for example, advocated for a higher federal

High stakes. Democratic US congressional candidate Rashida Tlaib points to her “I voted” sticker
after voting during the midterm election in Detroit, on November 6.
(Reuters)
minimum wage, expanded health
coverage and higher taxes on the
very wealthy. However, the progressive Jewish lobby group J Street
withdrew its endorsement of her
after she expressed support for a
one-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. J Street advocates
for a two-state solution.
In her victory speech, Tlaib said:

“I want you to know my mom, who
is from a small village in the West
Bank, they’re literally glued to the
TV — my grandmother, my aunts, my
uncles in Palestine — are sitting by
and watching their granddaughter.”
She said her victory “shows a
lot of Muslim Americans that even
with Trump in the White House
and the Supreme Court telling us

the Muslim ban is legal, our voices
are powerful and remind people
that we belong in this country like
everyone else.”
Mark Habeeb is East-West Editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.

Turkish-US tensions over Syria, Iran set to continue after midterms
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

ensions between NATO
partners Turkey and the
United States over their
conflicting priorities and
policies in Syria and Iran are expected to continue after the US midterm
elections, analysts said.
“It is useful not to have too many
expectations” for US policy changes that would affect Turkey, Murat
Yetkin, one of Turkey’s most respected foreign policy commentators, wrote November 7 in an analysis on his website.
Turkey and the United States are
at odds over Washington’s support
for a Syrian-Kurdish militia seen as
a terrorist group by Ankara. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has also slammed US sanctions
against neighbouring Iran. “These
sanctions aim to destroy balance in
the world. We don’t want to live in
an imperialist world,” Erdogan said.
Pro-government media in Turkey
said the election outcome was a defeat for US President Donald Trump
because his Republicans ceded
control of the House of Representatives to the Democrats. “Trump is
injured” politically, the online edition of the Yeni Safak daily commented. The state-run news agency Anadolu reported that “Trump’s
job is getting harder.”
Hasan Kosebalaban, a political
scientist at Istanbul Sehir University, pointed out that the House
result was an indication of the political climate in the United States
because every seat in the chamber
was up to election and not just 35

Still at odds. US President Donald Trump (L) and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan attend the start of the NATO summit in
Brussels, last July.
(Reuters)
— about one-third — of seats like
in the US Senate. Given the Democrats’ victory in the House, Kosebalaban wrote on Twitter that: “If
this had been a presidential election, Trump would have lost.”
However, a politically weakened
Trump does not mean things will
get easier for Turkey in dealing
with the United States.
Asli Aydintasbas, a journalist at
the opposition newspaper Cumhuriyet and a fellow at the European Council on Foreign Relations,
said the Democratic victory in the
House meant that Turkey should

try to heal its “miserable relations”
with the US Congress by improving
the country’s human rights record.
It was no longer enough to have
open communication channels
with the Trump administration
itself, Aydintasbas wrote on Twitter. “From now on it won’t be possible to try and solve problems in a
phone call with Trump.”
Turkish-US relations descended
into crisis last summer when Trump
introduced sanctions against Ankara over the detention of an American missionary, Andrew Brunson,
sending the Turkish lira into a no-

sedive against the US dollar.
Brunson’s release in October
eased tensions but US support
for the Peoples’ Protection Units
(YPG), a Kurdish militia in Syria
seen as Washington’s main ally in
the fight against the Islamic State,
angers the Erdogan government.
Turkey says the YPG is a Syrian affiliate of the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK), which is seen as a terrorist group by both Turkey and the
United States.
The offer by the US government
of millions of dollars in reward for
the capture of three leading PKK

commanders met with a muted
response in Ankara because the
Turkish government considered
the move as a symbolic gesture designed to calm Turkish concerns
without ending the US-YPG alliance.
“They could not fool us by saying
that the YPG was different from the
PKK,” Erdogan’s spokesman Ibrahim Kalin told HaberTurk television. “It will soon become clear if
this is a cover for the YPG.”
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent.
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Democrats’ House victory means more scrutiny of Trump’s Mideast policies
Gregory
Aftandilian

A

lthough the outcome
of the US midterm
elections was mixed,
with Republicans
retaining control of
the US Senate and the
Democrats taking over the House
of Representatives, the latter result
is likely to lead to more questioning
and perhaps some blocking of US
President Donald Trump’s Middle
East policies.
Human rights concerns in the
Middle East will likely become
more prominent in Congress.
Take, for example, US aid to Egypt.
Although some Republicans, such
as Senator Lindsey Graham of
South Carolina, have been critics of
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah alSisi’s crackdowns on dissent, most
criticism of Egypt has come from
Democrats.
Republicans have generally given
Egyptian authorities a good deal of
leeway because of their antipathy
towards the Muslim Brotherhood.
Although many recent detainees
in Egypt have been dissidents of
secular-liberal backgrounds, many
Republicans in Congress, particularly in the House, have evinced
sympathy for Sisi in what they see
as his campaign to hold the line
against Islamists of various stripes.
With Democrats soon in con-

While not bringing about
dramatic change, Democratic
control of the House of
Representatives is likely to cause
Trump problems in pursuing his
Middle East policies.

New balance. A view from the US Senate side shows the US Capitol
dome (L) in Washington. 			
(Reuters)
trol of committees in the House,
especially key ones such as Foreign
Affairs and Appropriations, they
are likely to join their Democratic
colleagues in the Senate. Because
of rules peculiar to the Senate,
Senator Patrick Leahy, a Vermont
Democrat, has been successful in
tying some portion of US military
assistance to Egypt to human rights
considerations.
Therefore, it is probable that
Congress will not only voice more
criticism of Sisi’s government but
will also cut a portion of the US aid
to Egypt and will not buckle to the
Trump administration’s request to
include a national security waiver
to restrictive legislation.
Congress is likely to be tougher
on the US role in supporting the
Saudi-led coalition in Yemen. There
is House legislation in the works
to invoke the War Powers Resolution. It has at least 50 co-sponsors,
including members of the Democratic leadership and the next likely
chairman of the Foreign Affairs
Committee, Eliot Engel of New
York.
The resolution states that Congress never authorised US support

for the Saudi-led coalition and directs Trump to withdraw US troops
from “hostilities” against the Houthis. Engel has said that, while he
was concerned about Iran’s support
for the Houthis, “three years into
the civil war in Yemen, the parties to the conflict seem no closer
to a political solution… Children
continue to die from explosives,
disease and malnutrition.”
US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo’s assertion several months
ago that the Saudi-led coalition was
taking meaningful steps to end civilian casualties in Yemen was met
with derision from Democrats in
Congress as well as those running
for congressional seats.
Part of the Democrats’ opposition
to the war in Yemen has been due to
increased criticism of Saudi Arabia
following the Khashoggi affair. A
poll conducted shortly before the
midterm elections indicated that
74% of Democrat-leaning voters said the United States should
reduce its ties with Riyadh if it is
determined that the killing of journalist Jamal Khashoggi was ordered
by Saudi leaders, compared with
38% of Republican-leaning voters.

On the Israeli-Palestinian issue,
the trend is that Democratic voters
have increasingly evinced more
sympathy for the Palestinians than
have Republicans. Polls by the
University of Maryland revealed
that Democrat support for an
independent Palestinian state rose
from 39% to 51% from 2015-16 and
almost two-thirds of Democratic respondents said they oppose Israeli
settlement construction, compared
with less than one-fifth of Republicans. Also, 69% of Democrats asked
said the United States should lean
towards neither side in the IsraeliPalestinian dispute and pursue a
more even-handed policy.
Progressive members of the Democratic Party, such as newly elected
Representative Alexandra OcasioCortez of New York, have criticised
Israel for its “occupation of Palestine,” a term that has drawn the
ire of pro-Israeli groups. Although
such progressives are a minority in
the party, they are becoming more
numerous and a force to contend
with that the Democratic leadership
cannot ignore.
This does not mean that congressional support for Israel in the
form of military assistance will
be reduced because Israel retains
strong support from Republicans
and most Democrats but there is
likely to be pushback to Trump’s
uncritical support for Israel from
more Democratic members of
Congress, especially if he unveils
a “Deal of the Century” peace plan
that is rumoured to be counter to
Palestinian national aspirations.
While not bringing about dramatic change, Democratic control
of the House of Representatives is
likely to cause Trump problems in
pursuing his Middle East policies.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer in
the Pardee School of Global Studies
at Boston University and a former
US State Department Middle East
analyst.

Faux foreign issues and Trump’s battle for votes
Rashmee
Roshan Lall

U

S elections, especially the low-wattage
midterms, don’t
generally hinge on
foreign policy issues
but the world did
intrude in some ways on some of
the 470 federal and 36 gubernatorial contests of November 6 and it
was US President Donald Trump
who invited it in.
The “America First” president
made his take on international
affairs central to his campaign.
Trump used immigration from
the Middle East and Central
America as two subtly different
tropes to trigger fear and loathing
and gin up support for his Republican Party.
The spectre of “unknown
Middle Easterners” entering the
United States revived memories
of 9/11 and despairing thoughts of
terrorist attacks. Trump’s portrayal of Central American asylum
seekers as “thugs” and minor
criminals created the hateful
sense of invading hordes.
The third clear use of foreign
policy for domestic politics was
the Trump administration’s
decision to set the reimposition
of Iranian sanctions for the day
before elections. It conveyed the

The Iraq and Vietnam wars
are arguably the only foreign
policy issues to have
substantially affected US
midterms.

Polarised politics. A voter gets directions from a volunteer before
voting in midterms in Helena, Montana, on November 6.
(Reuters)
impression of steely resolve and a
strategic long game.
Altogether, the message to voters coincided with Trump’s rhetorical swagger in his nearly two
years as president. The narrative
went as follows: Despite being under attack from murderous Arabs
and larcenous Central Americans,
Trump’s America is strong and
respected, bestrides the world
stage and can force international
obedience.
Unsurprisingly, the message
was received as intended by
Trump’s core base. As they left
polling stations, some voters
acknowledged that immigration
and terrorist threats had been
on their minds. Others said they
wanted impenetrable borders and
Trump’s promised wall. Many expressed satisfaction with Trump’s
claim that the United States was
projecting righteous strength
overseas.
The international dimensions of
this election — revolving around a

fear of foreigners and faux respect
from foreign capitals — were
extraordinary for an America at a
time of relative peace. Though the
17-year engagement in Afghanistan drags on, it is not a hot war in
the way of Vietnam and a couple
thousand US troops in Syria don’t
qualify as a declared war and
certainly nothing like the military
deployment to Iraq after the 2003
invasion.
In fact, the Iraq and Vietnam
wars are arguably the only foreign
policy issues to have substantially
affected US midterms.
In 1966, halfway through his
first full term as president, Lyndon
Johnson’s Democratic Party suffered the electoral blowback of
his and assassinated predecessor
John F. Kennedy’s 6-year troop
surge in Vietnam. Though they
retained control of both Houses of
Congress, the Democrats lost seats
and several governors’ mansions.
In the 1970 midterms, Vietnam
featured again, with President

Richard Nixon encouraging voters
to repudiate anti-war protesters by
supporting his Republican Party.
The electorate did not oblige and
the results that year, somewhat as
in the 2018 midterms, revealed a
polarised polity, with deep divisions over a foreign issue
So too, Iraq. In 2006, midway
through his second term, President George W. Bush’s Republican Party was devastated by a
tsunami of voter discontent partly
because of his administration’s
mishandling of Iraq. The Democrats took control of both Houses
of Congress and most governorships up for election, losing nothing of what they already held. Just
as with Vietnam, American voters
made known their opinions about
an urgent and very real foreign
issue that took US blood and
treasure.
Unsurprisingly, two of those
three midterms — 1966 and 2006
— resulted in a wave against the
president’s party, a phenomenon
generally defined as the opposition picking up at least 20 congressional seats. It’s significant that
two of the eight times there’s been
a wave in the past 70 years have
been for reasons to do with foreign
wars with real consequences for
Americans and others.
In the 2018 election, however,
voters were directed by Trump to
consider a faux foreign war, one
that must be waged against Middle Easterners and others stealthily making their way to the United
States. It was political pantomime
masquerading as Shakespearean
drama.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Saudi Arabia takes first steps
towards nuclear ambitions
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia took first steps
towards joining the nuclear
energy club when Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz laid the
foundation stone for seven new
strategic projects, including a nuclear research reactor.
The projects will be in “renewable and atomic energy, water desalination, generic medicine and
aircraft industry at the King Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology,” an official statement said.
Al Arabiya TV reported that the
projects included the first nuclear
research reactor and a centre to
make Saudi Arabia the largest aircraft manufacturer in the Middle
East.
It said the nuclear research reactor in Saudi Arabia would be
designed to “develop the nuclear
industry and its specialised research,” Al Arabiya said.
A government statement said Riyadh’s goals included building two
nuclear reactors for energy production, the first of which is expected
to be completed in late 2019. There
are long-term targets of as many as
16 in the next 25 years at a cost of
$80 billion.
The projects are in line with
Saudi Vision 2030, an economic reform plan to modernise the Saudi
economy and diversify it from the
oil and gas sector.
However, security and political considerations are likely factors regarding Riyadh’s nuclear
energy ambitions. In an interview
last March, Crown Prince Mohammed said if Iran develops a nuclear
weapon, Saudi Arabia would have
to do the same.
“Saudi Arabia does not want
to acquire any nuclear bomb but
without a doubt if Iran developed

Big plans. Solar dishes are seen behind the entrance sign of the King Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology. 		
a nuclear bomb, we will follow suit
as soon as possible,” Crown Prince
Mohammed told CBS News’s “60
Minutes.”
Saudi Arabia denounced the
2015 Iran nuclear deal brokered
by the Obama administration
and hailed current US President
Donald Trump after he withdrew
from the deal, which had erased
international economic sanctions
on Iran. The United States has
since unilaterally reinstated many

of those sanctions.
Saudi Arabia has signed nuclear cooperation agreements with
France, Russia and South Korea.
Japan’s SoftBank is planning on de-

Riyadh’s goals include
building two nuclear
reactors for energy
production, the first of
which is expected to be
completed in late 2019.

veloping a solar power plant in the
kingdom estimated to cost $1.2 billion, Bloomberg News reported.
Bloomberg News said the solar plant in North Riyadh would
generate 1.8 gigawatts of power.
SoftBank, which has the right to
alter the size of the facility or not
proceed with it at all, has started
preliminary talks with financial institutions and developers to assess
interest in the project.
This venture would be a pilot

(Reuters)

project for wider Saudi plans regarding solar power, Bloomberg
News reported.
Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment
Fund is the largest investor in SoftBank’s $100 billion Vision Fund,
which includes investments in up
to 60 firms under the SoftBank’s
umbrella. Most of those companies
have a presence in the kingdom.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Fighting in Hodeidah rages on, UN postpones peace talks
Saleh Baidhani

Aden

W

ith both sides of the
conflict in Yemen ignoring calls for a ceasefire,
the battle to liberate
the strategic port city of Hodeidah
reached a decisive stage, with military experts and witnesses confirming that forces supported by the
Saudi-led coalition had reached the
city.
Since the latest operation to take
the city began November 2, reports
indicated significant advances by
coalition forces in Hodeidah, mainly
around the highway linking the city
to Sana’a.
“The fighting is going at a fast pace
despite the new obstacles facing the
anti-Houthi coalition,” Yemeni military expert Colonel Yahya Abuhatm
said. He said the situation involved
“urban warfare, with the coalition
having to contend with land mines,
snipers and human shields.”
The Houthi rebels stormed hospitals in Hodeidah and posted snipers on rooftops, Thomson Reuters
reported. Amnesty International
accused the Iran-allied Houthis of
“deliberate militarisation of hospitals” in Hodeidah and called on warring factions to protect civilians.
Military sources told Agence
France-Presse (AFP) that government forces and the Saudi-led coalition edged towards the city’s docks,
through which nearly 80% of Yemen’s commercial imports and practically all UN-supervised humanitarian aid pass. The port is also one of

the Houthi rebels’ main points for
receiving weapons and supplies.
“Either the rebels surrender the
city peacefully or we take it by
force but we will take it either way,”
commander Moammar al-Saidy
told AFP.
Abuhatm said Hodeidah could be
captured in days, adding that “the
Houthi militia should not be given
an opportunity to reorganise their
ranks.”
Houthi leader Abdulmalik alHouthi called for “perseverance.”

“We have a responsibility to persevere and to stand tall. An infiltration by the enemy does not mean
the end of the battle. It means that
taking action and fighting has become a duty,” al-Houthi said in a
televised address November 7. He
blamed the United States for the escalation in fighting.
“Does the enemy think that penetrating this or that area or seizing
this or that area means we will be
convinced that we should surrender and hand over control? This is

not happening and will not happen
ever,” al-Houthi said.
The Saudi-led coalition said it had
“increased its capability to independently conduct in-flight refuelling” in Yemen and so asked for the
United States to end in-flight refuelling support,” a statement from the
Saudi press agency said.
US officials told the Associated
Press that the refuelling change
would not affect US military assistance and training regarding coalition air strikes.

Decisive stage. Yemeni pro-government forces advance towards the port city of Hodeidah, on
November 6.			
								

(AFP)

Anti-Houthi forces tried to retake
Hodeidah in June but the operation
was halted after the United Nations
appealed to Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates to allow for
peace efforts. A renewed drive to
recapture Hodeidah began in September after UN Special Envoy for
Yemen Martin Griffiths was unable
to get negotiators to talks in Geneva.
The latest drive to liberate the
city coincided with US calls for a
ceasefire.
Griffiths had hoped to have peace
talks in November but, after the escalation in fighting, he is seeking
to get warring factions together for
talks by the end of the year. Griffiths
is trying to “clear up any issues” to
ensure a “successful round of talks
as soon as possible,” UN spokesman
Farhan Haq said.
Griffiths met with Yemeni Foreign
Minister Khaled al-Yamani November 7 in Riyadh to discuss “ways to
push forward the peace process in
Yemen, as well as confidence-building measures in preparation for reviving political talks,” a Yemeni government statement said.
However,
Hamza
al-Kamali,
under-secretary of the Ministry of
Youth in the Yemeni government,
said the battle for Hodeidah must be
completed.
“The liberation of Hodeidah is a
humanitarian operation in the first
place,” said Kamali, who has been
part of the Yemeni peace negotiating delegation. “Restoring stability
to the city will guarantee the end of
the suffocating humanitarian crisis.”
Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Yemen.
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As China and Pakistan deepen economic
cooperation, what’s the effect on the Gulf?
Sabahat Khan

Lucrative
waters.
A container
is loaded on
to the Cosco
Wellington, the
first container
ship to depart
after the inauguration of the
China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor port
in Gwadar, on
November 13.

Dubai

C

hina and Pakistan have been
close partners for decades
but their ties are taking on
renewed significance with a
massive economic collaboration programme to build on long-standing
defence cooperation.
The deepening China-Pakistan
partnership will have strategic implications for the Arab Gulf countries
considering Pakistan’s ties to the
region and its proximity, as well as
China’s era-defining rise.
China’s story is unparalleled. The
scale, speed and scope of its economic turnaround have been breathtaking. China, however, is entering
a new phase of economic growth.
A trade war with the United States
looms, new export markets need to
be cultivated to sustain China’s industrial output and its export-driven
economic model must rebalance
towards greater domestic consumption.
Looking ahead, Beijing will logically want to reduce its reliance on trade
with the United States, seek more efficient ways to conduct business in
frontier markets across Central Asia,
the Middle East and Africa and to
level out development in China by
supporting provinces where growth
has been comparatively lagging.
Fortunately for China, its economic transition can be smoothed by
Beijing’s ability to spend hundreds
of billions of dollars in support of it.
The Belt and Road Initiative, 12 times
the scale of America’s Marshall Plan
that rebuilt Western Europe after the
second world war, aims to redraw
global trade networks by bankrolling
infrastructure development on an
unprecedented scale to unlock the
promise of geo-economics.
One of the Belt and Road Initiative’s flagship sectors is the $46 billion-plus China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC), which will connect
Kashgar in north-western China to

(Reuters)

Pakistan’s Gwadar, a deep-sea port
overlooking the Arabian Sea.
Gwadar aims to eventually handle 400 million tonnes of cargo per
year and host multiple oil and liquid
natural gas terminals alongside a
specialised economic zone and international airport. China has leased the
Gwadar port until 2059 to circumvent traditional shipping routes and
open western provinces of China for
economic regeneration.
With almost 60% of China’s oil
imports from the Middle East, 80%
of which transit through the Straits
of Malacca, the effect of trade route
reconfigurations will be massive.
Reaching western China via Gwadar, for instance, cuts out more than
9,000km of the route’s traditional
length.
Pakistan is keen to court investment from Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates to develop oil

refining and petrochemical manufacturing facilities in Gwadar to feed
markets its new trade corridor unlocks. The Imran Khan-led government in Pakistan has been especially
enthusiastic about engaging Arab
Gulf partners, even exploring the
possibility of opening CPEC to Saudi
Arabia as a third partner.
Ultimately, the success of CPEC,
focused on infrastructure development, will depend on how well China
and Pakistan co-opt partners, especially in the Arab Gulf, into exploiting
its potential.
Pakistan’s prospects of reaping the
dividends of its new trade corridor
hinge on getting a handle on its corruption-linked political instability,
seeing a successful resolution to the
conflict in Afghanistan and, crucially, fixing its enduring problems with
current account deficits.
As it is, there appears to be a con-

venient convergence of interests
around the CPEC, whose dynamics
are largely divorced from the geopolitics of the Middle East. China is
supporting the new government in
Islamabad, helping it overcome impending economic woes with its balance of payments problems through
a short-term assistance package, following $6 billion in credit relief assistance already pledged by Riyadh.
China and Pakistan’s growing ties
promise new trade connectivity
to the Arab Gulf, virtually bringing
China to the Arab Gulf’s doorstep in
Gwadar as well as making Central
Asia accessible like never before.
With a population of 215 million and
growing, Pakistan is a sizeable market with considerable potential for
industrialisation that CPEC could
help unlock.
Arab Gulf countries’ interest in
building their own stakes into the

emerging China-Pakistan economic
relationship could be reinforced,
beyond the economic rationale by a
geopolitical desire to not provide an
uncontested space to Iran and Turkey.
There appears to be few impediments to the Arab Gulf embracing
potential lucrative opportunities the
Belt and Road Initiative promises
especially in close-by Pakistan. After all, the Arab Gulf is accustomed
to pursuing a balanced international
approach. It does so successfully between arch-rivals India and Pakistan
and maintains a strategic alignment
with the United States while courting deeper economic ties with the
Chinese as well as engagement with
Russia.
Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at
the Institute for Near East and Gulf
Military Analysis (INEGMA).

Saudis boycott Amazon
over Khashoggi case
The Arab Weekly staff

London

A

n unofficial boycott of
Amazon was initiated in
Saudi Arabia over what
has been perceived as the
Washington Post’s biased reporting of the killing of former government adviser turned critic Jamal
Khashoggi.
The Arabic hashtag “Boycott
Amazon” was trending in Saudi
Arabia, with thousands of social
media users urging Saudis to shun
Amazon.com and its regional subsidiary Souq.com. Amazon founder and CEO Jeff Bezos bought the
Washington Post in 2013.
Since the boycott started Saudi
social media users have forwarded images showing them deleting the Amazon application from
smartphones or cancelling online
accounts.
“The Washington Post has consistently published offensive articles against Saudi Arabia, to serve
the enemies of the kingdom, and
now we call on everyone to defend our country and stand with
our leaders and to confront anyone who wishes to harm our nation,” Saudi journalist Bandar Otyf
tweeted.
“We will start with boycotting

Amazon, to send a message to
its owner over for him to understand the scope of the damage he
caused.”
Many Saudis said they feel their
country is under attack.
Khashoggi, a well-known media figure who fell out with the
Saudi government over his ties to
the Muslim Brotherhood movement, was killed October 2 by
Saudi operatives at the kingdom’s
consulate in Istanbul. Saudi officials first denied any knowledge
of Khashoggi’s whereabouts but
later said he was killed in a “rogue
operation.”

Many Saudis said they
feel their country is
under attack.
Since then the kingdom has detained 18 individuals it said were
tied to the operation and dismissed high-ranking officials in
the intelligence community and
the Royal Court. The investigation
continues.
The Post published an opinion
column by Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan on November
2 in which he claimed that the order to kill Khashoggi “came from
the highest levels of the Saudi
government.”
“It became clear before our eyes

that this is an organised media
war,” wrote Otyf. “As Twitter users and activists and citizens, we
don’t have power abroad but we
have simple things like boycotting.”
“I’m taking a stand for my country. Apparently, you don’t know
the ABC’s of loyalty or standing for
anything,” wrote clinical pharmacology student Razan of her reasons for boycotting Amazon.
“It’s not acceptable, the [Amazon] owner is the same owner
of the paper that attacks our nation and its leaders,” said another
Twitter user, CNN reported.
Some Saudi users attributed a
Washington Post editorial calling
out Erdogan’s hypocrisy in the
Khashoggi affair due to the hundreds of imprisoned journalists
and academics in Turkey.
“The Washington Post is trying
to get out of the hypocritical trap it
has put itself in. As the Arabs say,
we hit two birds with one stone,”
wrote Ahmed Almamy with regards to an editorial critical of Erdogan.
Some users dismissed the boycott, with some arguing that Bezos
was not in charge of the newspaper’s editorial policy and others said they would use Amazon
as long as it continued providing
competitive deals.
The government-regulated Sau-

Costly fallout. Amazon founder and Washington Post owner Jeff
Bezos talks during a ceremony in Washington, last January.
(AP)
di media has hardly reported on
the unofficial boycott, which is
usually an indication of a lack of
official support. Traditionally the
Saudi government discourages politically motivated boycotts due to
the adverse effects on the domestic
and regional economy, with Souq.
com, which was acquired last year
by Amazon, as an example.
Saudi Arabia and its allies, including the United Arab Emirates
and Egypt, do not see eye to eye
with Turkey on several issues, especially its support for the Muslim
Brotherhood movement, which is
outlawed in all three countries.
Besides suspicions related to

Turkey’s support for the Muslim
Brotherhood, Ankara has backed
Qatar, with which the UAE, Saudi
Arabia, Bahrain and Egypt severed
ties in June 2017 over what they
described as Doha’s interference
in their countries’ internal affairs
and its support for radical groups,
such as Hamas, the Taliban and
the Muslim Brotherhood.
In an interview during a visit
to Cairo this year, Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz said Turkey, Iran and
radical Islamic groups were a “triangle of evil” and that Ankara was
trying to re-establish an Islamic
caliphate system of government.
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Muslims and Arab
Americans in US
midterm elections

T

he November 6 midterm elections in
the United States produced many
historic firsts, including opening the
way for two Muslim-American women
to win seats in the US House of
Representatives for the first time.
Rashida Tlaib, a Palestinian American from
Michigan, was elected along with Ilhan Omar, a
Somali American from Minnesota. Tlaib made
history in 2008 when she was the first Muslim
American elected to the Michigan state legislature.
Both congresswomen take a very special
perspective to the House of Representatives at a
time of polarised debate on immigration-related
issues. Immigration has been in focus since
Donald Trump’s 2016 election as president.
Tlaib, 42, is the daughter of Palestinian
immigrants who settled in Detroit. Omar, 37,
arrived in the United States at the age of 12 after
fleeing her native Somalia and living for years at
a refugee camp in Kenya. She is the first Africaborn member of Congress. She succeeds Keith
Ellison, who was the first Muslim elected to
Congress.
Omar and Tlaib also represent a new generation of progressive Democrats with a record of
defending minority rights and opposing drastic
restrictions on immigration. After her election
victory, Omar said she intended to “serve as a
check on the rhetoric of fear and division.”
Immigration was on the minds of voters and it
will be a crucial element in the US political
debate for years. If 26% of all voters asked
selected health care as the most important issue
facing the United States, immigration was
mentioned by no less than 23% as the most
important issue, an Associated Press poll said.
Tlaib is one of eight Democratic and Republican Arab Americans elected or re-elected to the
House of Representatives November 6. They
include Lebanese-American Donna Shalala, a
former secretary of Health and Human Services
who valiantly ran for public office for the first
time at the age of 77.
Arab-American congressmen re-elected
include Republican Darin LaHood from Illinois,
Justin Amash from Michigan, Ralph Abraham
from Louisiana and Garret Graves, also from
Louisiana.
The contribution of Muslim and Arab-American congressmen to the political debate will be
closely watched. Their election was legitimately
welcomed in their communities and beyond as
confirmation there is room for Muslims and Arab
Americans in the US political landscape.
Immigration is just one of the issues facing the
US Congress that are of relevance to the Arab and
Muslim world. The larger question is the role
Congress will play in advocating for peace and
security in the Middle East and North Africa
region.

Water scarcity
meets fragile states

I

n a recently released report titled “Water
Management in Fragile Systems,” the World
Bank and the United Nations’ Food and
Agriculture Organisation (FAO) highlighted
the compound risks faced by the North
Africa and Middle East region as its precarious state institutions struggle to meet the
challenges related to water scarcity and mismanagement.
Armed conflict, the displacement of millions
and ongoing upheavals have sorely tested the
ability of all MENA countries to meet immediate
and more long-term water challenges.
“Existing water management systems, already
plagued by weak governance, limited resources,
and degraded infrastructure, are now failing
when they are needed the most,” the report
warned.
In Iraq, water management issues, combined
with weak state institutions and a situation of
armed conflict, fuelled instability. The World
Bank-FAO report points out that “as water issues
are left unaddressed, their impact increases,
eroding government legitimacy and destabilising
fragile contexts.”
Better water management should be part of
post-conflict reconstruction efforts. Abdessalam
Ould Ahmed, assistant director-general of the
FAO, called for a public service-private sector
partnership that could muster the means for
better water management, the creation of jobs
and alleviation of the burden of frayed state institutions.
He also called for more cooperation between
Arab countries and MENA nations.
“A regional collaborative approach is necessary, as surface and groundwater resources often
cross national borders,” he said.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Why a decisive victory in Hodeidah is crucial

T

he battle of Hodeidah
is particularly important for several reasons and at the top is
the strategic position
on the Red Sea of
the city’s port. For the Houthis,
control is vital because the port
provides them the resources
they need most. This explains
why their forces have put all
their weight into this battle.
Progress has reportedly been
made by the Saudi-led coalition to liberate the city, the port
and the airport. However, that
progress does not seem to be
enough to translate into a political gain at this crucial time when
UN Special Envoy for Yemen
Martin Griffiths is calling for a
new round of dialogue in less
than a month.
It is no secret that Griffiths is
receiving US and British support
to pull together a new round
of talks but it is not even clear
which parties will be invited to
participate. Will it be limited to
pro-government forces and the
Houthis and exclude all other
active forces in Yemen? Among
them are those taking part in the
battle of Hodeidah alongside the
national army of pro-government forces.

Khairallah Khairallah
If the battle of Hodeidah is not resolved quickly,
Yemen will stand at a crossroads.
The battle of Hodeidah forebodes an unprecedented humanitarian crisis. What needs to
be pointed out is that the forces
seeking to liberate the city from
the Houthis’ grip — which by
extension is Iran’s grip — have a
limited window of opportunity
to achieve their goal. They have
only one month to change the
balance of power in Hodeidah.
Griffiths has previously obstructed pro-government forces
from achieving victory there.
Indeed, there was considerable
pressure in June to stop the fighting. Those pressures were accompanied by negotiations conducted
by the UN envoy with the Houthis
in Sana’a, Muscat and elsewhere.
The negotiations included indirect exchanges between Griffiths
and Abdelmalik al-Houthi, leader
of the Houthis in Yemen.
Can the pro-government forces
and their allies from the Guards
of the Republic and the Giants
Brigade score a decisive victory in
Hodeidah within a month?
If not, the situation will be difficult and complicated because
there is an international desire
to reach a settlement that would
give the Houthis an independent entity in northern Yemen.
This entity would be much like

Strategic gateway. A cargo ship is docked at the port of Hodeidah in
Yemen.

the Islamic emirate established
by Hamas in the Gaza Strip and
we know how that emirate has
deepened the poverty of Gazans
and deprived them of hope for a
decent life in a better world.
What we are witnessing in
Yemen is the collusion of certain
forces with the Houthis to enable
them to get their hands on part of
Yemen, regardless of the threat
they pose to regional security. The
forces complicit with the Houthis
do not care about the danger they
pose. There is an insistence on
avoiding a humanitarian catastrophe in Yemen but there is no concern for the heavy political price
that must be paid or for the danger
to regional stability posed by the
Houthis’ relationship with Iran.
If the battle of Hodeidah is not
resolved quickly, Yemen will stand
at a crossroads. The possibility of
having a Houthi emirate in Sana’a
and its surroundings, extending
to Hodeidah would become very
likely.
However, removing the Houthis
from Sana’a would return them
to their original and true size.
They are certainly part of the
components of the Yemeni society
and no one can deny them that
or totally remove them from the
Yemeni equation.
Having said that, they have
no right to establish their own
emirate and enslave hundreds of
thousands of Yemenis as they are
now doing. The Houthis have no
civilisational project for Yemen
nor do they have political or
economic or educational projects.
All they have are hollow slogans
with no relation to reality, and all
they know to do is recruit teenagers and children and post them on
front lines.
Resolving the battle of Hodeidah within the next few weeks is
a pressing necessity. A clear and
decisive victory in the fight for the
government’s side would dissipate
the fog engulfing the future of
Yemen and allow for the search
for a new formula for the country,
within or outside the framework
of a union, a formula that avoids
the humanitarian catastrophe
and perhaps restores hope to the
Yemenis.
Without a clear military defeat
of the Iranian project in Yemen, a
humanitarian catastrophe seems
unavoidable.
(AP)

Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer.
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Iran’s regime has a track record of defeats

I

n a speech three days
before the second package
of US sanctions went into
effect, Iranian Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei
reckoned that “America
has been suffering defeats at
the hands of Iran over the past
four decades while the Islamic
Republic of Iran has been victorious in those challenges.”
Khamenei sees Washington’s inability to reach Tehran
as proof of its defeat. Such a
position is representative of an
ideological repertoire that is the
only weapon the Iranian regime
has to give itself a veneer of
noble militancy.
The Iranian regime’s main
source of suffering is not US
pressures but the historical failure to live up to the self-billing
of four decades ago as a saviour
that would transform Iranian
people’s fortunes from poverty
to wealth. Unfortunately for the
Iranians, their regime’s policies
have become a heavy affliction.
They have taken to the streets in
the millions in more than 50 cities over the past year to protest
the government’s impoverishing
and corrupting policies.
Instead of uniting people, the
Iranian regime caused unprecedented catastrophe by contributing directly to the creation of
the biggest rift among Muslims
in laying the foundations for
sectarianism and encouraging it
like no government has before.
Another historic defeat for the
Iranian regime lies in its failure
to build a solid economy to compete with capitalist and socialist
economic systems and serve as
an alternative. This was something the regime claimed it was

Ali al-Amin
The problem with Iran’s rulers is that they have come to rely on their expansionist
foreign policies as the means for covering their internal failures.

doing since the victory of the
Islamic Revolution but the result
is something worse than the two
systems. Iran’s only option is to
stand at the doors of Moscow,
Beijing, Tokyo and the European
Union and beg for help.
Another colossal failure of
the Iranian regime is the great
fraud perpetrated on Arabs
and Muslims — the promise to
liberate the Palestinians, rescue
Jerusalem and defend the weak
and the oppressed. As everyone
can tell in this glorious era of
Iranian victory and expansion,
the Palestinian territories and
Jerusalem are being lost to the
Zionist entity at the same moment that the Iranian regime
is marking an active presence
along the Palestinian territories’
borders in Gaza, Lebanon and
southern Syria.
What is the use of all this
Iranian might, which proved
effective in protecting the Assad
regime and suppressing, killing
and displacing the Syrian people
but proved incapable of dissuading Israel from taking steps to
wipe out the idea of an Arab and
Muslim Palestine?
Last, but not least, in the
long list of the Iranian regime’s
defeats: It has never been serious or honest in confronting
Washington. It didn’t lift a finger
when the United States entered
the Arabian Gulf after the Iraqi
occupation of Kuwait in 1990
nor was it bothered when the
United States occupied Afghanistan and Iraq. On the contrary,
Teheran was very happy to coordinate with Washington in the
execution of those operations.
It is seeking Oman’s help for a
rapprochement with Israel and

its ideological pride has miraculously disappeared as an official
Iranian delegation participates
alongside an Israeli delegation
in an economic conference in
Doha. This is the same regime
whose proxy militias in the
Arab world would never miss
a chance to jump at the throat
of any Arab official who dared
to come near someone with an
Israeli identity.
Referring to an Iranian victory
may be true but certainly not
over the United States. The latter
has reaped the beneficial consequences of Iranian policies.
If there is some Iranian
victory, it must be over Arab
countries, not the regimes per
se but the Arab societies that
have been destroyed by Iranian
meddling. The Iranian regime
has accomplished what Israel
had failed to do. Without the
destructive and eroding power
of the Iranian machine in the
Arab world, Israel would have
never been able to gobble up
Jerusalem.
At no time has the aim of
the US sanctions and US policy
towards Iran been to topple the
Iranian regime. Washington and
US analysts say that the aim is
simply to change the behaviour
of the Iranian regime and impose
measures for monitoring Iran’s
peaceful nuclear project. This is
quite understandable because
Iran has never been a hindrance
to a greater US influence in the
Middle East. On the contrary, it
has always been instrumental in
strengthening this influence.
In the long term, US strategies
for the region and the sanctions
imposed are part of a transition phase to a new stage in the

Middle East. Thanks primarily to
Iranian interventions, the Arab
regional system has been largely
disabled. Iran has planted the
seeds of sectarian strife in Arab
societies, weakening them in the
process and now its mission is
complete.
It’s not the case that the
United States does not want to
reward Iran for a job well done;
it’s more the case that it wants
the Iranian leadership to adapt
to the requirements of a phase
during which Washington rearranges and rebuilds the region
on new bases where militias no
longer play the leading role.
The problem with Iran’s rulers,
however, is that they have come
to rely on their expansionist foreign policies and the implantation of the Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps in the Arab world as
the means for covering their internal failures on the economic,
developmental and social levels.
Had the primary function and
purpose of the Iranian regime’s
ideology and power not been the
destruction and weakening of
the Arab countries and had Tehran truly stood up to Western
and Israeli hegemony, in addition to seeking the well-being of
the Iranian people, it would have
been possible to speak about a
genuine Iranian victory over the
United States.
That, however, has not
been the case for decades and
the Iranian regime will never
triumph over the United States
simply because its presumed
victories were achieved thanks
to America’s help. Who’s going
to help it now?
Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.

Reality trumps the US in Saudi Arabia

T

he US government apparently thinks it has
people at the US State
Department and the
CIA who understand
the Arab world. Some
call themselves “Arabists.”
These Arab region experts
are the same people who said
Saddam Hussein would not
invade Kuwait. They failed to
predict the “Arab spring” and
its devastating effects and are
misjudging the degree to which
they can influence events in
Saudi Arabia.
The New York Times reported
that the US government has
been under the impression Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman bin Abdulaziz would be
vulnerable to pressure after the
mess brought on by the assassination of Saudi journalist Jamal
Khashoggi.
The Times said this led US officials to consider “pressuring the
crown prince for steps to resolve
the Saudi-led blockade of Qatar
and the Saudi-led bombing of
Yemen.” US Secretary of Defence
James Mattis and US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo called for
a cease-fire in Yemen “as part of
that plan.”
There were even some in
Washington, the newspaper said,
who toyed with the idea of pushing the Saudis to dilute Crown
Prince Mohammed’s position and
having him share power with
other members of the royal family and newly created top positions in the Saudi government.
However, almost counter-intuitively, things seem to be working
the other way around. Despite
the US administration’s calls for

Claude Salhani
Despite the US administration’s calls for a ceasefire, the pace of the war in
Yemen has accelerated, especially around Hodeidah.

Stubborn facts. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz (C) visits wounded soldiers at the Riyadh Military Hospital, on
November 5.
(SPA)
a ceasefire, the pace of the war in
Yemen has accelerated, especially around Hodeidah. There
is no sign that the pressure of
sanctions against Qatar is relenting. The ostracism of Doha by its
Saudi neighbours and their allies
seems unlikely to be lifted and
it is instead Qatari Emir Sheikh
Tamim bin Hamid al-Thani who
is showing signs of anguish.
One of the main reasons for
the US failure to pressure Saudi
Arabia into new policies is that
contrary to expectations, Crown
Prince Mohammed’s hold on
power has not weakened. Despite
the international uproar over
the grisly fate of Khashoggi, the
crown prince is still the epicentre
of power in Riyadh. Saudi King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is
not dropping his 33-year-old son,
who is consolidating his hold on
power.

Stratfor, the geopolitical intelligence firm, wrote: “Speculation that the Saudi royal family
could alter the current plan of
succession appears unfounded
given Mohammed bin Salman’s
entrenchment.”
Another factor has been the
sway carried by US groups with
vested interests in Saudi Arabia.
These include American arms
manufacturers but also large
corporations that shielded the
Washington-Riyadh axis from
repercussions of the Khashoggi
case.
This should come as bad news
to the Turks, who bet on using
the fallout of the Khashoggi killing to destabilise Crown Prince
Mohammed and prevent what
they saw as the nightmarish scenario of having to live with the
young Saudi crown prince for the
next five decades or so.

Turkish officials’ relentless
drip-by-drip feeding of the media
beast since Khashoggi’s disappearance was aimed at pointing
the blame at the Saudi crown
prince. It did do that but it also
drew attention to the hypocrisy
of Ankara’s sudden interest on
the well-being of journalists.
The resilience of the US-Saudi
axis despite the Khashoggi catastrophe shows that some interestbased alliances in the region are
impervious to political pressures.
It also serves as a word of caution
against the wishful thinking that
tends to drive many in the halls
of power in Washington, particularly the Arab region’s US experts.
Hopes of re-engineering the
Middle East after the “Arab
spring” have been dashed by the
region’s deep-rooted reluctance
to address its flawed present
mores according to the pace
and shape of what Washington
wishes. That’s something neither
the United States nor the rest of
the West can do anything about.
The Arab world moves at its own
pace and no amount of pushing
can accomplish anything.
Part of the reason the United
States seems to fall on its face
when dealing with the Arab
world is it thinks it knows how
the “Arab mind” works. Any
change, if it comes, must be from
within.
However, those with power
in the Arab world need to take
lessons in humility and learn the
difference between serving the
people and expecting the people
to serve them.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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Syria’s Kurds brace for Turkish assault
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

I

n northern Syria, close to the
Turkish border, the country’s
Kurdish population looks nervously to the frontier, worried
about an assault that could come
from Turkey at any time.
Ankara views the broadly autonomous regions of northern Syria,
guarded by the People’s Protection
Units (YPG), as a potential base for
hostile action against Turkey and
an extension of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), an organisation
branded as terrorist by Turkey and
its NATO allies.
“This whole part of Syria is mostly populated by age-old Kurdish
towns with around 2 million people,” said David Pollock, a fellow
at the Washington Institute. “Turkey says it’s controlled by a hostile
Kurdish terrorist organisation, the
[Democratic Union Party] PYD, and
its YPG militia, which it says are
PKK fronts. The US government and
I disagree.”
For those in the affected area,
many of whom have returned after
fleeing Islamic State (ISIS) control,
such distinctions matter little.
Chimo Osman, 38, has a house in
the village of Ashma, nestled in olive groves in the region of Kobane,
that was damaged by Turkish shelling. “We can’t even venture on the
roof anymore,” Osman told France
24. “We don’t leave the house. The
kids are scared,” he said, his five
children huddled around him.
Complicating matters is the presence of the United States, Turkey’s
NATO ally and the principal partner of the Kurdish-dominated Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) in the
battle against the last vestiges of
ISIS from Syria. However, the potential for a Turkish incursion into
Kurdish territory has frustrated
that plan. The SDF halted offensive
operations, though their defensive
capabilities remain formidable, on
October 31.
“Turkey’s larger goal is to press,
with or without US cooperation, to
remove the YPG militias from positions all along their southern border,” said Stephen Flanagan, senior political scientist at the RAND
Corporation. “[Turkish President
Recep Tayyip] Erdogan has frequently threatened to drive the YPG
from all along the [500km] border.

In the line of fire. A Syrian woman walks with her child past destroyed buildings in Kobane.
“At a minimum, the Turks want
the YPG driven further inland into
Syria so they can’t support attacks
into Turkey at some point,” he said,
pointing to the groups’ shared supply lines as a common thread.
Fuelling Turkish concerns is the
US commitment to remain in Syria
until Iran and its axillaries have
withdrawn.
“The Turks also fear that US
forces are deepening their cooperation with the YPG in order to sustain a military foothold in northern
Syria,” Flanagan said. “The Turks
would have mixed feelings about
this. They don’t want the Iranians

to maintain a military presence in
Syria but they also don’t want a confrontation with Iran, which is an important gas supplier.”

Complicating matters is the
presence of the United
States, Turkey’s NATO ally
and the principal partner of
the Kurdish-dominated
Syrian Democratic Forces.
Opposing any Turkish incursion into northern Syria is the YPG,
which was instrumental in turning the tide against ISIS and is now
defending the fighters’ and their

					

families’ homes.
“These are experienced YPG fighters who successfully defeated ISIS,”
Flanagan said.
While there is uncertainty over
their weaponry, that they have small
arms, mortars, rocket-propelled grenades and anti-tank armaments is
commonly agreed. They are also
said to have a small number of tanks
and armoured vehicles captured
from Syrian forces, none of which
is likely to be a match against the
Turkish Army and its allied militias.
Seemingly aware of the odds
against them, many along the
Syrian border look to the United

(AFP)

States for help.
At the funeral for a YPG fighter
killed during the fighting against
ISIS, local resident Hamo Masibkeradi pointed to the rows of marble
tombstones that mark the graves of
those who died fighting ISIS.
“These martyrs fell for humanity. The international community
should help us,” he told Agence
France-Presse. “Erdogan wants to
wipe us out. The US cannot allow
this injustice.”
Simon Speakman Cordall is Syria/
Lebanon section editor with The
Arab Weekly.

Iran spectre, reconstruction cost could boost GCC role in Syria
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

A

s the guns go silent in Syria, many wonder where
the money will come from
to rebuild the war-torn

country.
Syrian President Bashar Assad
said reconstruction may cost $400
billion. Iran doesn’t have that money, certainly not after US sanctions
were reinstated. The European Union is unlikely to help before a political process begins.
Some friends, such as Russia
and China, might pitch in. During a
meeting in Istanbul on October 27,
Russian President Vladimir Putin
made it clear that he goes for reconstruction single-handedly but
the lion’s share of the finances will
probably have to come from the
Arab Gulf.
The countries in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) had insisted
that would not happen before the
transition starts but, recently, fearing a loss of Syria to Iran, many oilrich countries recalculated their
positions.
Since assuming power with his
ageing father in January 2015, Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman bin Abdulaziz has silently

distanced himself from the Syrian
quagmire, realising that, with the
entry of Russia into the conflict,
the wider policy of regime change
would no longer be tenable.
Instead, he is looking to the more
realistic goal of clipping Iran’s wings
in Syria. In March, he parted ways
with Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir, who frequently insisted
that “Assad must go.” Crown Prince
Mohammed now says: “Bashar is
staying.”
Taking their cue from Saudi Arabia, several other Gulf countries
started to mend fences with Damascus. In September, Bahraini
Foreign Minister Khalid bin Ahmad
al-Khalifa received Syrian Foreign
Minister Walid Muallem with a
warm embrace at the United Nations.
The hugs and kisses were not
aired on Syrian television but did
appear on Saudi Al Arabiya TV.
Speaking to Al Arabiya, Khalifa
described Muallem as “my brother”
and said: “What’s happening in Syria concerns us more than anybody
else in the world. Syria is an Arab
country after all. It is not right for
its affairs to be handled by regional
and international players in our absence.”
Neither Khalifa nor the Al Arabiya news presenter used the word
“regime” and the Bahrain official

wrapped up by saying: “We deal
with governments, even if we disagree with them and not with those
wanting to bring down those governments.”
Khalifa stressed that Damascus
needed to reassert control over all
its territory, in a public go-ahead
from the GCC for Syrian authorities
to retake remaining pockets of the
armed opposition.
Days after the Bahraini gesture,
a senior Kuwaiti delegation visited Damascus for the first time in
seven years. The group was led by
media figure Subah Mohammad,
who was given a private audience
with Assad. Details of the meeting
were published in the Kuwaiti daily
al-Shahed. Assad said Kuwaiti Emir
Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah was
widely respected for his “wisdom,
mind and abilities.”
Assad added that Syria was returning to its former role in the
Arab world — a statement that made
headlines in Kuwait.
Days later, a Kuwaiti journalist
who attended the meeting, appeared on Kuwaiti television and
said that, after visiting Damascus,
he disabled Al Arabiya and Al Jazeera, claiming they had fed him
“nothing but lies” about Syria.
The barbed wire and concrete
roadblocks have been removed
from the premises of the UAE Em-

bassy in Damascus, which some
see as a step towards reopening
the grounds after being closed for
seven years. Additionally, the Jordanian Embassy is in operation,
although at a low-key level, and
the Saudi daily Alsharq al-Awsat
reported that a Jordanian ambassador would likely be appointed to
Damascus. This came reportedly at
the request of the GCC, a staunch
ally of Jordan, after the Syrian-Jordanian Jabar-Nassib border crossing opened.
The Syrian-GCC rapprochement
is a product of several factors, including a fear of Syria drifting fully
into the Iranian orbit. Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed did so in Iraq,
after all, when he reached out to
several Iranian allies, Muqtada alSadr and then-Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi, trying to get them
back into the Arab orbit.
Alarms went off last year when
the Astana process started, establishing a Russian-Turkish-Iranian
monopoly over the Syrian conflict,
away from the United Nations
and the Arab League. In September, a deal was reached between
Putin and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan regarding the
north-western Syrian province of
Idlib, completely bypassing Arab
capitals.
Syria initially saw the Qatari-

Saudi dispute that started in June
2017 as driving a wedge within the
Syrian opposition. Pro-Saudi politicians were expelled from Doha and
pro-Qatari ones lost Saudi cover,
both financially and politically.
Having regained plenty of territory
since 2015, Damascus feels it is in
a much stronger position for talks
with the Gulf countries, realising
that it needs plenty of money to
rebuild, money that only the GCC
countries can provide.
The broader Arab world is mending fences with Damascus. Egypt
re-established ties after the ouster
of the Muslim Brotherhood regime
in 2013 and half of the Lebanese
government, including ministers
and the president, are talking to
Syria.
Oman never suspended relations
nor did Algeria or Iraq, which announced that the Abu Kamal border crossing with Syria would reopen, in parallel with the reopening
of the Syrian-Jordanian Jaber-Nasib
crossing. With such a consortium,
the Arab League is preparing to invite Syria to its summit next March
in Tunisia, ending a Saudi-Qatar
freeze on Syria’s membership, enforced at different times, since 2012.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
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Upstart Kurdish party
has Iraq-wide ambitions

S

Mark Habeeb

haswar Abdulwahid
has a vision for a new
kind of politics in
Iraqi Kurdistan —
and, indeed, for all of
Iraq. Abdulwahid is
president of the New
Generation Movement (NGM), a
Kurdish political party in Erbil
that won eight seats in the
111-seat parliament of the
Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG) and four seats in the
329-seat national parliament in
Baghdad.
Those numbers make the NGM
a marginal party but given that it
was established only ten months
ago, its showing at the polls was
not too bad. More important, the
party has a distinct mission and
platform.
Abdulwahid visited Washington to meet with US State
Department officials and for a
talk at the Middle East Institute.
The 40-year-old politician said
the “old guard” has ruled Iraq
for too long and new voices need
to be heard.
He added, however, that the
NGM speaks “not just for youth
but for people who never had a
chance” and not just for Kurds
but “for all of Iraq.”
The NGM’s position on the
crisis over Kirkuk reflects its

vision: “The issue of Kirkuk is
bigger for the politicians in
Baghdad and Erbil than it is for
the people of Kirkuk,” Abdulwahid said. The NGM advocates for
a local government “focused on
serving the people” and not tied
to the larger parties.
The NGM, Abdulwahid said,
has no plans to join a governing
coalition. “There should be an
opposition in parliament,” he
said, although he said he is not
opposed to joining forces with
other small parties with shared
objectives.
Abdulwahid noted that in the
recent KRG elections, less than
40% of the population voted. Of
that number, 40% voted for
parties other than the dominant
duo: the Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan (PUK) and the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP). The
result is that, although those
two parties dominate the KRG’s

“The issue of Kirkuk
is bigger for the
politicians in
Baghdad and Erbil
than it is for the
people of Kirkuk.”
President of the
New Generation
Movement Shaswar
Abdulwahid

parliament and government,
they were supported by only
about 25% of eligible voters.
“The majority of Kurds do not
support [the PUK and KDP],”
Abdulwahid said.
The NGM’s platform is based
on classic liberal democratic and
economic principles: an independent and strong judiciary
(“the only way to fight corruption,” Abdulwahid said); support
for the private sector and
especially small businesses; and
policies that attract foreign
investment. The NGM also is
strongly in favour of women’s
rights. Women must have
“economic independence,”
Abdulwahid said. “Without
economic independence, there
is no independence as an
individual.” The NGM supports
improved education for women
and assistance to women-owned
businesses.
Abdulwahid led the “No for
Now” campaign in 2017 that
advocated against the independence referendum in Iraqi Kurdistan. This, along with his party’s
overall political approach,
suggests that Abdulwahid and
the NGM have ambitions to play
a role on the larger Iraqi stage
and not just within the KRG. He
said his goal for the party in the
2022 elections was “44 seats in
Baghdad and 88 in Erbil.”
In addition to his political
activism, Abdulwahid is the
founder of Nalia Media Corporation, an independent media

A different vision. President of the New Generation Movement
Shaswar Abdulwahid. 			
(Facebook)
company that operates Kurdnews and several other broadcast outlets, which Abdulwahid
said were “a forum for all
voices.” Nalia has a bureau in
Washington as well as in Baghdad and several European
capitals.
Abdulwahid confided that
media freedom remains a
challenge in both Kurdistan and
Iraq in general. “I was the target
of an assassination attempt,” he

said and his TV station was the
target of an arson attack soon
after opening in 2011. Independent media “has little impact” in
the KRG, he said, because the
two parties “control everything.”
The situation, however, “is not
hopeless,” Abdulwahid said, and
he is trying to build international
support. “Without free media in
Iraq, you will not have stability
in Iraq,” he said.

Amid feuds, Iraq still without a full government
Manuel Langendorf
London

I

n October, five months after
Iraqi elections, new Prime Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi presented his cabinet of ministers.
However, key posts were vacant
because parties backing him remained divided over whose candidates should take over the eight remaining ministries. These include
powerful portfolios, such as the
defence and interior.
Debates intensified as parliament was to vote November 6 on
the vacant ministerial posts. However, parliament skirted the issue,
instead discussing the budget and
the death of thousands of fish in
the Euphrates River among other
things. Abdul-Mahdi said the consultation with parliament to fill
the remaining posts continued and
vowed that nominations would be
completed soon.
“What this reveals first and foremost,” said Renad Mansour, research fellow at Chatham House,
“is the fragmentation of parliament.” Parliament has been unable
to fulfil its duties amid a failure to
agree on the largest bloc in parliament, Mansour added.
There is a broader logic behind
the power struggles, observers said.
Since the overthrow of Saddam
Hussein in 2003, Iraq has been governed by an ethno-sectarian system
locally known as muassasah, which
granted various positions of power
to different ethnicities and sects.
Control over ministries allowed
various political parties to gain access to much coveted resources,
including the awarding of government contracts. Corruption is

widely seen as part of the political
process, with Iraq ranking 169th
out 180 countries in Transparency
International’s “Corruption Perceptions Index 2017.”
“There is no clear line between
politics, business and security in
Iraq,” Mansour told an audience at
the Royal United Services Institute
in London.
However, trust in the muassasah system is at an all-time low.
During widespread protests this
year against corruption and a lack
of services, protesters demanded
an end to the political status quo.
Muqtada al-Sadr, a powerful Shia
cleric, has championed this cause.
His Sairoon political bloc, part of
the larger Islah alliance, has pushed
for the allocation of key ministries
to technocrats not connected with

political parties.
“It is naive to think the political
parties would just give up political power… and that Abdul-Mahdi
could go against them,” argued
Mansour.
The debate over the formation of
the new government illustrates the
fragmentation within large, previously cohesive blocs. In the Shia
camp, a key sticking point is the
nomination of Falih al-Fayyadh as
interior minister. Fayyadh is the
former head of the Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) and the preferred candidate of Binaa, a political bloc led by Hadi al-Amiri, who
is the head of the Badr Brigades,
one of the most powerful militias
in Iraq.
The PMF is a controversial subject in Iraq. It was part of the coa-

lition of local and international
forces that beat the Islamic State
(ISIS) but some of its most powerful
member groups, such as Badr, have
close links with Tehran and are accused of having committed human
rights violations.
Sairoon has repeatedly rejected
Fayyadh’s nomination due to his
PMF connections. If his nomination proved successful, it would
hand Fayyadh and Binaa control of
Iraq’s internal security forces.
In this stalemate, Mansour said,
“it is impossible” to see the interior
minister position being taken away
from Badr, which has presided over
the ministry since 2014. Before that,
the position was held for almost
four years by former Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki, who is also part
of the Binaa coalition in parliament.

Broken politics. Iraqi lawmakers during a session of the new Iraqi parliament in Baghdad.

(Reuters)

Filling the cabinet is not the only
challenge Abdul-Mahdi is facing.
The government experienced a setback when MPs rejected the draft
budget for 2019. Representatives
of various provinces hit by the war
against ISIS said not enough funds
were allocated for reconstruction.
“Unfortunately for Abdul-Mahdi, he doesn’t get to wait until he
has filled his cabinet before he addresses the budget dispute, which
is going to become a stalemate very
soon,” said Kirk H. Sowell, publisher of the Inside Iraqi Politics newsletter.
“The unbalanced allocation between provinces is the main obstacle,” he added. Abdul-Mahdi will
have to address the budget issue,
cabinet problem “and all other
problems at once,” Sowell said.
“The continued failure to finish
the cabinet just confirms what we
already know; that the [Abdul-Mahdi] government is and will be hobbled by political disputes because
he has no coalition base at all.”
Two cabinet ministers approved
by parliament risk losing their jobs
due to alleged ties to the regime of
Saddam Hussein, Agence France
Presse reported.
Mansour said it is difficult for the
prime minister to “portray a sense
of strength if his choices are rejected by parliament… There is already
an assumption that he is weak” or
is just facilitating matters for the
political parties.
In a reminder of the country’s
violent past, more than 200 mass
graves containing as many as
12,000 bodies were found in areas
once controlled by ISIS, a UN report
said.
Manuel Langendorf is a writer
focusing on the MENA region.
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ISIS militants had many motives
for attack on Christians in Minya
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

A

n attack on Christians in
the central Egyptian province of Minya did not happen haphazardly or without planning, analysts said.
The November 2 assault was
aimed at stopping Egyptian efforts
to revive its tourism sector, they
said, adding that the attack showed
terrorism remains a threat to stability in Egypt and could affect relations between the government of
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and
Egypt’s Christian minority.
“The tourism sector is picking
up with the countries that imposed
travel bans on Egypt in the past
three years lifting them,” said tourism expert Adel Abdel Razik. “Hotel
occupancy is on the rise and the resorts are becoming full once more.”
Seven Christians were killed and
14 others injured in an ambush
by militants on November 2 after
the Christians left the Saint Samuel Monastery. Survivors said the
militants ordered women to hand
over jewellery before they started
shooting. They, however, spared
children and the women.
The Islamic State (ISIS), which
claimed responsibility for the
shootings, killed 29 Christians in a
similar attack in May near the same
site. Forty-eight hours later, policemen killed 19 suspected militants
in a mountainous area near Minya,
including those they said carried
out the attack.
The attack occurred as the Red
Sea resorts of Sharm el-Sheikh and
Hurghada prepared for the return
of direct flights from Russia for the
first time since the bombing of a
Russian passenger plane over Sinai
in late 2015.
Russian President Vladimir Putin
said in October that his administration would consider the resumption
of flights to the two resorts soon.
Approximately 3 million Russian
tourists a year visited Egypt before
the plane bombing led officials to
suspend direct flights to the area.
On the same day of the attack,
Coptic Pope Tawadros II received
the first group of French tourists
visiting Egypt through the Holy
Family programme. The group’s
itinerary included visits to churches in Cairo, the Western Desert,
Luxor and Aswan, locations, legend

In the crosshairs. A general view of the entrance to Minya city, on November 3.
has it, Jesus, Mary and Joseph visited when they had sought refuge.
The ISIS attack may force Egyptian authorities to restrict Holy
Family journey tours to Cairo, Abdel Razik said. “The tours should
include sites in the Western Desert
after operations against the terrorists come to an end,” he added.
ISIS justifies attacks on Christians through fatwas issued by fundamentalist and extremist sheikhs

The fact that Christians
were killed in the same place
as the May attack showed
the attack was aimed at
fuelling tensions between
Sisi’s government and the
Christian minority.

who view Christians as “infidels.”
The Christians are also widely perceived as having aided Sisi when he
led the army in backing a popular
uprising against Islamist President
Muhammad Morsi in 2013.
The Western Desert is at the
centre of Operation Sinai 2018, an
Egyptian counterterrorism campaign that has focused on central
and north Sinai. The operation,
which began in February, includes
southern provinces. In Sinai,
Egyptian troops have reduced
ISIS’s capabilities to a minimum,
the army said.
The Interior Ministry is running
a campaign that includes raids
on terrorist hideouts in southern
provinces. On October 15, police
killed nine militants in desert areas

in the southern provinces of Asyut
and Sohag.
ISIS, which quickly claimed responsibility for the November 2 attack, wanted to show it was active
and strong, analysts said.
“The terrorist group wants to
say that it is still capable of staging attacks,” said Munir Adeeb, an
Islamist groups’ specialist. “However, the fact that ISIS is only able
to strike outside Sinai shows that it
is being defeated.”
The site of the attack leads to
Egypt’s border with Libya through
mountainous passageways, most
of which are controlled by smuggling gangs. The attack, security
analysts said, demonstrates coordination between the gangs and
ISIS.

(Reuters)
The fact that Christians were
killed in the same place as the
May attack showed the attack was
aimed at fuelling tensions between
Sisi’s government and the Christian
minority, analysts said.
They added that the attack was
meant to give the impression that
the government is incapable of protecting Christians.
“This has international implications by giving the impression that
Egypt’s government is weak,” said
security expert Hossam Suweilam.
“It also aimed to incite the Christians against the government, hoping to spark a violent reaction by
the Christian minority.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Egypt hosts unprecedented exercises for Arab militaries
Amr Emam

Cairo

C

omprehensive
military
drills in Egypt involving
troops from six Arab forces raised questions about
the prospects and objectives of
military cooperation among Arab
countries while the region faces
a great number of major security
challenges.
The Arab Shield I drills were
scheduled for November 3-16 at the
Mohamed Naguib Military Base in
Egypt’s Western Desert with militaries from Egypt, Saudi Arabia,
the United Arab Emirates, Jordan,
Bahrain and Kuwait participating.
Naval forces from those countries met in the Mediterranean for
unprecedented purely Arab exercises and fighter jets from their
militaries gathered in Egyptian airbases for manoeuvres.
Military analysts said the drills,
observed by representatives from
Morocco and Lebanon, were designed so the participating forces
could exchange expertise.

“This is particularly true given
the fact that the six armies participating in the drills have diverse experiences and follow different military schools,” said Kamal Amer, the
head of the National Security Committee in the Egyptian parliament
and a retired major-general. “The
drills expose these armies to new
military tactics and knowledge.”
This is the first time Arab armies
had been brought together for joint
exercises with no foreign presence.
The timing of the drills, however,
raised questions, coming just as
the United States applied new
tough sanctions on Iran.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi said Egypt would not hesitate to defend fellow Arab countries if their security was threatened. “The Egyptian Army will
come to the defence of Gulf Arabs
if they face any direct threats,” Sisi
said.
The drills also occur after reports
said US President Donald Trump
suggested Sunni Arab nations —
including Qatar — create their own
NATO-like force to be prepared for
possible encroachments from Tehran.

“There are indications that the
states sending troops to Egypt for
the drills will move ahead with
Trump’s suggestion,” said retired
Egyptian Army General Sameh Abu
Hashima. “The states represented
in the drills were also represented
in the Bright Star war games.”

If troops conducting the war
games in Egypt end up being
the nucleus of an Arab
NATO-like force, many
challenges lie ahead.
The biennial Bright Star games,
a strong show of military cooperation between Egypt and the United
States, took place in September for
the first time since 2011.
However, there are practical
problems to putting Trump’s suggestion into practice because of
the dispute between Doha and the
Arab Quartet — Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and
Bahrain.
In July 2017, the quartet submitted demands for Doha to meet
concerning its alleged interference
in the affairs of the four countries

and its suspected financing of
terrorism. Qatar refused to address
the demands and continued media
and intelligence policies harming
Arab security, the boycotting countries said.
There is also a lack of consensus
between Qatar and the same countries regarding Iran.
Doha has strong relations with
Tehran but the boycotting countries say they have been negatively
affected by Iranian policies, especially by the country’s backing of
the Shia Houthi militia in Yemen,
its support for unrest in Bahrain
and its destabilising role in Syria
and Iraq.
The formation of a joint Arab
military force was strongly advocated by Sisi, who convinced Arab
leaders in 2015 to include an article on it in the final communique.
A month later, the chiefs of staff
of Arab armies met at the Arab
League to discuss the idea. However, nothing more on the issue
has evolved.
Developments on the Arab stage
might be bringing the idea back on
the table, analysts said.
Troops participating in the drills

conduct a wide range of activities,
including unconventional warfare
and attacks against terrorist hideouts.
Mohamed Farid, the chief of
staff of the Egyptian Army, visited
the drills command centre November 6 and described the exercises
as the “most important between
Arab armies, in the light of common threats to Arab security.”
However, if troops conducting the war games in Egypt end
up being the nucleus of an Arab
NATO-like force, analysts said,
many challenges lie ahead. One is
the need for countries to agree on
what constitutes a threat or an enemy.
“These states also need to agree
on where the command centre of
the aspired force will be based,”
said Mukhtar Ghobashi, the deputy head of Egyptian think-tank
Arab Centre for Political and Strategic Studies. “Where financing for
the force will come from and which
country will command it are also
issues that need to be discussed.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Lebanon

Hezbollah, Iran using card of Lebanese government formation
Mohamad Kawas

T

he United States has
dealt with Hezbollah issue in Lebanon
with unprecedented
swiftness and enthusiasm. US Ambassador
to Lebanon Elizabeth Holzhall
Richard had already warned Beirut
of the negative consequences of
allocating the Lebanese Ministry
of Health to Hezbollah, saying US
financial protocols supporting
the ministry and its programmes
would be affected.
US Deputy Assistant Secretary of
State for Levant Affairs and Special
Envoy for Syria Joel Rayburn
visited Beirut and informed the
Lebanese political, military and
economic authorities of Washington’s plans for the region,
especially those related to Iranian
presence in the region and Hezbollah in Lebanon.
The rivalry between Washington and Hezbollah has remained
within the context of the basic
parameters of the United States’ relationship with Iran and its proxies.
Hezbollah remains confident
that yesterday’s basic rules of
coexistence that prevented major
clashes with the United States
even after the kidnapping of US

Aoun has felt that the “loyalty”
or “gratitude” manoeuvre by
Hezbollah does not target
Saad Hariri but intends to
drown the government with
Hezbollah’s cronies.

hostages and the bombing of US
Marines’ barracks would apply
today despite the changes in the
region and even if US President
Donald Trump does not share
his predecessors’ dogmas and
proclivities.
Hezbollah seems to have
decided that the current context
no longer favours setting up a
Lebanese government that it can
just infiltrate. The pressure on Iran
and its network of international,
regional and local proxies requires
the immediate and unambiguous
control of the Lebanese government. Relying on its ally, Lebanese
President Michel Aoun, and his
movement simply will not do
anymore.
The Shia party must get involved directly and heavily in the
new Lebanese government. It’s
through this perspective that one
can understand Hezbollah’s keenness on showing its “loyalty” to
its Sunni allies and its insistence
that they be represented in the
government.
Hezbollah, however, considers
the “independent Sunnis” to be
merely instruments of the Syrian
guardianship over Lebanon. It
is also true that those “patriots”
have benefited greatly from their
loyalty to Damascus. They enjoyed
high positions and privileges.
Hezbollah never admitted and
doesn’t want to admit that these
people have other reasons for joining the Hezbollah camp besides
the former patronage of Damascus
and the subsequent patronage of
Iran and Hezbollah later.
If they chose to be with Hezbollah in the March 8 alliance, it
was because they had no other
alternative available to them to
protect themselves from the anger
that gripped the country after the
assassination of Sunni leader Rafik
Hariri.

By contrast to Hezbollah’s deftness in constructing arguments, it
seems the constants of the memorandum of understanding between
it and Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement were subjected to an experience not previously witnessed by
their alliance.
Aoun was surprised by Hezbollah’s unexpected obstruction of
the formation of the new government but this aspect of Hezbollah’s behaviour is a fact of life that
the Lebanese presidency had to
get used to and even, on previous
occasions, reinterpret and reformulate for the benefit of the party
in accordance with its wishes.
However, Aoun’s position on
this issue this time, and which
weighed on the side of the Prime
Minister-designate Saad Hariri,
was a surprise to Hezbollah and
was considered a precedent in the
nature of the relationship between
the party and Aoun in the first
place, and the party and Aoun’s
son in-law Gebran Bassil in the
second place. Considering this
development, it seems the presidency was acting with new facts.
Aoun says that, due to external
reasons related to Iran’s whims,
Hezbollah is obstructing the birth
of the government. The party’s
silence about the Christian and
Druze knots complicating the
formation of the government that
have been making headlines is
more indicative of Hezbollah’s
satisfaction with having other parties hamper the birth of a government it does not desire in the first
place, rather than of any desire to
facilitate the process.
What is even more ironic is that
Aoun has felt that the “loyalty” or
“gratitude” manoeuvre by Hezbollah does not target Saad Hariri but
intends to drown the government
with Hezbollah’s cronies and to
prevent Aoun from securing a

majority in the government, who
had seemed to swing in favour of
the presidency in the finer details
of the negotiations.
However, the Aoun-Bassil
duo, which was cautioned by the
United States not to have a government with Hezbollah in charge of
the Ministry of Health, was also
warned by the Americans and the
international community against
turning Lebanon into a “Hezbollah
state.”
It seems that Aoun, who had
lent his full support to Hezbollah’s “resistance” ideology and its
weapons and had defended the
group left and right in international forums, allowed himself this
time to expand the boundaries of
his interests, even if that meant
contradicting, however circumstantially, Hezbollah’s interests
and its agendas.
Bassil rushed to instruct members and supporters of the Free Patriotic Movement to stop debating
Hezbollah on social media. Hezbollah was taken aback by Aoun’s
turn-about and did not know how
to respond without clashing with
him. These aspects are indicative
of a crisis in the management of
the presidency-Hezbollah alliance.
Hezbollah will not let go of the
Lebanese government. Hariri, the
Christian leader Samir Geagea and
the Druze leader Walid Jumblatt
received specific messages from
abroad prompting them to accept
whatever is available to facilitate
the birth of the new government.
While the international community was clamouring for this birth,
Iran wants to delay it during the US
sanctions against it. Iran wants to
hold on to formation of a government in Lebanon as a trump card
for the next round of negotiations.
Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.

Lebanon’s shrinking room for debate
Makram Rabah

W

e live in a time
of growing
intolerance,
we’re told, with
the forces of
the left and
right gnawing at the bonds that
once bound us together in common consensus. This is as true at
Lebanon’s American University of
Beirut (AUB) as it is anywhere.
At AUB the self-avowed voices
of progress and moral conservatism have sought to trample the
free expression that, for more
than a century, has been central
to the institution’s role in one of
the most divided countries.
Both visiting Oxford Professor
Jeff McMahan and AUB’s LBGTQ
Gender and Sexuality Club fell
foul of the university’s moral
guardians and those who would
tell us what can and cannot be
said in an institution dedicated to
the pursuit of free thought.
McMahan was to deliver a
lecture at the university. However, members of the student
body, wilfully overlooking his
long-standing commitment to the
Palestinian cause, elected to be
outraged over McMahan’s links
to the Hebrew University

Two seemingly opposing
groups — the BDS activists
and the religious authorities
— succeeded in fostering an
atmosphere of intolerance
and bigotry.

of Jerusalem.
These spirited young men and
women claimed McMahan was
guilty of admitting that the state
of Israel exists and, by serving
as an occasional adviser to the
Department of Philosophy at the
Hebrew University, had no right
to go to Lebanon or AUB, even
if his talk was in support of the
Palestinians and their cause.
Contrary to what the Boycott,
Divestment, Sanctions (BDS)
movement wanted the public
to believe, McMahan and his
hosts were not breaching Lebanese law compelling Lebanese
citizens to boycott Israel. If
their argument is to be taken at
face value, none of the foreign
academics who have visited
AUB would make the cut, with
such prominent figures as Noam
Chomsky and the late Edward
Said left out in the cold for their
ties to Israel.
Bashshar Haydar, a professor of philosophy who hosted
McMahan at AUB, said the BDS
movement was essentially a
“tool for internal oppression
used by those factions to suppress and bully people into
political submission.”
Haydar said the BDS movement’s anger was not really
directed towards McMahan so
much as against “people who
refuse to endorse the massacres being perpetrated in Syria
by [Syrian President Bashar]
Assad and his allies or Hezbollah’s domination over Lebanese
politics.”
A few days after McMahan’s
talk, the LGBTQ, Gender and
Sexuality Club of AUB was
forced to cancel an off-campus
Halloween party after threats
and accusations of promoting
moral turpitude from the former
Sunni Grand Mufti Sheikh Mo-

hammed Rashid Qabbani.
Qabbani was forced from office
due to legal and financial discrepancies. Yet he found it acceptable
to appoint himself Lebanon’s morality police and rally the public
against a student club that had
no intention of openly breaching
Lebanese law, which criminalises
homosexuality.
The AUB administration was
at pains to support both the club
and McMahan, confirming that
it would not waiver in its commitment to promoting freedom
of speech and expression at the
university.
In an e-mail to the AUB community, Provost Muhamad Harajli
said: “This university will, and
must, remain a place where every
person is afforded every opportunity to express themselves and
conduct their lives as they wish,
while respecting others, one
where they can thrive without
fear from threats and intimidation. The university’s commitment to these principles dates to
its founding in 1866 and the administration will never abandon
them as key components of AUB’s
canon of values.”
While ostensibly unrelated, the
backlash against the McMahan
lecture and the Halloween party
are intrinsically tied, revealing the dwindling avenues for
freedom of expression and liberal
thought across Lebanon. Two
seemingly opposing groups — the
BDS activists and the religious
authorities — succeeded in fostering an atmosphere of intolerance
and bigotry, which refuses to
acknowledge any view that contradicts their own self-righteous
vision of the world.
For the first group, McMahan’s
crime was only that he did not
share its anti-Semitic interpretation of the Arab-Israeli conflict,

While
ostensibly
unrelated, the
backlash
against the
McMahan
lecture and
the Halloween
party are
intrinsically
tied.

refusing to conflate Zionism with
Judaism and ultimately isolating
many of those who genuinely
support the cause of the Palestinian people. As for the former
mufti, he simply refused to acknowledge that sexual preference
is an intrinsic part of one’s rights
and no worldly power has a say
over this matter.
In February 2009, the late
British journalist Christopher
Hitchens spoke to a huge crowd
at AUB, sharing his controversial
political and religious views.
While this was possible almost
ten years ago, much of the freethinking activists from a decade
ago are losing ground to the
peddlers of intolerance and Arab
nationalism, who are actively
trying to curtail AUB and what it
stands for.
It is perhaps ironic that some of
the zealots among the BDS crowd,
faculty included, voiced full support for the Gender and Sexuality
Club, shunning Qabbani’s medieval inquisition of the LBGTQ
community in AUB and beyond.
Yet, these “revolutionaries,” who
enjoy the liberalism and freedom
AUB provide could not sit silent,
at least momentarily, and allow
McMahan to deliver his lecture
before engaging in constructive debate over their boycott of
academics.
Crying “Death to Israel” and
gay bashing are broken records.
Each has long exposed their
proponents for the opportunist
populists they really are. What is
needed is for these bigots to be
called out in public and held to
account for their intolerance.
Makram Rabah is a lecturer at
the American University of Beirut
and author of “A Campus at War:
Student Politics at the American
University of Beirut, 1967-1975.”
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Tunisia’s cabinet reshuffle widens divide
between president and prime minister
Fractious
politics.
Tunisian
President Beji
Caid Essebsi
gives a news
conference on
the cabinet
reshuffle at
the Carthage
Palace near
Tunis, on
November 8.

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisian
Prime
Minister
Youssef Chahed’s reshuffled
cabinet has become an issue
of contention between him
and President Beji Caid Essebsi.
Chahed, appointed as prime minister two years ago, has established
himself as one of Tunisia’s most influential politicians of the very splintered secularist camp.
At 42, he is the youngest Tunisian
prime minister in six decades but
Chahed is without an organised political party and has no record in the
nationalist struggle for independence or the fight for human rights
and freedoms during the rule of former President Zine el-Abidine Ben
Ali.
The anti-Islamist camp fears his
rise ahead of next year’s elections
could further split secularists and
leave the Islamist Ennahda Movement with a better chance to score
well in the 2019 vote.
Some, even in the president’s inner circle, see Chahed as edging too
close to the Islamists after the demise of Ennahda’s entente with Caid
Essebsi. Noureddine Ben Ticha, a
top political adviser to Caid Essebsi,
said: “We can say clearly today that
this government is Ennahda’s government.”
“The crux of the matter is that the
prime minister has a project to offer
to the Tunisians in the presidential
and parliamentarian elections next
year,” said “The political project of
Youssef Chahed is the first open secret in Tunisia. Almost everyone in
Tunisia is aware of it and can guess
its outlines but Chahed himself does
not want to declare it and his aides
only allude to it,” said political analyst Zied Krichen Krichen, adding
that Chahed might face Caid Essebsi,
91, in the presidential race.
Chahed selected ten new ministers and eight new junior ministers on November 5 from three political groups, including Ennahda.
His allies in the parliament and
the political groups with ministers
named in the cabinet have 121 deputies in the 217-member parliament.
Caid Essebsi, appearing November 8
at a news conference — his first in four
years as president — said he would
not oppose the government’s change
if it is endorsed by parliament and
would not attempt to prevent the

(AFP)

swearing-in of its members.
But Caid Essebsi expressed bitterness about Chahed’s approach in reshuffling the cabinet and in his dealing with him about it.
“I watched on the television announcing the list of the reshuffled
cabinet. It is my right to not agreeing
with that and I disagree with this approach. Why things are rushed like
that?” he asked.
“They (Chahed’s aides) sent the
list of the reshuffled cabinet to the
parliament bypassing the tradition
that the presidency receives it first
and passes it on to the parliament,”
Caid Essebsi said. “I would have sent
it to the parliament anyway. We have
a high esteem and regard of the authority and the prestige of the state. I
do not want people abroad to see our
state as a banana republic.”
Caid Essebsi appeared to convey
to the public his views of Chahed by
way of comparison to himself.
“We are not on equal footing (with
the prime minister),” he said. “I’m
the president of the state and the
position of the state president must

be respected. I’m above the political
parties.”
Caid Essebsi added: “Me, I’m not
clinging to the power and if it required that I shall leave, I will step
down. I put Tunisia’s interests above
any other consideration.”
Chahed kept key defence, foreign
affairs, interior and finance portfolios unchanged. He cannot constitutionally name new ministers of
defence or foreign affairs without
consulting with the president.
He selected as minister in charge
of human rights Mohamed Fadhel
Mahfoudh, the former head of Tunisia’s bar association who was among
four Tunisians whose civil society groups were awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize in 2015.
Chahed named Paris-based businessman Rene Trabelsi tourism minister, making him the first member
of the country’s Jewish community
to gain a ministerial job since Tunisia’s independence in 1956.
“This reshuffle is to make the
work of government more effective
and to put an end to the political and

economic crisis,” Chahed said in a
statement.
Nidaa Tounes was founded by
Caid Essebsi and is led by the president’s son Hafedh, who has spoken
out publicly against Chahed’s government’s “many failures.”
Tunisia has been mired in an economic slump and social depression
since an uprising in 2011 ousted Ben
Ali as president. Nine governments
since then have been unable to deal
with the country’s woes.
Chahed, to lure backing of the former Ben Ali supporters in the key
Sahel region, appointed Kamel Morjane, who served as defence (200510) and foreign minister (2010-11)
under Ben Ali, as minister in charge
of the public service and administrative modernisation. Morjane, who
leads the centrist El Moubadara party, has hinted he might run for president next year.
Chahed kept Education Minister
Hatem Ben Salem and Finance Minister Ridha Chalghoum, who were
ministers under Ben Ali, in their
positions.

However, in a sign of the political
crisis, no supporter of Hafedh Caid
Essebsi was picked for the new cabinet, meaning Nidaa Tounes, which
had named Chahed as one of its senior officials is now in the opposition
— a harbinger of possible intensified
infighting.
Nidaa Tounes backed Chahed as
prime minister in 2016 with the hope
of improving the country’s economic and social climate and bolster the
party’s chances in parliamentarian
and presidential elections in 2019.
The party suspended Chahed’s
membership in September.
Besides the parliamentary opposition, Chahed worries about the
future stances of the Tunisian General Labour Union (UGTT) which
are powerful enough to besiege the
government with strikes and social
protests. The UGTT has called for a
general strike of 650,000 civil servants planned for November 22 over
salary hikes.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Viewpoint

The constitution is at the root of Tunisia’s political crisis

T

Abdeljalil Maali

he political crisis in
Tunisia is not just a
matter of who has
which prerogatives
between the president
and the prime minister. It is much deeper and has its
roots in the country’s 2014
constitution.
That document took a long time
to draft but was voted in rather
quickly. The process of elaborating it was driven by conflicting
desires to secure as much power
as possible between the major
winning parties in the constitutional elections, more so than by
concern for the future of the
country and its stability.
Tunisian President Beji Caid
Essebsi has stated his rejection of
the procedures followed by Prime
Minister Youssef Chahed in the
recent cabinet reshuffle. “My
main duty is to see to it that the
constitution is not violated.

Article 92 makes it mandatory for
the prime minister to inform the
president of the decisions taken,”
Caid Essebsi said.
The government responded to
that statement by insisting on the
“legality” of the reshuffle and the
prime minister’s choices.
The political crisis, which
peaked November 8 with feverish
exchanges of stances regarding
the ministerial reshuffle, is the
tip of the iceberg. It does not
reflect the wider scope of the
crisis or foresee its end.
In normal political circumstances, the constitution reflects
general political tendencies. It is
formulated after much discussion
and deliberation. Usually, legal
and constitutional experts are
called on to participate in production of the document to avoid
confusion or ambiguity. Thus, the
constitution becomes a regulator
of political life and the deciding
reference in cases of conflict.
In Tunisia’s case, the 2014
constitution was full of vague
chapters and articles that
accepted every interpretation
and included provisions that

tolerated more than one reading.
The result was having many
political situations not addressed
by the constitution or involved
conflicting articles.
The irony in the current crisis is
that each side of the dispute
bases its position on the constitution, invoking specific articles to
prove the correctness of its
position and the soundness of the
procedures. Thus, there is proof
that the constitution provides an
elastic legislative basis allowing
for various interpretations.
These constitutional shortcomings, revealed by real-life practices, become more dangerous in
the absence of arbitration
institutions that the constitution
itself established and called for
their urgent implementation.

The crisis stems from
a constitution that the
people’s
representatives were
very slow to draft but
very hurried to adopt.

Article 101 of the Tunisian
Constitution states: “Disputes
relating to the responsibilities
and prerogatives of the President
of the Republic and those of the
Prime Minister shall be brought
up to the Constitutional Court by
either one of the concerned sides
and the said court shall decide on
the dispute within a week’s time.”
However, the Constitutional
Court has yet to see the light and
that exacerbates the danger of the
political impasse.
The spirit of consensus politics
that marked the drafting of the
2014 constitution in Tunisia led
to neglecting to think of pitfalls
that could emerge during implementation of the constitution.
There was also, among certain
political parties involved in the
drafting of the constitution and
voting on its articles, a mentality
of securing as much power and
prerogatives as possible. These
factors cast heavy shadows over
the legislative product of the
second republic in Tunisia.
Considering that the 2014
constitution lacked the necessary
institutional safety belt, by the

incompleteness of the required
constitutional bodies like the
Constitutional Court and others,
this text has produced crises
instead of being an arbiter of
conflicts. Legal experts pointed
out the shortcomings of the
constitution right from its
announcement and, today, many
voices are calling for revising its
ambiguous articles.
The crisis in Tunisia is not
confined to the cabinet reshuffle.
It does not lie in the power
struggle between the two
branches of the executive, either.
It stems from a constitution that
the people’s representatives were
very slow to draft but very
hurried to adopt. The result was a
text unworthy of the second
Tunisian republic, a text in which
the mentality of war spoils and
dubious voting tactics played a
crucial role in adopting the
calamitous articles that are
paralysing the political scene in
Tunisia. I’m afraid the worst is
yet to come.
Abdeljalil Maali is
a Tunisian writer.
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Moroccan king calls for ‘direct and frank’ talks with Algeria
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

oroccan King Mohammed VI has called for
“direct and frank” talks
with Algiers to settle
differences that hampered ties
between the neighbouring countries.
“I should like to say today, in a
very straightforward and responsible way, that Morocco stands ready
for a direct and frank dialogue
with our sister nation, Algeria, to
settle the transient and objective
differences impeding the development of relations between the two
countries,” King Mohammed VI
said November 6 in a speech commemorating the 43rd anniversary
of the Green March.
The Green March was coordinated by the Moroccan government to
force Spain to hand over Western
Sahara to Morocco. An estimated
350,000 Moroccans participated,
marching several kilometres into
Western Sahara territory
Political analyst Hafid Ezzahri
said the king’s speech was not the
first time that Morocco reached
out to Algeria to settle differences
between the two countries.
“This time the call came for direct dialogue without any mediator in the midst of new regional
and international developments,
most important the UN Security
Council Resolution 2440, which
called on Algeria to be involved
in the negotiations to settle the
Western Sahara dispute, the continuous threat of terrorism in the
Maghreb and human trafficking,”
said Ezzahri.
The UN Security Council in October adopted a US-drafted resolution that extended the decades-old
UN Mission for the Referendum
in Western Sahara until April 30
to help relaunch political negotiations on a settlement in Western
Sahara.
Morocco, Algeria, Mauritania
and the Polisario Front have accepted a UN invitation to talks December 5-6 in Geneva that could
lead to formal negotiations on
ending the conflict.
Morocco annexed Western Sahara in 1975 and maintains it is an

integral part of its country. The Algeria-backed Polisario Front began
an armed conflict with Morocco for
an independent state that lasted
until the United Nations brokered
a ceasefire in 1991.
Rabat has proposed a form of
autonomy under Moroccan sovereignty for the territory. The proposal was rejected by the Polisario
Front, which insists on the right of
the Sahrawi people to self-determination in a UN-monitored vote.
Nabila Benyahia, professor of
political science and international
relations at the University of Algiers 3, told Annahar TV that Morocco was seeking a serious dialogue with Algeria following King
Mohammed VI’s speech.
“I find it a strategic speech that
seeks to reopen solid relations between the two nations. It is a positive sign to open cooperation ties,”
Benyahia said, warning that the
West was the only party benefitting from the political stalemate.
Benyahia said the two countries need to learn from European
counterparts, which overcame
differences and established the
European Union.
King Mohammed VI emphasised
the historic ties between Morocco
and Algeria, especially during the
colonial rule. He suggested setting up a joint political mechanism
for dialogue and consultation between Morocco and Algeria.
“I should like to stress that Morocco is willing to consider the
proposals or initiatives Algeria
may want to offer in this regard
so as to break the stalemate in the
relations between the two neighbours and sister nations,” said King
Mohammed VI.
Ezzahri said Moroccans hoped
that Algeria would deal with the
message in a positive way. If Algiers ignores it, there will be a loss
of development opportunities between the two countries, he said.
King Mohammed VI said the
proposed mechanism would analyse all issues in good faith and
in a frank, objective and honest
way, using an open-ended agenda,
without conditions or exceptions.
“It will also contribute to enhancing bilateral coordination and
consultation and help us rise to regional and international challenges, particularly in terms of fighting

Extended hand. Moroccan King Mohammed VI speaks during the 43rd anniversary of the Green
March, on November 6. 									
(MAP)
terrorism and addressing the issue
of migration,” he said.
Abdelaziz Karaki, professor of
political science at Mohammed V
University in Rabat, told Medi1 TV
that the two countries face several challenges that could be more

“I find it a strategic speech that
seeks to reopen solid relations
between the two nations.”
Nabila Benyahia, professor
of political science and
international relations at the
University of Algiers 3

easily overcome if there was unity.
“Terrorism and human trafficking are some of the thorniest issues that have to be dealt with in
both countries. The current political crisis does not benefit the two
nations at all levels,” said Karaki.
King Mohammed VI reiterated
Morocco’s unchanged position on
the disputed territory. Last year,
he insisted that Morocco ruled
out any solution to the disputed
territory other than within the
framework of “Morocco’s full sovereignty over its Sahara and the
Autonomy Initiative, which has
been declared serious and credible

by the international community.”
He denied that Morocco’s return
to the African Union had anything
to do with the Western Sahara issue. He insisted that it was dictated
by the pride “we take in belonging
to Africa, as well as by our commitment to share in the development
dynamic it is witnessing and to
contribute to tackling the various
challenges facing the continent,
without compromising our legitimate rights and best interests.”
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.

UN plans national conference and elections for Libya
Michel Cousins

Tunis

T

he only way to solve Libya’s
political divisions is a national conference, UN special envoy Ghassan Salame
has decided.
Three days before the Palermo
meeting organised by the Italian
government to try to find a way
forward for Libya, he told the UN
Security Council that there would
be a national conference in the first
weeks of 2019. He also announced
that the electoral process formally
setting the date for parliamentary
and presidential elections must
start next spring.
The timing of the announcement was designed to pre-empt
the Palermo conference. There
was no requirement for a Security
Council briefing from him at this
time. Those sessions are usually
every four months and the most
recent was in September. Salame’s
statements effectively hijacked
the Palermo meeting, resetting its
agenda.
Salame was widely rumoured to
be deeply unhappy with the Italian move, seeing it as an attempt to
take over UN efforts to resolve the
Libyan crisis and, in doing so, undermining and complicating them.
For the same reason, he was said
to have been upset at French Presi-

dent Emmanuel Macron’s conference last May at which the four
Libyan key players — Presidency
Council leader Fayez al-Sarraj,
Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar, House
of Representatives President Ageela
Saleh and State Council President
Khalid al-Mishri — agreed to elections in December 2018. Salame,
however, could not publicly criticise the French move because he
supported elections, even if the announced date appeared premature.
A grand conference was Salame’s
idea when he became UN special
envoy in June 2017. However, amid
deepening divisions and chaos in
Libya, it was pushed to the back
burner, almost impossible to organise, let alone find an acceptable and
neutral location in the country as a
venue.

If the conference does take
place, there is the question
of whether the HoR and its
president would act on a call
for elections.
That has changed, Salame said;
conditions “are more propitious.”
The national conference’s objective is, as a gathering representing the Libyan people, to force the
country’s political leaders to act responsibly.
The contempt for them in Salame’s Security Council briefing was

unmistakable, in particular for the
House of Representatives (HoR),
Libya’s parliament. He has been
critical of it before but this time he
accused it of deliberately wasting
time over the constitutional referendum, elections and related issues
with delays and postponements. It
had failed to uphold its responsibilities, Salame said. It and the State
Council were determined to prevent
elections “at all costs,” he charged.
Salame even appeared to question the HoR’s legitimacy: “The
body calling itself Libya’s sole legislature is largely sterile,” he said.
In contrast, opinion polling
showed that 80% of Libyans asked
said they wanted elections, he said.
They were “sick and tired of military adventurism and petty political
manoeuvres,” he said
Other calls in the briefing included the need to extend security arrangements in Tripoli, for economic
reform, ensuring prisoners held
illegally are freed, support for the
Egypt-led moves to reunite the Libyan armed forces, for international
backing in the training of professional security forces, which Salame said he hoped would be agreed
at Palermo, and for an end to the
destructive lawlessness in southern
Libya.
Whether Salame’s unbridled
condemnation will shame Libya’s
political elites into positive action
remains to be seen. Countless promises have been broken, ignored or so

delayed as to be meaningless.
It is not clear that new security arrangements in Tripoli or economic
reform, actively supported by Salame and the UN Support Mission in
Libya, add up to anything substantial. For all the encouraging talk of
militias having withdrawn from
some positions in Tripoli and being
prepared to pull out of others, the
head of the main militia, the Tripoli
Revolutionaries’ Brigade, Haithem
Tajouri, remains the most powerful person in the city, arguably more
powerful than Sarraj.
Economic reform has been limited to an effective devaluation of
the Libyan dinar (so that the government has more dinars to spend
for its oil dollars), trying to unite
the competing western and eastern
central banks and ensuring there is
cash in the banks for the public to
withdraw. These are monetary and
banking reforms. There is nothing
about fundamental economic reforms that can move Libya from the
mismanaged, centralised, socialist economy of the Qaddafi era to a
mixed economy in which the private sector can play a full part.
Nevertheless, Salame has decided that, whatever the problems,
Libya’s divisions cannot be left in
the hands of its current political
leaders. The country, he said, was
“caught in a futile and destructive
cycle, fuelled by personal ambitions
and the nation’s stolen wealth” and
“fast becoming the tragedy of the

lost opportunity.” Salame seems
determined that a national conference and elections are the only way
forward.
Making a conference happen and
a success will not be easy. Choosing
the right venue presents its own difficulties, with delegates refusing
to go here or there because of who
controls the place. More important,
it will have to be actively supported
by key individuals, notably Haftar.
If he were opposed, few delegates
from the east would turn up.
If the conference does take place,
there is the question of whether the
HoR and its president would act on
a call for elections. As it stands, they
would probably try to delay again,
in which case outside pressure
would probably be applied to make
them comply.
Salame has one other major requirement for peace in Libya. He
ended his briefing to the Security
Council by saying the unity of the
international community is crucial
if there is to be progress in stabilising Libya. In other words, no more
foreign initiatives and conferences
— no repetition of Paris and Palermo
— unless initiated by the United Nations.
Salame has said the same in previous briefings but this time he appears determined to make sure it
does not happen again.
Michel Cousins is a contributor to
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.
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Israel bets on
both Democrats,
Republicans
after US elections
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I

srael is trying to adjust to the
new political climate in the
United States and even look
for new opportunities after the
midterm elections in which the
Democrats gained a majority in the
US House of Representatives.
Michael Oren, the Israeli deputy
cabinet minister for public diplomacy, said Israel viewed the Democratic Party win as an opportunity
for Tel Aviv to reach out to Democrats and liberal Jews.
Democrats, like their Republican rivals, have traditionally supported the state of Israel but the
vocal backing that the right-wing
Israeli government of Binyamin
Netanyahu has given to US President Donald Trump left many in
the Democratic Party — including
liberal Jews — feeling betrayed.
Oren, who previously served as
an ambassador to Washington, said
Israel would still push for a hawkish US stance towards the Palestinians and Iran while Trump is in the
White House. Oren said Trump was
likely to turn to international diplomacy in dealing with the Middle
East peace process, which is important to all politicians.
“There is no issue which would
have greater reverberations, not
just on the right but in the centre
and maybe even on parts of the left
than resolving the Israeli-Palestinian issue,” Oren told the Associated
Press (AP).
Observers are divided on the

effects of the US midterm election
on Trump’s Middle East policies.
Mouin Rabbani, a Palestinian analyst, told the AP that he expected
little change of direction.
Others said that, although the
elections are primarily about
domestic issues, their effect on
foreign affairs should not be dismissed altogether.
“Despite everything that’s going
on with Israel and the Palestinians — it’s an election, it’s a race
that’s all about domestic issues
and all about President Trump,”
said Haaretz correspondent Allison
Kaplan Sommer.
“But the fact that the House races
are mostly about domestic policies
doesn’t mean that their tone and
outcome won’t be really important
for the future of US-Israel relations
and that American Jews and Israelis aren’t paying close attention to
them.”
Some went further. “The Biggest
Loser of the US Midterms? Binyamin Netanyahu,” was the headline on a Haaretz column by Samuel G. Freedman, the author of “Jew
vs. Jew: The Struggle for the Soul of
American Jewry.”
“In tethering Israel to just one
political party and one ideology in
an America that is profoundly split
between two, the [Israeli] prime
minister has evidently never allowed for the turn of events indicated by the midterms: the realistic
prospect that the political majority
will swing back to Democrats and
that the evangelical right will be
outvoted by a burgeoning movement of multicultural progressives,
including the vast majority of

Positive spin. A file picture shows Israel’s Deputy Cabinet Minister for Public Diplomacy Michael Oren.
American Jews,” wrote Freedman.
Eytan Gilboa, the director of the
Centre for International Communication and a senior research associate at the Begin-Sadat Centre for
Strategic Studies at Bar-Ilan University, predicted that a Democratic win would harm US-Israel ties.

Although the elections are
primarily about domestic
issues, their effect on
foreign affairs should not be
dismissed altogether.
“Israel support among Democrats has plummeted over the past
decade, which is evident in public opinion polls, the party’s platform and the positions of some
of its veteran representatives as
well as of those who might join
them in the coming election,”
Gilboa wrote in Ynetnews.com

before the elections.
“Just as Iran hopes for a Democratic victory, Israel wishes for a
Republican win, which will allow
Trump to continue his pressure on
Iran and his pro-Israel moves and
so, the midterm elections’ results
could have a significant impact on
Israel’s security and welfare.”
Any change of course is unlikely
to be immediate. While the Democrats may disrupt some of Trump’s
Middle East policies by keeping
him preoccupied with domestic investigations, the party is unable to
direct US foreign policy as long as it
remains outside the White House.
In addition, the US Senate is controlled by the Republicans.
“Democrats were infuriated by
Trump’s withdrawal from the international nuclear deal with Iran
that Democratic President Barack
Obama’s administration reached
in 2015 but there is little they can

(AFP)

do to change the policy as long as
Republicans occupy the White
House,” reported Reuters.
What the Democrats could do,
however, is additional oversight of
Trump’s foreign policy.
“From January to November
2018, the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee had just 14 full committee hearings not related to nominations, allowing the administration to overhaul US foreign policy
without the need to explain itself
in public,” wrote Brian McKeon and
Caroline Tess in Foreign Affairs.
“Their (Democrats’) first step
should be returning to standard
practice for oversight, a core function of the congressional committees. That means hearings, and lots
of them.”
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online Editor
of The Arab Weekly.

Israel seeks to woo Gulf Arab states in face of Iran threat
Manuel Langendorf

London

I

sraeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu’s trip to Oman at
the end of October was a historic occasion, marking the
first time an Israeli prime minister
visited the Gulf state since 1996.
The visit was widely seen as a
significant development in relations between Israel and Gulf Arab
states, which do not have formal
diplomatic ties with Israel.
Speaking after the visit with Omani Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said,
Netanyahu said they discussed a
range of issues, including air traffic
over Oman to and from Israel and a
railway connection between Muscat and Haifa.

Netanyahu’s outreach to the
Gulf has domestic
implications for Israelis and
Palestinians.
One day after the Israeli prime
minister’s visit, Omani Foreign
Minister Yusuf bin Alawi bin Abdullah said: “Israel is a state present in
the region and we all understand
this.” Speaking at a security conference in Bahrain, he added: “Maybe
it is time for Israel to be treated the
same [as others states] and also
bear the same obligations.”
Oman did not offer to directly
mediate between the Israelis and
the Palestinians, stating that it was
waiting for the plan on what the
Trump administration has billed as
the “Deal of the Century.” However, Muscat promised efforts to help
revive the peace process.

Several Israeli cabinet ministers
visited the Gulf after Netanyahu’s
trip to Muscat. Israeli Culture Minister Miri Regev and Communications Minister Ayoob Kara travelled
to the United Arab Emirates on separate occasions and Transportation
and Intelligence Minister Israel visited Oman for an international conference to present a railway plan to
connect the Gulf with the Mediterranean Sea via Israel.
Several Gulf delegations, including one led by the Omani foreign
minister, visited Jerusalem in the
past year.
Until recently, long rumoured
ties between Israel and several Gulf
Arab states were mainly developed
in secret, in part due to Arab states’
official support for the Palestinian
cause.
“To be sure, hosting Netanyahu
was a bold move,” said Giorgio Cafiero, CEO of the Gulf State Analytics,
a consultancy in Washington. “All
Arab government officials risk facing domestic and regional anger if
they are seen as too openly close to
Israel.”
The meeting in Oman was a “very
strategic development,” said Omar
Shaban, founder of PalThink for
Strategic Studies, a think-tank in
the Gaza Strip. It is in line, he added, with Israel’s perspective on the
Arab Peace Initiative from 2002,
which promised the normalisation
of relations between Israel and Arab
countries in exchange for the establishment of a Palestinian state. “Israel is dealing with the Arab world
before a peace agreement” with the
Palestinians, Shaban said.
However, the region has undergone tremendous change in recent
years, including devastating wars, a
more proactive Saudi policy to con-

front Iran and the fragmentation of
the Palestinian political scene. This
has allowed for improved relations
between Israel and the Gulf nations.
“Arab support for the Palestinian
cause is very weak at the moment,”
said Shaban. He added that, in this
changed environment, Arabs would
not reject improving ties with Israel
as strongly as in the past.
Key Arab Gulf countries, such as
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab

Emirates, and Israel see Iran’s influence in the region as their top
threat. In October, Netanyahu told
the Israeli parliament that “Israel
and other Arab countries are closer
than they ever were before” because of the Iranian nuclear threat.
Netanyahu’s outreach to the Gulf
has domestic implications for Israelis and Palestinians. Scoring a major
foreign policy victory before the
next elections — scheduled for November 2019 but there are rumours

Top threat. Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu addresses a
session of the United Nations General Assembly at UN headquarters
in New York, last September.				
(Reuters)

of early elections — could boost the
prime minister’s chances to win a
fifth term in office.
For Palestinians, the warming
of ties presents a major challenge.
Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas travelled to Oman before
Netanyahu’s visit and has since
hosted an Omani envoy in Ramallah. Wafa, the official Palestinian
news agency, said Abbas hailed the
“large” support by Oman for the
Palestinian people, while Sultan
Qaboos’s envoy said Abbas’s visit
to Muscat reinforced the “deep fraternal relations” between the two
countries.
A member of Hamas’s political
bureau criticised what he called a
“wave of normalisation by several
Arab countries with the Israeli occupation.”
Abdullah Baabood, a former director of the Gulf Studies Centre
at Qatar University, had a different
take. “I believe Oman would not
take this step without being asked
by the Palestinians,” he said, adding that the Israeli-Omani meeting
was aimed at kick-starting “the impasse in the relations” between Israelis and Palestinians, also pointing to a possible US role.
London-based pan-Arab daily
Asharq Al-Awsat reported that Abbas was supportive of Oman’s efforts.
Abbas has reiterated his intent
to reject the “deal of the century,”
which the Trump administration
is expected to soon share with the
Israeli government, news reports
said.
While confronting Iran binds traditional adversaries closer together, the US peace initiative could be
an obstacle for deeper ties between
Israel and the Gulf.
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Turkey steps up efforts to send Syrian refugees home
Thomas Seibert

Esenyurt

S

itting on the floor of a squalid apartment in the Istanbul suburb of Esenyurt,
28-year-old Ahmed counted
the days. Ahmed, who fled Damascus in 2013, joined a growing
group of Syrian refugees who were
accepting an offer by the Turkish
government to return to their wartorn country.
Ahmed said he hoped to return
to Damascus, where his mother
lives. “I can’t wait,” he said. “I
haven’t seen my mother for fiveand-a-half years.”
A local official said paper work to
clear the way for the 1,200km bus
trip to the border could be finalised
within days.
Authorities in Esenyurt, a working-class district on the western
fringes of Istanbul with a population of 850,000 Turks and at least
100,000 Syrian refugees, have organised 15 bus convoys to Syria
since March. Officials said they
plan to have bused 6,000 Syrians
to Turkey-occupied parts of Syria
by the end of the year, with another 30,000 to follow in 2019.

Almost half of the Syrians in
Turkey are younger than 18
years old and unlikely to
return to their country.
The initiative is a response to
calls by Turks for Syrians to go
home because of a worsening economic situation that is sharpening
competition between Turks and 3.5
million refugees from the southern
neighbour in job and housing markets. In some cities, schools and
hospitals struggle to cope with the
extra demand.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, under attack by opposition parties accusing him of turning Turkey into a “soup kitchen”
for Syrians, promised voters that
the Syrians would leave.

Earlier this year, a poll said 86.2%
of Turkish voters asked said they
wanted the Syrians to go home.
With local elections in Turkey
scheduled for March, politicians
are keen to demonstrate to voters
that they are working to decrease
the number of Syrians in their area.
The government in Ankara said
about 260,000 Syrians have returned to the northern Syrian town
of Jarabulus, where Turkish troops
took control following a cross-border intervention in 2016. Other Syrians are going to the Afrin region,
occupied by the Turkish Army last
spring. Bus convoys from Esenyurt were organised in coordination
with Turkish military and civilian
authorities in northern Syria.
Officials in Esenyurt insisted the
repatriation was strictly voluntary.
Esenyurt Mayor Ali Murat Alatepe,
a member of Erdogan’s Justice and
Development Party, said it was difficult to convince the passengers
on the first bus in March to make
the trip but, since then, demand
among Syrians was rising because
the other Syrians had settled successfully.
“Not a single returnee has had
as much as a nosebleed there,”
Alatepe said as one of the convoys
left on the 16-hour journey to the
Syrian border earlier this month.
A local administration official
said Syrians from other parts of Istanbul were asking for seats on one
of the Esenyurt buses. Turkish voters appreciated the effort, the official added, saying. “We have had
fewer complaints about the Syrians
since the convoys started.”
Ahmed, a father of one with
another child on the way, said he
wanted to go home because he
could not make ends meet as a
home appliance repairman in Turkey. “We have had days when we
had no food for our baby and had
to use plastic bags as diapers,” he
said. He decided to go to Damascus
with his wife and his 2-year-old son
after friends in Syria told him it was
safe to return.
“I miss my country. I miss my

Political manoeuvres. Esenyurt Mayor Ali Murat Alatepe (R) at a recent farewell ceremony for Syrian
refugees returning to their country. 						
(Esenyurt Municipality)
mother’s cooking,” he said, adding
his plan was to open his own business. The bus from Esenyurt was
to take him and his family to Afrin,
where they would have to make
their own way to Damascus.
Ahmed, whose last name is being withheld to protect his identity,
said he fled to Turkey in 2013 because he feared he would be forced
into active army duty after completing his military service in the
Syrian Army. In October, the Syrian
government issued an amnesty for
deserters and for men who avoided
conscription.
Asked if they felt safe given the
announcements from Damascus,
Ahmed’s wife, Hana, said she did
not trust the government. Ahmed
sounded unsure. “I am thinking
more about the welfare of my wife

and children,” he said.
The Esenyurt returnee project
is the only one of its kind in Istanbul but some border regions
run similar programmes. In Kilis,
a provincial capital on the border
with Syria north-east of Afrin, officials told the Turkish state-run
Anadolu news agency in September that about 80,000 Syrians
there had been repatriated under a
“voluntary return programme.” In
Hatay, a Turkish border province
to the west of Afrin, an average of
150 Syrians were applying for the
return journey every day, Anadolu
reported.
But Murat Erdogan, a migration expert at the Turkish-German
University in Istanbul, said his research suggested that most refugees were likely to stay in Turkey.

In a recent poll among Syrians in
Sanliurfa, a city close to the Syrian border, refugees were asked if
they would be willing to return to
a Turkish-secured “safe zone” in
Syria and “80% said no,” Erdogan
said.
A report by an advisory body to
the Turkish president’s office that
was leaked to an opposition newspaper painted a similar picture.
Turkey, a country of 80 million
people, will have a Syrian minority
of up to 5 million within ten years,
the report predicted, the Cumhuriyet daily stated. Almost half of the
Syrians in Turkey are younger than
18 years old and unlikely to return
to their country, the report said.
Approximately 280,000 Syrian
children have been born in Turkey
since 2011.

Viewpoint

Turning Turkey into a ‘zombie’ nation of undesirables
Yavuz Baydar

If the strategic goal
feared by the
opposition is
achieved, millions of
citizens will have
been turned into what
one journalist
described as
“zombies” because
they’re “undesirable.”

A

recent row during a
Turkish parliamentary
commission meeting
spoke volumes. “We
are cleansing everybody,” said the legislative body’s chairman, a member of
the ruling Justice and Development
Party (AKP).
“Everybody” means all who disagree with the AKP. “Cleansing” is
the pattern established by the party
of dismissing “everybody” from
state institutions and public office.
With Turkey in the third year of the
post-coup period, the purge has not
slowed.
Discontent is being voiced.
“Look, esteemed chairman,”
roared Kurdish MP Meral Danis
Bestas, “when the time comes
and when you become subject to
criminal charges, I and my friends
will not hesitate to come to your
legal defence but, now, what do
you think you are doing by saying
you are cleansing everybody? You
have fired judges, police officers,
gendarmerie officers, teachers, engineers, doctors. Who do you think
you are?”
The discussion occurred while
parliament considered a controversial draft bill that would restrict
private employment for doctors
dismissed from public health institutions by presidential decree on
the accusation they were affiliated
with terrorist groups.
A report by Amnesty International puts the number of people
purged after the July 2016 failed
coup at approximately 150,000.
They include bureaucrats in central
government ministries, as well as
administrative officials at the local
level.
As Bestas said, there are judges,

Breathing fire. A demonstrator screams as police officers grab him
during a protest in Istanbul. 				
(AP)
police officers, gendarmerie officers, teachers, engineers and doctors
among them. Amnesty International, which talked to nearly 900
officials fired, concluded there was
no hope for them to live normally
again, let alone return to their
posts. A complaints commission,
which has been at work for more
than a year, has done almost nothing about objections raised by those
dismissed, Amnesty International
said.
The legislation, which is on its
way to a parliamentary vote, is an
especially severe act of purging.
In some provinces in Turkey, the
shortage of doctors and health staff
is causing problems. Opposition
members often raise the issue, only
to find they are not properly heard
in a parliament dominated by the

de facto nationalist Islamist AKPMHP (National Movement Party)
coalition. Additionally, Turkey’s
new executive presidency means
parliament is all but paralysed.
There is a clear pattern in the
groups targeted by the purge. It
reveals the strategic goal of Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
government, an intense blend of
hard-line cadres of nationalists and
Islamists. Despite the time since the
failed coup, the opposition within
and outside parliament say the
Turkish state is determined to arbitrarily turn the following groups
into the “living dead” — Gulenists,
Kurds who sympathise with the
Peoples’ Democratic Party,
secularists and leftists in general.
In the official view, these groups
are internal enemies of

the state and society.
If the bill passes, certain doctors will be banned from practising
medicine even in the private sector.
Why? Why are doctors targeted
so severely? Traditionally, this
profession has been dominated by
left-leaning secularists, especially
in the western half of Anatolia and
the mainly Kurdish provinces in
south-eastern Turkey.
Erdogan knows he would probably never win them over. What
is about to happen to doctors
is the same as with some other
professions, such as the law. Many
dissenting lawyers are either in jail
or stripped of the right to practise.
The official response to perceived
disloyalty is the ultimate punishment — relegation to the zone of
the living dead. It doesn’t seem to
matter that this is self-destructive
for a country that faces a shortage
of qualified workers.
Amnesty International’s gloomy
conclusions may be correct. If the
strategic goal feared by the opposition is achieved, millions of citizens
will have been turned into what one
journalist described as “zombies”
because they’re “undesirable.”
This is not the first time society
will have faced such a tragic phenomenon. It happened in Germany
and the Soviet Union in the 1930s
and in Eastern Europe until the fall
of the Berlin Wall.
Little surprise then that many of
Turkey’s elite have started to seek a
life elsewhere. They are joining an
exodus, the departure of those who
are rapidly losing hope that Turkey
will go in the right direction.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journalist
and regular columnist for The Arab
Weekly.
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US elections unlikely to offer relief
to Iran as sanctions come into force
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

L

osses for US President Donald Trump’s Republican Party in congressional elections
bring little comfort for Iran
with fresh US sanctions gripping
the country’s economy.
The elections, in which Democrats gained control of the US
House of Representatives and Republicans added to their majority in
the US Senate, were two days after
Trump’s latest wave of sanctions,
which target the Iranian oil and
banking sectors, kicked in.
Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif accused the United
States of waging an “indiscriminate
assault” on Tehran. “The US administration appears to believe that imposing illegal draconian sanctions
on Iran will bring about such pain
to our nation that it will force us to
submit to its will, no matter how
absurd, unlawful or fundamentally
flawed its demands are,” Zarif said.
If Tehran had been hoping that
the vote for House members in
the United States would temper
Trump’s aggressively anti-Iran approach or foreshadow a defeat for
him in the 2020 run for the White
House, the election results offer no
such indications.
“The midterms do not give certainty or a strong indication as to
whether Trump will be re-elected,” said Ali Fathollah-Nejad, a
visiting fellow at the Brookings
Doha Centre.
A defeat for Trump would not
mean that Iran was off the hook,
Fathollah-Nejad added. “Concerns
about Iranian behaviour are bigger
than the Trump administration.
Those concerns are bipartisan and
they will outlive Trump. So, Iranian
expectations regarding the midterms and their ramifications for
the future of Trump are overblown.”
The United States and its European allies disagree about whether

to stick to the 2015 nuclear agreement with Iran but they share criticism of Iran’s roles in Iraq, Syria and
elsewhere in the region, of Tehran’s
hostility towards Israel and of the
Iranian missile programme. US
House Democrats are unlikely to
press for a softer stance.
Trump’s Syria envoy James Jeffrey said the administration was focusing on putting financial pressure
on Iran and “secondly contesting
more actively Iran’s activities, particularly in Iraq, Syria and Yemen.”
Trump himself has done much
to undermine international agreement on Iran. While the United
States and its international partners
pressured Iran with sanctions before the 2015 nuclear deal, Trump’s
unilateral decision in May to leave
the agreement and reimpose sanctions against Iran split the international community. “Unlike in the
2012-15 sanctions phase, there is no
broad international support for US
policies on Iran, so Iran is not as isolated,” Fathollah-Nejad said.
In a sign of how fractured the
response to Trump’s latest move
has been, two key regional players backed Iran after the start of
the new sanctions regime. Russia
and Turkey, Iran’s political partners in the so-called Astana process to bring peace to Syria, said
they would continue to trade with
Tehran.
Russian Energy Minister Alexander Novak told the Financial Times
that Russia would continue to engage with Iran. Under a $20 billion
agreement that runs until next year,
Russia has been helping to move
Iranian oil to market and Iran buys
Russian goods in exchange.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan also slammed the United
States. “These sanctions aim to destroy balance in the world. We don’t
want to live in an imperialist world,”
Erdogan said. Turkey has lowered
its oil imports from Iran but the
eastern neighbour continues to be
Turkey’s main supplier, accounting
for about half of overall imports.

Painful time ahead. Iran’s Minister of Petroleum Bijan Zangeneh speaks to journalists at a hotel in
Vienna, last June. 										
(AP)
Washington granted Turkey a
waiver from the new sanctions, allowing Ankara to buy Iranian oil at
least for another six months but Erdogan had made it clear that Ankara
would ignore the US measures no
matter what the Trump administration did.
Keeping trade with Russia and
Turkey alive is important for Iran
but it is unclear how much of an
economic effect those and other
outlets will have.
Iran was already in the grip of an
economic crisis. The value of its national currency, the rial, has sunk to
150,000 to one US dollar from about
40,500 last year. Economic chaos
and widespread corruption sparked
mass anti-government protests in
the last year, resulting in nearly
5,000 reported arrests and at least
25 deaths. Sporadic demonstrations erupt from time to time, some
of them sparked by environmental

crises, such as a scarcity of drinking
water.
“The context of the new sanctions is different from the one in
2012,” Fathollah-Nejad said. “Iran’s
establishment is under pressure at
home. The Islamic Republic is facing a triple crisis — socio-economic,
political and environmental. The
reimposition of sanctions makes
things worse.”
US Special Representative for Iran
Brian Hook said the sanctions had
cost Iran billions of dollars in oil
revenues. Hook said the sanctions
resulted in 1 million barrels per day
of Iranian oil being taken off the
markets. “That alone has reduced
the regime’s revenues by more than
$2 billion,” he said.
The sanctions have taken a toll
on Iranian citizens, who are reeling
from the effects of sky-high inflation and steeper costs. “Check the
shops here one by one, there are

no customers,” Tehran store owner
Hossein Ahmadi told the Associated Press. “People have kept their
money for rainy days out of fear of
sanctions while rent of the shop has
gone up.”
Fathollah-Nejad said the worsening situation could lead to new
street protests. “We could see the
re-emergence of protests because
of the triple crisis but repression
will remain high,” he said in response to a question of how Iran is
likely to look in one year from now.
“The [Islamic] Revolutionary
Guard [Corps] is likely to be emboldened, both because of their
role in domestic security and because of their increasing economic
role given the resurgence of black
market activities under the sanctions,” Fathollah-Nejad said. “Iran
will probably survive but the question is how the country will look
like then.”

Viewpoint

Another episode in the US-Iran showdown
Khattar
Abou Diab

From Yemen to
Lebanon, the Iranian
imperialistic project is
suffering from the
repercussions of the
confrontations and
economic siege.

L

earning from experience in the long saga
with Tehran, the Trump
administration is determined to bring about
concrete change in Iran
under the proclaimed objective of
changing the regime’s behaviour.
For US policy planners and decision makers, the real American
strategy should aim at a regime
change in Iran by causing an economic meltdown there. Both sides
are poised for a serious duel, much
more serious than previous US efforts to bring Iran to heel.
US President Donald Trump’s
strategy aims at crippling the
Iranian regime by “oil zeroing” —
reducing Iranian oil exports to zero.
The effort is meant to place greater
economic pressure on the regime,
which is facing internal unrest, and
paralyse Iran’s ability to generate
revenues from oil exports to financing its external expansion policies.
Some US circles, however, admit
that unilateral sanctions will have
a relatively limited effect on the
Iranian economy. If India, China
and Turkey continue to buy Iranian
oil and if Europe, Russia, Turkey
and Iraq find innovative ways to
facilitate other Iranian business
operations, the effects of the new
sanctions will be less severe than
broader sanctions imposed on Iran
before the signing of the nuclear
agreement in 2015.
Knowing this, Iran will work
through its plan on containing
escalation of sanctions to ensure

enough oil is exported to finance
“vital expenditures” and ensure
the availability of foreign currency
to set off the decline of the local
currency.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
is counting on this step to regain
the initiative and perhaps return to
negotiations later. Such a scenario
is crucial for him because he is
being blamed for “implicating Iran
in a failed nuclear agreement” by
circles close to the Iranian supreme
leader and especially by the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps.
It would be difficult for the
Trump administration to change
Tehran’s behaviour under pressure
from economic sanctions. From
2011-15, US sanctions were comprehensive and reinforced by international ones and Iran’s economy was
in a severe recession. However, that
was not enough to stop the Iranian
regime from its interventionistic
policies in the region, especially
in Syria on the side of the Assad
regime. Even after the lifting of
the sanctions through the nuclear
agreement in 2015, Iran maintained
its expansion project and its regional interventions.
So there is a strong possibility
that the reintroduction of US sanctions without adequate international support will not reduce Iran’s
“malicious” regional influence, to
borrow Washington’s terminology.
One could also say that the
US withdrawal from the nuclear
deal and the Trump administration’s policies have reduced Iran’s

regional gains. In Syria, the Iranian
presence has shrunk in comparison to the large Russian influence
there. The best proof of that is the
exclusion of Tehran from international forums on the Syrian issue,
most recently from the Istanbul
summit.
In Iraq, Tehran has won a draw
with Washington and its influence
is practically diminishing.
From Yemen to Lebanon, the
Iranian imperialistic project is suffering from the repercussions of
the confrontations and economic
siege.
On a broader level, and in the
absence of a significant shift in the
regional balance of power, the US
goals will turn out to be too broad,
allowing Tehran to refuse to return
to the negotiation table and to play
for more time for manoeuvring.
It might turn out that the lack of
incentives for Iran to negotiate can
be linked to Rohani’s team being
apprehensive of paying a very high
political price for negotiating with
Washington.
Let’s not forget that the smallest
serious concession to Washington
represents, in the eyes of the Iranian regime, a dangerous departure
from Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s last will and a virtual coup
inside the revolutionary system,
something the inner circles of the
supreme leader will not tolerate.
French observers say Tehran
had accepted to freeze its nuclear programme in exchange for
economic concessions. However,

the Iranian regime said that Iran’s
security and defence justify its
acquisition and development of
ballistic missiles and its regional
expansion, something Iran learnt
from the Iran-Iraq war.
European circles, therefore, do
not rule out the possibility that
Tehran might experiment with new
provocations if internal pressures
are exacerbated, instead of opting
for a change in its regional policies
or returning to negotiations. Recent
attempts, allegedly by Iranian intelligence, to cause attacks in France
and Denmark could be understood
in this context.
At the regional level, the impasse over Iran could lead to an
escalation in its extremist policies,
perhaps through provocations in
international waters or by supplying up-to-date weapons to the parties of the Iranian axis in Lebanon
and Iraq.
By contrast, Trump does not
seem to have many alternatives in
store. The Middle East Strategic
Alliance is still in the making and
the lack of coordination with Europe deprives Washington of a tight
pressuring mechanism.
These factors are shrouding this
new episode in the 40-year saga
between Washington and Tehran
in mystery. There is a real risk that
the saga will be turned into another
endless series.
Khattar Abou Diab is a professor
of geopolitical sciences at the Paris
Centre for Geopolitics.
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Debate
Sanctions will bite but will Iran change course?
Gareth Smyth

D

onald Trump has
claimed that, after
his two years as US
president, Iran no
longer wants “to take
over the whole Middle
East” but simply “to survive.” In
retort, Iranian Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said: “The
world opposes every decision
made by Trump.”
Caught in the middle are 82 million Iranians. “Tourism is already
50% less than last year,” an industry insider in Tehran said. “People
have been trying to change their
money to foreign currency and
gold coins to make sure it keeps its
value. They’re worried about access to medicines.”
Amid the leaders’ hyperbole, the
future looks unclear. A game of cat
and mouse began even before the
onset of a second wave of US sanctions, which had been lifted under
the 2015 nuclear agreement. The
sanctions affect 50 Iranian banks
and subsidiaries, more than 200
people as well as vessels in shipping and the national airline, Iran
Air. However, the main thrust is
threatened sanctions against buyers of Iranian oil.
The Trump administration
stepped back from its stated objective of ending Tehran’s oil exports.
The 6-month waivers for eight
countries importing Iran’s oil at reduced levels recognise the needs of
Asian buyers, especially China, Japan, South Korea and India, which
take nearly all Tehran’s exports.
As the sanctions approached,

Washington argues that Iran’s
policies and behaviour will
change as its leaders recalibrate
a complex interplay of
calculations.

Doing the maths. An Iranian checks various currency rates at an exchange shop
window in downtown Tehran.							
buyers’ reductions cut Iran’s
exports from a post-nuclear agreement high of 2.6 million barrels
per day (bpd) in April to around 1.5
million. US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo estimated Iran has lost
$2.5 billion in revenue since May
and those losses will increase.
Asian buyers are thirsty for Iran’s
oil but Pompeo has made clear
Washington will review the waivers
in six months. The squeeze will
continue. Broadly in line with other
analysts, Economist Intelligence
Unit (EIU) forecasts exports at
barely more than 1 million bpd in
2019, with oil revenue falling from
$72 billion this year to $45 billion
in 2019. The EIU said it expects the
Iranian government to relax fiscal
discipline, with the GDP shrinking
3.7% and sending inflation from
17% to 38%.
Even so, Iran’s oil trade will
become more opaque, with figures
less and less reliable. “If we cannot
openly trade our commodities, if we
cannot get what we want to get from
open, transparent international
transactions, we will not lie down

and wait to die,” Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif
told USA Today on November 3. “We
will do it through whatever means…
necessary.”
Iran is already using informal
channels with a revived Tehran oil
market selling cargoes of 250,000
barrels in late October to private
domestic customers. Moscow has
also signalled it will buy or barter
Iranian oil for domestic use, enabling it to export more of its own
oil to lucrative foreign markets.
Iranian tankers are becoming
ghost ships by switching off transponders, disguising destinations
and buyers. Barter will increase,
although it is limited with countries, such as India, where Iran has
a large trade surplus.
The sanctions regime is complicated by Pompeo’s suggestion that
oil customers should pay through
accounts earmarked for humanitarian items. Brian Hook, the US
special representative for Iran,
explained that Washington expects
importers to monitor this, presumably under America’s eagle eye.

(AP)

“Any time Iran sells oil, that
money goes into an escrow account in the importing nation’s
bank,” he said. “We strongly encourage those countries to ensure
that Iran spends that money on
humanitarian purchases to benefit
the Iranian people.”
The Trump administration has
not accepted the case for sanctioning Swift, the Belgium-based
financial messaging service,
although US Treasury Secretary
Steven Mnuchin warned it could
act if Swift dealt with designated
Iranian entities. In response, Swift
said it would suspend unspecified
Iranian banks’ access to protect
“the stability and integrity” of the
global financial system.
Washington argues that Iran’s
policies and behaviour will change
as its leaders recalibrate a complex
interplay of calculations: falling oil revenue and a struggling
economy; the value Tehran puts
on relations with Europe, Russia
and China and their continuing
acceptance of the nuclear agreement; the importance Iran assigns
to its regional role in Syria, Iraq
and elsewhere.
Hook explained the two aims
of the sanctions as denying “the
regime the revenue it needs to
fund violent wars abroad and also
to change the cost-benefit analysis
in our favour [sic] so that Iran decides to come back to the negotiating table.”
However, Farideh Farhi, of the
University of Hawaii, said she saw
no sign “at this point” of Iran making such an analysis.
“The Iranian leaders across the
board believe the Trump administration is not genuine in its offer
of negotiations and its ultimate
aim is regime change or at least
destabilising Iran,” she said. “Their
approach is rather to show that the
Trump’s administration’s calculations regarding the impact of sanctions are misguided.”
Gareth Smyth is a regular
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
He has reported from the Middle
East since 1992.

Tehran’s neglect has bred trouble in Iran’s periphery
Ali Alfoneh

M

ore than a dozen
Iranian security
operatives were
abducted October
15 from their base
in Loulakdan, near
Mirjaveh, close to the Pakistani border. Seven of them were members
of the Basij, an auxiliary arm of the
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC); five were border guards; two
were IRGC intelligence officers.
The incident was the latest in a
series of attacks against the IRGC
in regions on Iran’s periphery, particularly Kurdistan, Khuzestan and
Sistan-Baluchestan.
The Mirjaveh incident is arguably
one in which Tehran must show
the greatest restraint because the
perpetrators sought refuge on the
territory of nuclear-armed Pakistan.
The real problem, however, is not a
conflict between Iran and Pakistan
but the effect of decades of Iranian
neglect of regions on its periphery.
The incident became known to
the Iranian public after the IRGC
issued a statement. On October 16,
the IRGC al-Quds base, which is
responsible for security in eastern

Regardless of whether Iran
frees the security operatives
this time or not, the problem of
Iran’s porous borders remains.

Iran, blamed the abductions on
“elements of terrorist groups guided
and supported by foreign [intelligence] services.”
The statement further claimed
“traitors” and “counter-revolutionary infiltrators” assisted the
“terrorist group.” Fars News Agency
specified that the Jaish ul-Adl, a
Sunni insurgent group in Sistan-Baluchestan province, was responsible
for the abduction. This was confirmed by Jaish ul-Adl’s statement
on its Telegram channel.
IRGC chief commander MajorGeneral Mohammad Ali Jafari disclosed that the border guards were
poisoned before being transferred
to Pakistani territory. Jafari blamed
“the enemies of our people” and in
particular “the United States, Israel,
the Saudi regime and mercenaries
of imperialism and the hegemonic
order.” They were trying to “create
insecurity” in Iran, he said, vowing

Troubled
periphery.
A Pakistani
border security
official (R)
and an Iranian
border official
meet at Zero
Point in the
Pakistan-Iran
border town
of Taftan, on
October 16.
(AFP)

to answer them “decisively.”
Jafari and other IRGC commanders made similar promises in the
wake of previous attacks on the
IRGC. Sometimes, they made good
on those promises.
The IRGC fired seven surface-tosurface missiles at the headquarters
of the Kurdistan Democratic Party
on September 8, killing some of its
central committee members. It was
a response to the July 21 attack on
an IRGC border outpost in Dari village in Kurdistan, which killed two
IRGC and eight Basij members and
one enlistee.
However, the September 22 attack on the IRGC military parade
in the south-western city of Ahvaz
remains unanswered.
With respect to the October 15 abduction, Tehran has sought Islamabad’s assistance because a military
response is beyond the realm of the
possible for the IRGC.

There has also been engagement on the diplomatic front. In
an October 17 conversation with
his Pakistani counterpart, Iranian
Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad
Zarif demanded that Islamabad take
“serious and immediate measures to
secure the lives of abducted forces.”
Zarif also asked for the “identification and arrest of the perpetrators
of the inhumane terrorist incident,”
and for the “return of all abducted
border patrols to Iran.”
Tehran is using tribal grandees
from Sistan-Baluchestan province
to negotiate the release of the
hostages. Ali Kord, who represents
Mirjaveh in parliament, said: “Two
to three popular groups are on the
other side of the border negotiating with the confidantes and tribal
heads so this incident comes to a
happy end.”
In 2014, Iranian Baluchi tribal
leaders, such as Haj Omid Shahbakhsh of the Shahbakhsh tribe,
successfully made similar efforts.
Regardless of whether Iran frees
the security operatives this time or
not, the problem of Iran’s porous
borders remains. Iran’s ethnic and
sectarian minorities, who for the
most part live in Iran’s underdeveloped periphery, have legitimate
grievances against the central
government.
Aggrieved minorities do not make
happy citizens. The regime in Tehran should consider itself lucky that
the majority of Iranian Baluchis do
not support the activities of the likes
of Jaish ul-Adl.
Ali Alfoneh is a visiting scholar
at the Arab Gulf States Institute
in Washington.
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Chinese investors offer hope
to power-starved Lebanon
Jacob Boswall

Beirut

P

owerChina officials met with
representatives of the Lebanese Ministry for Energy and
Water to discuss constructing two 500-megawatt power plants
in northern and southern Lebanon.
The search for investors in Lebanese power plants has resembled
a complex soap opera rather than
political reality. Tenders were made
and cancelled for Deir Ammar power plant, north of Tripoli, by Cypriot, Spanish and German firms, Future Movement MP Ghazi Youssef
said in an interview with Executive
magazine in 2015.
Work on the Deir Ammar power
plant has been stalled ever since.
There was a minor breakthrough
in May when the Lebanese cabinet
agreed to change the current “engineering, procurement and construction contract” to a “build, operate and transfer contract” but Deir
Ammar’s future remains unclear.
Sepco, a subgroup of PowerChina,
was interested in Deir Ammar but
“refused to sign some of the conditions, saying it could not be done,”
Youssef said. Now, PowerChina is
back and interested in new assets.
“PowerChina is very likely to
sign a contract to build two new
500-megawatt power plants, which
would be sufficient to cover Lebanon’s energy deficit,” a source said.
Such a deal would be significant
progress for Lebanon’s energy sector. The country has suffered from
electricity shortages since the end
of the civil war in 1990. Residents
of Beirut are often without electrical power for three hours day. In
some regions, blackouts last up to
12 hours.
In 1975, an estimated 41.5% of
Lebanese power was hydroelectric.
Destruction of infrastructure during

On a slow burn. The chimneys of a Turkish-owned floating power plant
off the coast of Lebanese town Zouk Mosbeh, north of Beirut.
(AFP)
the war and subsequent disasters,
such as the 2006 Jiyeh Power Station oil spill, put strains on Electricite du Liban (EDL), the state power
company, which controls more than
90% of the energy sector. In the past
25 years, 9% of public spending has
gone to EDL.
It would be short-sighted to blame
the crisis on the civil war alone.
Recently, there has been renewed
academic interest in addressing the
inadequacies of Lebanon’s pre-war
energy sector with its competing
private interests and structural deficiencies that are all too familiar.
As for current practices, the problems are also well-known: An estimated 20% of electricity is lost due
to “non-technical losses” — poor cabling and theft. Auxiliary electricity
can be bought from private diesel
generator operators, a pricey and
unclean business.
“In Hamra [a Beirut neighbourhood], there is 50% generator density, one generator for every two
buildings,” said Najat Saliba, professor of atmospheric chemistry at

the American University of Beirut.
“Diesel generators are the most
dangerous air polluter because they
are in residential areas.”
“Having enough power plants
would be my dream. We always
have to make hard choices that are
forced on us,” Saliba said.
Building more fossil fuel-burning
power plants may be the best solution to the energy crisis, especially if
oil can be substituted with relatively clean-burning natural gas. Offshore oil and gas exploration began
this year but won’t yield short-term
results. Progress is also blocked by
the Central Committee of Generator
Owners, a powerful syndicate for
which the energy deficit provides a
lucrative income.
Eliana Ibrahim, president of the
China Arab Association for Promoting Cultural and Commercial Exchange, is an advocate of allowing
diesel operators to have a stake in
local power plants. “The answer is
simple. The Lebanese government
should give shares in the new power
plants to generator owners. Without

incentives, nothing is achieved,”
she said.
It is not an impossible task. In
2016, Zahle, the largest city in the
Bekaa governorate, rid its city of
generator operators and provided
residents with 24-hour energy.
It is a success story that could be
replicated elsewhere in Lebanon.
Temporary solutions to the power
crisis, such as the Karadeniz Powership, burden the state with yet more
public debt. The government has
spent $1.9 billion on the Turkishowned floating power plant, which
has fuelled a sectarian feud between the Amal Movement and the
Christian Free Patriotic Movement.
Funding for new power plants
would wean the Lebanese state off
emergency measures such as the
Karadeniz Powership.
“PowerChina has three conditions before investing,” Ibrahim
said. “First, it wants a guarantee
from a global institution, such as
the World Bank. The World Bank’s
commitment was pledged during the CEDRE conference, so this
shouldn’t be a problem. Second, it
needs safety for its workers, which
is dependent on regional security. “
“The third condition is that the
investment will make a profit.
PowerChina’s experience in Saudi
Arabia has been very profitable; it
successfully made a $3 billion deal
to develop a port owned by Aramco.
PowerChina have the resources to
provide 100% investment in the
new power plants but it wants a local partner who could provide up to
20% of the funding. It is very important that Lebanon shows local commitment.”
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 @jacob_boswall.

Viewpoint

Oil prices, reforms boost Saudi finances
Jareer Elass

H

igher oil prices,
fiscal reforms and
focused efforts to
strengthen the kingdom’s non-oil sector
are allowing Saudi
Arabia to reap striking economic
benefits. Typical conservative
budget calculations by Riyadh
contributed to impressive savings
that the government of Saudi King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud
reported.
Data released October 31 by the
Saudi Finance Ministry indicate
that, in the first nine months of
2018, the kingdom cut its budget
deficit 60% from the same
period the year before, down to

$13 billion from $32 billion.
In its third-quarter budget
report, the ministry credited the
steep reduction to impressive
growth in oil and non-oil revenues, reflecting “the effectiveness
of economic reforms and fiscal
measures targeting fiscal sustainability as well as the effective
management of public finances.”
The ministry reported a 47%
jump in government revenues in
the first three quarters of 2018,
compared to the same period in
2017, to around $177 billion. This
year’s third quarter pulled in revenues of about $59.4 billion, a 57%
increase from third quarter 2017.
Non-oil revenues were up 45%
to $18.5 billion compared to the
same period in 2017. In addition,
non-oil income grew 48% from
the first nine months of 2017 to
the same period this year, welcome news given that the non-oil
sector is to be the driver of the
Saudi economy in the coming
years, as seen in the ambitious fiscal overhaul programme known as
Saudi Vision 2030.
The kingdom’s 2018 budget has
benefited from higher oil prices.
Oil revenue pumped $41 billion
into state coffers in the third
quarter of the year, up 63% from
the same 2017 quarter. Prices for
the US benchmark crude West
Texas Intermediate and European
benchmark crude Brent averaged
around 45% higher during the
third quarter of 2018 compared to
the same period last year.
Official data indicated that Saudi
government spending for the
first nine months of 2018 totalled

nearly $190 billion, up 25% from
the same period last year. The
increase was attributed to the
Citizens Account benefits system,
living allowances and infrastructure expenditures.
The Citizens Account programme was introduced in late
2017 to provide monthly payments
to lower- and middle-income
families to mitigate the effects of
fiscal reforms Riyadh enacted,
including energy-related subsidy
cuts and the introduction of the
5% value added tax that went into
effect January 1, as well as a previously implemented “sin tax” on
tobacco products, soft drinks and
energy drinks in 2018.
The Citizens Account programme benefits approximately
10.6 million people, nearly half
the kingdom’s population. The
government expected to make
$8.5 billion in Citizens Account
payments this year.
The 2018 Saudi budget, released
last December, was recordbreaking, projecting expenditures
of more than $261 billion, plus
another $30 billion of spending to
be pulled from the kingdom’s sovereign wealth fund and national
development fund. It forecast
$209 billion in revenues and a
budget deficit of $52 billion. The
Finance Ministry recently indicated that the actual 2018 deficit
would be closer to $39.5 billion.
The fact that the Saudi government traditionally bases
its budgets on conservative oil
price estimates has proven a
savvy move. Speculation was
that Riyadh built its 2018 budget

assuming Brent crude prices
would average $51-$55 per barrel
for the year. However, oil prices
have risen substantially even as
Saudi Arabia and other producers
ramped up output.
The US Energy Information
Administration recently revised its
estimate for the spot price of Brent
crude for 2018 to $73 a barrel,
$20 a barrel more than the Saudi
government’s oil price projection
for this year’s budget.
In a September 30 pre-budget
briefing, the Finance Ministry said
the Saudi government planned to
increase spending 7% in 2019 to
$295 billion, with revenues forecast at $261 billion. That would
result in a deficit of $34 billion,
4.1% of GDP.
Saudi Finance Minister Mohammed al-Jadaan said 2019 budget
expenditures would focus on
growth and job creation, with new
policies supporting the public
sector in areas such as industry
and tourism to be unveiled soon.
The minister said the government
was committed to eliminating
budget shortfalls over the next
few years and that the preliminary
2019 budget “is yet another step
in cutting deficits gradually in the
medium term, until we rebalance
the budget entirely by 2023.”
The pre-budget briefing was
the first by the Finance Ministry
and was considered an effort by
Riyadh to make Saudi fiscal policy
more transparent.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues for
The Arab Weekly.

Briefs
Saudi Arabia
makes $1 billion
bid for partnership
with Denel
Saudi Arabia has made a $1 billion bid for a broad partnership
with South African state-owned
defence group Denel that would
include acquisition of a minority stake in a joint venture with
Germany’s Rheinmetall, a source
familiar with the offer said.
Heavily dependent on weapons
imports, Saudi Arabia, the world’s
third-largest defence spender, is
seeking partnerships to develop
a domestic defence industry to
localise half of its military spending by 2030.
Saudi Arabian Military Industries, the kingdom’s state defence
company, told Reuters in October
that it was in discussions with all
major South African firms and
aimed to conclude the first deals
by the end of this year.
(Reuters)

UAE amps up
oil and gas
output as Iran
sanctions hit
UAE oil company ADNOC announced the discovery of additional oil and gas resources, with
an eye on self-sufficiency as US
sanctions on Iran go into effect.
ADNOC, based in the oil-rich
capital Abu Dhabi, said it discovered gas fields totalling 15 trillion
cubic feet and another 1 billion
barrels of oil.
The company announced plans
to boost output to 4 million barrels
per day by 2020 and 5 million bpd
by 2030, plans UAE officials said
were aimed at making the country
entirely self-sufficient.
(Agence France-Presse)

China calls for its
trade with Iran to
be respected
China said its lawful trade
cooperation with Iran should be
respected and expressed regret
that the United States reimposed
sanctions on the Middle Eastern
country.
Speaking at a daily news briefing
in Beijing, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying did not directly comment on
whether China had been granted
an exemption from the Iran sanctions by the United States.
(Reuters)

Sudan hikes flour
subsidies 40% to
lower bread prices
Sudan increased flour subsidies
40%, a Finance Ministry statement said, after the reduction of
subsidies earlier this year sent
bread prices higher and triggered
protests.
The government would spend
$737,000 daily, up from $524,000,
the statement added.
A reduction in subsidies this
year sparked rare nationwide protests after bread prices doubled.
Inflation climbed to a record 66%
in August, one of the highest rates
in the world.
(Reuters)
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Egypt’s economic reforms offer hope and pain
Amr Emam

Cairo

I

t is two years since life became
unmanageable for Ibrahim Dessouki, a salesman in his early
30s.
With a salary of 3,000 Egyptian pounds — approximately $168
— Dessouki had been able to put
enough food on the table for his wife
and son. Now, however, his salary is
far from enough to do so, even after
it increased to 4,200 pounds ($235).
“Commodity prices are becoming
far higher than my financial abilities,” Dessouki said. “My income is
always dwarfed by what I need to
buy for my family.”
A surge in commodity prices has
been an immediate result of the free
flotation of the Egyptian pound, a
Central Bank of Egypt decision that
went into effect two years ago.
The Central Bank ended a decades-old controlled foreign exchange rate regime, as part of an
economic reform package that
aimed to rescue the national economy. The reforms were begun when
the foreign exchange parallel market
thrived, foreign currency reserves
were at record lows and investors refused to inject money into a chaotic
local market.
The reform package included
slashing almost 80% of fuel, electricity and water subsidies, the introduction of new taxes and a loan
of $12 billion from the International
Monetary Fund (IMF).
“The measures have paid off
at the level of economic indicators,” said Fakhry el-Fiky, a former assistant to the IMF executive director. “Exports are rising,
investments are coming back and
Egypt is turning into an affordable

destination for tourists.”
The rise in exports, especially
construction materials and agricultural crops, is backed by a weaker
pound that gives Egyptian products
a competitive edge in foreign markets.
The eradication of the foreign exchange parallel market also brought
stability to the market, which encourages investments. In the first
half of 2018, foreign investment inflows increased by 24%, compared
with the first half of the previous
year, the Ministry of Investment
said. The economic growth rate was
5.3% this year, up from 4.2% last
year and less than 3% in 2016.
The reforms rescued foreign currency reserves at the central bank,
raising them to $44.5 billion from
$19 billion in October 2016. Egypt
hopes to raise the reserves to $50
billion within three years.
Monetary reforms are encouraging Egyptians working abroad to
send earnings home. In 2017, remittances from Egyptians working in
other countries rose to $26 billion,
the highest in history. Before the
flotation, Egyptian nationals usually exchanged the dollars they had
for Egyptian pounds before sending
them to their families in Egypt to
benefit from the rate difference.
The exchange rate of the pound
against the US dollar has also been
stable for several months, at around
17.80 pounds a dollar. Before the
flotation, the exchange rate was 8
pounds a US dollar.
The drop in the value of the national currency has been disastrous
for many people. Those like Dessouki have especially felt the heat.
He said he is incapable of meeting daily financial obligations: bills,
food for the family and medicine.
“My wife and I spend most of the
time at our parents’ homes in or-

Money worries. A man walks past an advertisement for a currency exchange bureau in Cairo.
der to save some money,” Dessouki
said.
He said he works hard to stay
afloat while commodity prices
keep rising. However, many other
Egyptians have fewer options. The
national poverty rate has risen to
27.8% of the population.
This is happening because of the
sharp increase in the inflation rate
after the pound flotation. In March,
the annual inflation was 11.4% after
more than 14% a year earlier.
The government works to shield
the poor from the harmful effects
of the reforms by increasing some
food subsidies, distributing finan-

cial aid to tens of thousands of poor
families and constructing flats for
slum dwellers and those with limited incomes.

A surge in commodity prices
has been an immediate
result of the free flotation of
the Egyptian pound.
Economists call for offering more
support to the poor so that they can
keep going.
“The social protection programmes launched by the government are far from enough,” said Ra-

(Reuters)

shad Abdo, an economics professor
at Helwan University. “There is a
huge demand for support, given the
very large number of people who
have been negatively affected by
the reforms.”
Dessouki said he will enroll
his son in a nursery school soon.
His wife wants to find a job at the
school because she heard that the
school administration offers a 50%
discount for children whose parents
work there.
“We are trying to get by but this is
very difficult,” Dessouki said. “It is
the poor who are footing the bill of
the reforms.”

Algeria signs deals with European firms to explore offshore potential
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgerian officials have
signed a deal with two
major European energy
firms to conduct offshore
exploration for oil and gas as part
of Algiers’s plans to increase its
energy output and draw foreign
investors.
French oil firm Total and Italian
energy giant ENI signed to study
deep waters in the Mediterranean
off the Algerian coast, which the
country hopes will lead to expanded oil and gas output.
“Together with Sonatrach and
Total, we will have the opportunity to explore the deep waters of
the Algerian offshore, a virtually
unexplored geological province,”
Eni CEO Claudio Descalzi said
after the agreement was signed.
“Eni will be able to contribute by
leveraging its experience in the
eastern Mediterranean and its inventory of advanced exploration
technologies.”
Eni discovered the largest
known gas field in the Mediterranean off the Egyptian coast, a
find it said could help Egypt meet
its gas needs for decades. Eni said
the Zohr field, which covers 100
sq.km, could hold as much as 30
trillion cubic feet of gas.
Total CEO Patrick Pouyanne,
however, cautioned that Algeria’s
offshore “is complicated because
it is very deep.”
Sonatrach CEO Abdelmoumen
Ould Kaddour responded that Algeria remained optimistic about
its offshore potential. “It is Patrick
Pouyanne’s opinion. Ours is different,” he said.
Sonatrach, a state-owned energy company, has carried out
offshore seismic operations that
indicated significant potential
in the coastal regions of Bejaia

New track. French oil giant Total headquarters in Courbevoie near
Paris.
(AFP)
in the east and Oran in the west,
company officials said. However,
to establish offshore drilling projects, Algeria needs the expertise
of major international firms, Ould
Kaddour said.
Algeria’s oil and gas business
has undergone significant changes since Ould Kaddour was appointed Sonatrach CEO last year,
including onshore extensions and
contracts worth billions of dollars.
Algeria, which exports more
than 80% of its gas production to
Europe, is one of Europe’s main

gas sources. It is among Africa’s
top three oil exporters and has the
third-largest oil reserves in the
continent.
Oil and gas represent 94% of
Algeria’s total export value and
accounts for 60% of government
budget resources.
However, with the country’s oil
and gas output declining in recent
years, officials are under pressure to expand hydrocarbon operations, including offshore in the
Mediterranean and tapping into
shale gas in the Sahara.

Algeria has had little success in
diversifying its economy from reliance on the energy sector. Any
such move would require painful
changes to energise the private
sector and draw investors. Algeria’s leaders have delayed reforms,
focusing on social stability with
presidential elections scheduled
for next April.
Former Sonatrach CEO Abdelmadjid Attar predicted that Algeria’s
share of oil and gas exports would
diminish by 2025, resulting in
less revenue unless hydrocarbon
reserves are renewed. “Developing shale gas is no longer a choice
for Algeria. It is an obligation,” he
said.
Sonatrach
previously
announced plans to invest at least
$70 billion by 2035 to produce
some 20 billion cubic metres of
shale gas per year from 200 drill
sites. However, demonstrations
rocked Algeria’s southern desert
town of In Salah in 2015 after
Sonatrach completed its first pilot
drilling.
Environmentalists argue that
the process of hydraulic fracturing
technology — fracking — can contaminate groundwater and cause
small earthquakes.
Algiers shelved shale projects
out of concerns about the country’s political stability.
Ould Kaddour and other government officials pointed to renewed
efforts to develop the shale gas
industry and tap the country’s
offshore potential through bold
reforms, such as revising oil laws
by next July.
Current legislation requires that
Sonatrach retain at least a 51%
stake in any joint hydrocarbon
venture. Other stringent legal requirements, high taxes and extensive red tape are also prohibitive
to foreign investors.
Former Energy Minister Nordine Ait-Laoussine said proposals shared by Algerian officials at

an energy conference, which was
attended by 500 energy officials
and experts mostly from the Arab
region and Africa, showed that Algeria has forged a nine-point strategy to stop its output from declining before expanding oil and gas
production at a later stage.

Current legislation
requires that Sonatrach
retain at least a 51% stake
in any joint hydrocarbon
venture.
“The strategy includes developing the energy sector in all its
segments, continuing the drive to
develop shale gas and other unconventional energy resources,
opening new markets for gas and
oil, increasing the capacity of
transport, namely for gas,” said
Ait-Laoussine. “All these developments are within the framework
of more friendly foreign investor
legislation.”
Algerian Energy Minister Mustapha Guitouni said: “We will consider all the concerns of foreign investors and clear all obstacles and
eliminate any other hindrance for
them in the energy sector.
“Our strategy to further develop
the sector is based upon the concepts of diversification, innovation and investment. These three
elements are the triptych embraced by many countries.
“The global energy context is
pushing all countries to rethink
their policies to come out with the
best solutions to ensure energy independence and remain relevant
in the market,” said Guitouni.
Algerian Prime Minister Ahmed
Ouyahia said a draft energy
law would be ready in the coming months. Other officials said
it would be unveiled next July,
three months after presidential
elections.
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Erdogan’s face-off with the ‘enemies of the people’
Fettered hands.
A file picture
shows Amnesty
International
activists
protesting
Turkish
government’s
crackdown
against
reporters
outside the
European
Council
building in
Brussels. (AFP)

Claude Salhani

T

urkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan is a
confusing character. He
claims to be an Islamist
but then he is not, really.
He supports the Muslim
Brotherhood but has not hesitated
to arrest some of its members. He
has not prevented some from being
tortured and killed.
In his book, it seems perfectly
all right to kill fellow Muslims,
provided, of course, that they are
Kurds. Erdogan equates “Kurd”
with “terrorist” and if they happen
to be Kurdish journalists, all the
more reason.
Or perhaps Erdogan is a true
European democrat who not too
long ago had dreams of joining the
European Union. Then again, he is
neither European nor is he much
of a democrat. Try demagogue,
instead. The title fits better with the
character.
Speaking of demagogues, Erdogan’s new best friend seems to
be a former comrade of the KGB for
East Germany, Russian President
Vladimir Putin.
Being a member of NATO has not
prevented Erdogan from cosying up
to Moscow nor did it prevent him
from purchasing Russian weapons, rather bizarre for a member
of NATO. Erdogan has fallen to the
charms of Putin, emulating the Russian leader’s tactics for remaining in
power beyond what was permitted
by their respective constitutions.
The trick was to swap places with
the prime minister.
Erdogan would like to present
himself as the protector of journalists as he champions the case of the
assassinated Saudi journalist Jamal
Khashoggi but he does so while
trampling journalists and dissidents
in Turkey. Erdogan is not a liberal
nor is he a supporter of a free press.
Rather, he is an astute politician
who saw an opportunity to lever-

About 50,000 people remain
imprisoned two-and-a-half
years after the coup attempt.

age his dispute with the Saudis over
disagreements on Syria.
The Turkish president forced
the Saudis to admit that Khashoggi
was killed in the Saudi Consulate
in Istanbul. For Erdogan, the case
of the missing Saudi journalist was
not necessarily related to defending
journalism, standing up for freedom
or denouncing human rights abuses.
There is a familiarity in the modus
operandi used in the Khashoggi
case and tactics used by the Turkish president against his political
enemies at home — leaks planted by
government sources and reported
by friendly news outlets, which he
then cites to destroy his opponents.
It’s an approach Erdogan has been
efficiently using for a while.
In his control of the media, Erdogan has had the same outlets carrying the flame of the Khashoggi case
attack other journalists, some of
whom are had been detained, under
a state of emergency rule, and have
published virulent content against

him. They include well-known
philanthropist and civil society
activist Osman Kavala, described by
Erdogan as “the Soros of Turkey,”
referring to billionaire George Soros,
who is known to support liberal
political causes.
After spending nearly a year
in solitary confinement in a
maximum-security prison, where
he awaits trial, Kavala released a
statement through his attorneys:
“I just hope that my situation will
contribute to the understanding of
the harm caused to the citizens and
to the judiciary of the Republic of
Turkey by this ill-fated custodial
regime.”
More than 100,000 people,
including academics, lawyers,
journalists and opposition politicians who had no obvious link to
the July 2016 coup attempt, were
imprisoned during the 2-year state
of emergency.
About 50,000 people remain
imprisoned two-and-a-half years

after the coup attempt, figures from
Amnesty International state. An additional 100,000 were purged from
public-sector jobs.
The human rights landscape in
Turkey is “desolate,” Amnesty International said, “one characterised
by mass detentions, prosecutions,
intimidation and the silencing of
independent civil society.”
That is especially so for journalists. Amnesty International reported
that 180 news outlets had been
closed since 2016 and 120 journalists
detained.
“Turkey remains the world’s
worst jailer for the second consecutive year, with 73 journalists behind
bars, compared with 81 last year,”
the Committee to Protect Journalists wrote last December. “Dozens
more still face trial and fresh arrests
take place regularly.”
International media freedom organisations used the Khashoggi case
to highlight their concerns. “Gruesome nature of Khashoggi murder
should not distract from Turkey’s
own persecution of journalists,” the
International Press Institute posted
on Twitter.
Many in Turkey are fearful of
voicing criticism of Erdogan publicly. This is especially the case for
journalists, for whom Erdogan’s
trumpeting of the Khashoggi case
presented a special quandary. No
statement came from any of the
Turkish journalists’ unions in support of Khashoggi’s disappearance.
Their absence from vigils in front of
the Saudi consulate in Istanbul was
noted.
Many of the journalists are ethnic
Kurds and leftists accused of supporting outlawed organisations
or the movement of an Islamist
preacher Fethullah Gulen, who is accused by the Turkish government of
having instigated the coup attempt.
Erdogan’s government sees no
orrelation between the Khashoggi
case and the jailing of Turkish
journalists. Many of the detained
Turkish journalists were ideologically tied in or were used by
terrorist groups, in particular, proKurdish journalists as claimed by
the government.
What can Turkish journalists and
Turkey watchers expect in a country
where the president now refers to
the media he dislikes for saying the
truth as “enemies of the people”?

New generation of cartoonists confront new challenges
Khadija
Hamouchi

A

new generation of
Arab cartoonists is
drawing the frustrations and absurdities
of life in the region.
They are heirs to
a fine tradition. In the 1950s and
1960s, Lebanese cartoonists took
on leaders such as Egypt’s Gamal
Abdel Nasser and, in the 1970s and
1980s, they skewered Lebanese
warlords with their satire. For
decades, Palestinian, Syrian and
Egyptian cartoonists mocked the
system.
Now, cartoonists portray a
radically different reality — what it
means to be young in a region that
has uneven political, economic
and developmental growth and
increasing exposure to the world
via the internet.
The cartoonists take their task
very seriously.
“The main aim of my cartoons
is to create a small crack in the
wall of closed-mindedness and to
highlight the thick layer of dust

Arab cartoonists often reach
parts of world opinion that other
regional commentators cannot.

covering our social values,” said
Lebanese cartoonist Bernard Hage.
Hage’s “The Art of Boo” cartoons
are punchy and daring, commenting on the Jamal Khashoggi crisis,
political incompetence and more.
On Halloween, October 31, for instance, Hage drew a lineup of contenders for scariest costume. The
winner was a character wearing a
board that reads “commitment.’’
In acid reference to the laggardly
pace of government formation in
Lebanon — and possibly Iraq, as
well — Hage depicted two snails
watching a television presenter
announce “the new government
formation could be pushed to
2019.” “Wow,” one of the snails
says, “we found someone slower
than you, Martha.”
Hage is not the only one with
a keen eye for the sad and funny
realities in the region.
“Nour’s World,” one of the most
popular comic strips on Instagram, with 8 million followers on
Facebook, comments on parenthood, gender violence, young
adulthood, school, employment,
relationships, the gender gap and
religious extremism. It is drawn by
an art student, simply identified as
Nour, an Arab.
“What’s important is that everyone keeps finding a piece that
represents herself/himself through
our cartoons,” said Fadel Faisal,
an illustrator in Jordan. ‘’I personally think it important to provide
women a place in our society,
hence I mainly draw women.’’

Nour Fakhoury, editor-in-chief
of ToshFesh, a platform that
promotes upcoming Arab cartoonists, said the new generation is different from those that have gone
before. “This generation grew up
with technology, development
and, therefore, openness. They
want to express themselves in a
very personal way, having each
defined a style,” he said.
Fakhoury added that today’s
cartoonists routinely tackle “sensitive and audacious subjects.”
Doesn’t doing so put cartoonists
at risk?
In the 1980s, Ali al-Naji, a fearless critic of Arab regimes and often described as the greatest Palestinian cartoonist, was assassinated
in London. In 2011, Ali Ferzat, the
award-winning Syrian cartoonist
and head of the Arab Cartoonists’
Association, was beaten by Syrian
security forces. “Samandal,” a
Lebanese comic book for adults,
was fined $20,000 for mocking the
Catholic faith.
Members of the new generation
of cartoonists said they feel there’s
more space to express themselves
than in the past but they admit
they’re conscious of the red lines.
“Free speech to the Arab world
is what Donald Trump’s hair is to
coiffure,” Hage said. “Any topic
you address in this part of the
world can be extremely sensitive
for someone who holds a position
of power.”
Is it worth the risk?
“A cartoon is like a sound-

mixer,” said Syrian illustrator
Ibraheem Ramadan. “You put your
message out there and smoothly
make some parts more effective or
louder than others.”
Cartoonists say it is satisfying
that their work prompts discussion. Many young commentators
respond to cartoons by sharing
their experiences and frustrations.
Salma, a 22-year-old Algerian
student, said she follows many
cartoonists, particularly from the
Arab world, on Instagram. No matter whether they’re from Morocco,
Iraq or Sudan, Salma said she likes
“the way they shed light on our
daily challenges… and offer muchneeded therapeutic laughter.”
Fakhoury said Arab cartoonists
often reach parts of world opinion
that other regional commentators cannot. “I am not sure what
would make a bigger impact than
war, than compassion, than the
feeling of losing one’s identity and
trying through art to maintain it,”
he said.
That itself is a challenge, Fakhoury added. It’s always been hard
to make a living as a cartoonist in
the Arab world but the situation
is especially grim, he said, with
“newspapers having problems
surviving.”
No laughing matter.
Khadija Hamouchi is a
Belgian-Moroccan social
entrepreneur and founder of
SEJAAL, an initiative that is
building an app for young people.
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Debate
Lost in translation
Oussama
Romdhani

T

he latest EF English Proficiency Index, released
by the EF Education First
in Zurich, affirms the
unfortunate status of the
Arab region as the least
skilled in English among all regions
of the world.
The survey, which collected the
views of 1.3 million non-native
speakers of English in 88 countries
or regions, did not list any Arab
country among the top 30. The closest an Arab country gets to a nearly
acceptable rank is Lebanon, which
ranks 33rd, with a “moderate” level
of proficiency.
The ranks of other Arab nations
vary between “low” and “very low.”
A sorry state that both explains and
predestines the Arab world to lag in
terms of interconnectedness with
the rest of the world, engagement
in the globalised economy, technological innovation and even social
progress.
Among the ten lowest-ranking
countries, five are from the Arab
world, including the two countries
that rank at the bottom of the EF
scale. Those are oil-rich Libya and
Iraq, a stark illustration of how decades of strife, instability and inadequate policies pre-empted serious
educational progress and language
training.
In Libya, many generations suffer
from the consequences of former
strongman Muammar Qaddafi’s
paranoid suspicion of foreign languages. Seven years of conflict and
displacement since the toppling of
the Libyan regime have prevented
the rebuilding of the country’s socioeconomic and educational systems.
In Iraq, methods of foreign

Lack of
English
language
proficiency
deprives
the Arab
region of a
crucial
bridge to
the rest of
the world.

language teaching, often the same
as used in the 1950s, have been an
abysmal failure. Decades of war and
strife did the rest.
In many other places as well
— such as Syria and Yemen — the
schooling of Arab teenagers is disrupted by war and displacement and
soaring dropout rates.
English language teaching
deficiencies are part of the wider
problem of educational systems that
need desperate repairs in most of the
Arab world. Recent studies show that
even illiteracy is alarmingly making a
comeback.
Not surprisingly, the lack of English language proficiency is obvious
in one particular age bracket of Arab
young men: “All age groups fall well
below global averages but the cohort
that is farthest behind is unfortunately also the largest: adults aged
18 to 20,” notes the Education First
report.
This gap is an unavoidable reflection of the inadequacy of English
language training at primary and
secondary school levels.
This kind of insufficient training ill
prepares secondary school graduates
for the requirements of predominantly English-language teaching at
most Middle Eastern universities.
For those studying abroad, the challenge is even greater because Arab
students are not prepared for the
communication and research uses of
English.
The insufficiencies of university
training can only compound the
chronic mismatch between educational systems and the job market
where a foreign language such as
English is a highly demanded skill.
The problem hinders the employment of young Arab graduates in
search of jobs at home and abroad
in today’s highly globalised marketplace. It also deprives economic
systems seeking to attract foreign
investors, businessmen or tourists of
a huge potential.

Listen, look and say. Iraqi schoolgirls attend an English class at a school in western Mosul. (AFP)
In the Maghreb, English language
proficiency is hampered by the thirdlanguage status of English.
Families in the region are increasingly aware of the adverse effects on
their children of foreign language
deficiencies. They are accordingly
tempted to send their children to
private schools but such schools are
costly and therefore inaccessible to
the vast majority of students. Even
public education graduates often
end up taking remedial courses,
especially if they are considering
emigration.
Only correctly designed and implemented policies in the Arab world’s
public education systems can ensure
the adequate training of the masses
of young men and women graduating each year.
It is also unacceptable that the
Middle East remains the only region
of the world where men show better
rates of English proficiency than
women. Despite their high graduation rates at the university, young
women do not show sufficient motivation to engage the outside world

through foreign languages.
Improving English standards for
both sexes, especially young women,
would require better social awareness and support for improved proficiency rates, as most young Arabs
do not grow up in social environments where high value is placed on
fluency in English. They may even
face culturally conservative environments where English or any foreign
language for that matter is seen as
an alien influence if not a threat to
identity.
Dispelling such inhibitive notions must be part of any economic
modernisation process in the region.
Speaking English and speaking
it well are prerequisites in such a
process.
Lack of English proficiency
deprives the Arab region of a crucial
bridge to the rest of the world. There
is no hope for a better understanding
of the region’s realities if its messages
are continuously lost in translation.
Oussama Romdhani is
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab Weekly.

Reason why Arab minds search for greener pastures in the West
Iman Zayat

P

eople around the world
celebrated World Science
Day for Peace and Development on November 10 as
they looked to scientific
progress to bring forward
social change. “Science, a human
right” was chosen as this year’s theme
by UNESCO to encourage people everywhere to engage with science.
The international focus on science
drew attention to recent breakthroughs and achievements and highlighted concerns over science and
technology in the Arab world, which
lags far behind countries in the West.
Indeed, at a time when Arab nations need scientific progress more
than ever, the region seems to be
producing less of it and many of its
top minds are leaving their homes for
better opportunities in the West — a
trend known as the “brain drain.”
While Arab thinkers have made
significant contributions to science
and technology, their work has
largely been used in the West, not
their home countries. Consider Andre
Choulika, a Lebanese-born inventor
of nuclease-based genome editing;
or Eid Hourany, a French-Lebanese
nuclear physicist who made major
contributions to cluster decay theory;
or Iraqi-American Professor Fakhri alBazzaz, who specialised in the study
of plant community succession.
There is also Hassan Kamel
al-Sabbah, a Lebanese-American
serial inventor; Ahmed Zewail, an
Egyptian-American 1999 Nobel laureate in chemistry and Farouk el-Baz,
a scientist for NASA who helped plan
the Apollo moon landing.
The trend of bright Arab minds
moving overseas reflects a startling
one in the region: talented young

people’s desire to pursue opportunities anywhere but home.
A Gallup poll in 2017 indicated that
close to half of North Africans between ages 15-29 surveyed expressed
a desire to emigrate, a 6% increase on
the previous year.
The Tunisian agency Sigma Conseil
said that 45% of young medical
doctors who were registered in 2017
had left the country, and approximately 2,000 engineers had opted
to emigrate. A staggering 90% of
doctoral students studying abroad
and receiving a state grant did not
return to Tunisia, said Zied Ben Amor,
coordinator of the Union of Tunisian
University Professors and Researchers.
For Egyptians, the number of scientists working abroad is estimated
at 86,000. With conflicts in Yemen,
Libya, Iraq and Syria, thousands of
other scientists are thought to have
left their countries to seek opportunities elsewhere.
So what other than conflict at home
explains the massive exodus of Arab
brains to Western countries, whether
in Europe or North America?
Much of it boils down to culture.
While Western societies are increasingly focused on cutting-edge
science and technology, engaged in
vigorous debates on how to further
knowledge in fields such as medicine,
robotics, artificial intelligence and
nanotechnology, Arab societies have
largely stagnated, unable to reconcile
modernity with tradition or religion
with science.
It wasn’t always this way. Science
in the Arab world has gone through
periods of remarkable growth. From
900-1200AD, known as the Arab
“Golden Age,” science flourished in
cities such as Baghdad, Damascus,
Cairo and Cordoba. There were
dramatic advances in medicine,
agronomy, botany, mathematics,
chemistry and optics. Arabs, along
with their Asian counterparts, were
viewed as the world’s scientific and

intellectual leaders, with Europeans
lagging behind.
Things started to go awry in the
13th century when political instability, religious intolerance and a series
of invasion in the Arab world slowed
scientific advancement to a standstill
while an awakening began in Europe.
Eight centuries later, not much has
changed. Science in the Arab world
went through a modest revival in the
19th century but today has fallen prey
to religious extremism and political
volatility, further exacerbated by the
“Arab spring.”
The rise of political Islam has been
especially alarming. Islamist movements such as the Muslim Brotherhood imposed outdated social norms
and limited critical inquiry, pushing
the region away from scientific development.
Conflicts in Libya, Syria, Yemen
and Iraq, a lack of resources and
investment in scientific fields and a
waning educational system compounded the problem.
While oil-rich countries such as
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United
Arab Emirates have poured vast
amounts of money into science and
technology, their research output has
failed to match their state-of-the-art
facilities. In fact, by attempting to buy
science and technology rather than
produce it, their progress has been
marginal.
Language has also been a huge
barrier. With an estimated 80% of
the world’s scientific literature first
appearing in English, Arabic remains
an inadequate way to communicate
scientific breakthroughs and findings
to students and researchers abroad.
Most scientific work requires competence in English reading writing and
comprehension, an area in which Arabs are less skilled than others, such
as the Chinese, Thais and Brazilians.
The Arab world needs improvement in the educational system itself
because schools place more emphasis
on teaching than research. This trans-

While
Western
societies are
increasingly
focused on
cutting-edge
science and
technology,
Arab
societies
have largely
stagnated,
unable to
reconcile
modernity
with
tradition.

lates into fewer doctoral programmes
and produces overcrowding and
underfunding in universities and research centres that do meet standards
of academic excellence. This means
students often have inadequate
equipment and lack access to data,
further reducing scientific output.
On top of this, there are fewer
incentives in Arab universities for
professors and researchers to publish
new work. As a result, attempts
to develop research capabilities in
universities, institutes, government
ministries, non-profit foundations,
multinational corporations or local
corporations have rarely succeeded.
These factors and more have contributed to the Arab world’s scientific
and technological drought, which
requires serious structural changes
if the region is to move forward,
regional experts said.
One of the most important measures that could be taken is educational reform, they said, particularly more
financial assistance and incentives to
improve scientific cooperation and
research.
There have also been calls to build
an academic and research infrastructure in the Arab region that would
help keep native scientists, doctors
and researchers from emigrating, as
well as maintain contacts with those
who have left through joint enterprises.
However, even with such measures, science and technology in
the Arab world would have a long
way to go. For the fields that are so
important to human innovation
and growth to again flourish in the
region, underlying factors such as
conflict, political instability, religious
extremism, cultural intolerance
and economic stagnation must be
addressed. Until then, catching up
on science and technology will be an
uphill battle.
Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor of
The Arab Weekly.

22

November 11, 2018

Culture

Film

Gulf, MENA region expect expansion of film industry
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T

he MENA Cinema Forum
brought together regional
and international industry players from across the
film-making spectrum. The focus
was on the economic effects of the
growing cinema market in the region with those in attendance keen
on learning what it meant to open
the Saudi cinema market.
There seemed to be agreement
among speakers that the combination of Hollywood, Bollywood and
Arabic content that the UAE market
has adopted and the kind of finesse
used by cinema operators in Dubai
in terms of facilities and formats
could be an excellent starting point
for Saudi Arabia.

Total cinema revenue
in Saudi Arabia is
expected to reach
$1.5 billion in 2030.
Topics such as investment in the
cinema industry, trends, the future
of cinema in MENA, strategic implementation and competitive operations dominated discussions by
key players from several industries,
business leaders and cinema industry experts
Predictions were that the Gulf
Cooperation Council region would
see the development of 1,000 cinema halls in five years, making it the
hotspot for operators, exhibitors,
distributors and local and international production houses.
The region is gearing up for a
massive expansion in entertainment. It has 1,300 cinema screens
in operation and most of the new
cinema screens will be in Saudi Arabia, which reopened cinema theatres after a hiatus of 35 years.
Total cinema revenue in Saudi
Arabia is expected to reach $1.5 bil-

lion in 2030, research by PwC Middle East, a global advisory firm,
claimed.
“By 2030, Saudi Arabia is expected to host 2,600 cinemas,” said
Martin Berlin, Middle East partner
at PwC Middle East. “Based on
global and regional benchmarks,
we expect [Saudi Arabia] to accommodate between 300 and 370 cinema locations.”
Berlin based his forecast on a
projected 2030 Saudi population
of 39.5 million and 6.6 screens per
100,000 people.
“Based on pricing of $11-$14 for
lower-end formats and $40 for luxury formats, [Saudi Arabia] could
generate $950 million in box office
revenues by 2030. As other revenue
streams typically account for about
35% of overall revenues, this brings
the total to $1.5 billion,” Berlin said.
He advocated four factors that
should receive attention so the Saudi cinema industry reaches its full
potential. These are: scouting good
locations for cinemas; an effective
programming mix of Hollywood,
regional, Bollywood and local content; adopting successful regional
cinema formats meeting different
tastes and preferences; and sensible pricing models for long-term
sustenance of the sector.
On the topic of “Cinema Content for the Arab World,” Kaswara
al-Khatib, chairman and CEO of
UTURN Entertainment, said: “In
Saudi Arabia, the business model
needs to be completely different.
We cannot certainly compete with
Japanese, American and European
films right now but we can definitely create something different.
We also want to express our culture
to the outer world through our cinemas.”
Colin Brown, managing partner
(International) of MAD Solutions &
Arab Cinema Centre, talked about
tailoring content for Saudi culture.
“There is a need of some psychological and structural changes
not only in Saudi Arabia but also

With an eye on the future. Participants in a panel discussion on cinema content for the Arab world at
the MENA Cinema Forum in Dubai.
(MENA Cinema Forum)
throughout the region. As a professional industry, we cannot depend
on foreign movies alone. To be
completely independent, we need
to train young talent from this region to come up with good Arabic
content,” he said.
Another key topic was how Arab
cinemas were getting international
recognition and how stronger strategies and supply chains could improve it.
Bassam Hajjawi, president/CEO
of the International Distribution
Agency, pointed to the international recognition Lebanese cinema was getting. “We see so many

young talents among us who can
shine. We need to follow international Arab style. We need big stars
from this region and it’s only possible if we focus on bringing the Arab
style, culture and characteristics to
the cinemas,” he said.
Leila Masinaei, managing director of GM Events, who organised
the forum, said in its first edition
the forum attracted 800 attendees
who engaged in fruitful business
networking, which resulted in great
relationships being formed.
“For 2019, we are going to expand
all the talks to the topic of production of Hollywood and Bollywood

movies in the Middle East and,
most important, the production
of Arab cinemas by the youth of
MENA region. We will try to build
the support of major financing and
distribution companies,” Masinaei
said.
“I can confirm so far, we have
four movie premieres confirmed
for MENA Cinema Forum 2019.
Two from major studios and two
regional movies,” she said, adding
that an expanded edition would be
November 12-14, 2019.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

Beirut Art Film Festival highlights environmental issues
Samar Kadi

Looking
ahead. Poster
of the fourth
Beirut Art
Film Festival.

Beirut

T

he fourth Beirut Art
Film Festival (BAFF) was
brought together under
the theme of “Tomorrow”
— the future of the young generation that appears to be jeopardised by degradation of the environment and climate change.
“The future is about the youth
but also about the preservation
of the environment. What would
our tomorrows look like without
clear air and water?” asked BAFF
founder and art gallery owner Alice Mogabgab.
“The festival this year is designed to be an active player in the
society, not only to entertain but
to learn lessons from the past to
improve the future.”
The festival, which began November 1, showcases more than
60 international documentaries
and films dealing with universal issues in an artistic format or
through iconic figures who left
their mark on humanity.
In addition to environmental concerns, the documentaries
cover architecture, archaeology,
cinema, design, music, dance,
painting, photography, the history of art and heritage and other
subjects.
In its extramuros showings,
which run through November 30,
BAFF will expand beyond Beirut.
Screenings of a selection of documentaries on water are scheduled
in universities, schools and cultural centres across Lebanon as
part of the festival’s awareness
campaign “No Water, No Life.”
A 30-minute documentary ti-

(BAFF)

tled “We Made Every Living Thing
from Water” by Lebanese director
Paul Cochrane will be featured
throughout November, especially
in schools.
“This year, we wanted to engage
all our network of partners to raise
the alarm about environmental
issues,” Mogabgab said. “In the
absence of any national effort to
safeguard water and the environment as a whole, ‘No Water, No
Life’ seeks to draw the attention
of every single Lebanese.”

“Anyone who would watch this
documentary cannot but react. It
is a desperate and harrowing cry
about the great dangers brought
by the steady deterioration of the
environment on water. I deducted
one thing from it and that is what
we could salvage from the wrath
of war, can no longer be safe from
the dilapidation of the environment,” she said.
The documentary is to be
screened across the country
on
Lebanese
Independence

Day, November 22.
“It will be the festival’s present
to Lebanon and its people. It is
at the core of our campaign and
shows that we are not doomed
and there are possibilities for a
remedy but we need to pass on
the message and wake up the people,” Mogabgab said.
She noted that the festival has
been increasingly focusing on issues of concern in Lebanon and
the region. “It sheds light on the
realities in the country to change
approaches and visions in the society but we need to consult the
past to be able to find solutions
and keep going,” Mogabgab said.
BAFF’s Intramuros Programme
takes place in two Beirut theatres
November 20-25. The opening
ceremony will feature the world
premiere of “Josephine Baker,
the Story of an Awakening” about
the American-born French dancer
and entertainer who was an activist and French Resistance agent,
and “Maurice Bejart, l’ame de la
Danse” (“Maurice Bejart, Spirit of
Dancing”) about French choreographer on the anniversary of his
death.
Intramuros screenings will also
include “Niemeyer 4 Ever,” a Lebanese documentary that draws
the poignant picture of the Rachid
Karameh International Fair in
Tripoli, Lebanon. The avant-garde
structure conceived by Brazilian
architect Oscar Niemeyer became
a “ghost town” before reaching its
objective because of the war. Also
showing will be “Graffiti men Beyrouth” that depicts how Lebanese
graffiti artists reproduce their
European and American models’ heritage and adapt it to their
contemporary issues, including
war, freedom, the refugee crisis

and unemployment.
Other films include “Beyond the
Obvious: Daniel Schwartz,” a cinematic portrait of the Swiss photographer who has scoured the
globe for four years to raise interest in his project focusing on melting and collapsing glaciers; while
the passion that bonded Mexico’s
two most outstanding painters,
Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera, is
revealed in a 52-minute French
documentary “une passion devorante” (a voracious passion);

The festival showcases
more than 60
international
documentaries and films
dealing with universal
issues in an artistic format
or through iconic figures
who left their mark on
humanity.
“Raphael: Lord of the Arts”
tells the story of one of the greatest Renaissance artists who, with
Michelangelo and Leonardo da
Vinci, form the traditional triad
of Renaissance masters; the documentary “Le Louvre Abu Dhabi”
explores the architectural and
cultural features of the museum,
which was conceived as a link
between tradition and modernity
and a bridge between cultures.
“Sounds of the Alhambra,” a
52-minute film that falls between
a documentary and a concert,
draws on the history of the architectural masterpiece in southern
Spain and the musical inspiration
it had on numerous composers.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.
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Old Baghdad
auction houses
resist demise
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

A

l Baghdadi antique shop
and auction house, once
a landmark of artistic and
cultural activity in Baghdad, is a shadow of its past glory.
A dusty facade decorated with turquoise ceramic tiles from Karbala is
all that remains of the shop in Azamiah, a posh neighbourhood of the
Iraqi capital.
The auction house in which precious objects were displayed and
unique pieces sold has become a
furniture shop. Decades of hardship
from war, UN sanctions and occupation by a US-led international force
led to its closure and the flight of its
founder and co-owner Moqdad alBaghdadi.
“Auction houses started with al
Sabbagh auction, one of Baghdad’s
oldest houses, which opened in the
1930s selling all kinds of antique
items, including furniture, carpets,
artefacts and paintings,” Baghdadi
said.
The idea of specialised auction
houses expanded and more auctions were established, including al
Baghdadi house, which Baghdadi
said he hoped to revive after he returned in 2012 after seven years of
self-exile in Syria.
Manufacturing traditional ceramic tiles of Karbala is the profession that Baghdadi inherited from
his father and forefathers. He is a
passionate collector of artwork and
antiques that adorned his workshop
in the souks of Baghdad, a major

destination for visitors and tourists
in the 1970s.
It was then, encouraged by his
brother, that he opened an antique
shop Dar al Baghdadi, which developed into a “cultural salon” and
meeting place for artists, art lovers,
collectors and diplomats. The auction house in Azamiah came later.
“I visited many auction houses
in the world during which I gained
a great experience that helped me
achieve my dream of establishing
a modern house according to international standards. It soon became
a unique landmark in Baghdad,”
Baghdadi said.
Among the unique pieces auctioned at al Baghdadi house was
a calligraphy of the word of Allah
handwritten by Ottoman Sultan
Mahmoud II, which was sold at
40,000 dinars at the time, and a
gold-encrusted Seljuk shield that
Baghdadi purchased in Mosul.
Al Baghdadi auction house shut
down after 2003 because of the USled invasion and occupation, Baghdadi said. He fled to Syria after his
home was hit during a US bombardment that he says was “intentional”
because of his outspoken opposition to the invasion.
After returning to Baghdad, Baghdadi said he was shocked to find
that the auction house had been
turned into a furniture shop by
other co-owners. However, his determination to revive the house was
not dimmed.
“I will not give up,” he said. “With
the help of my son and wife I converted a house that I own in Azamiah into an auction place. Already,
we have organised a number of auc-

A shadow of past glory. A view of the interior of al Baghdadi auction house.
tions and other cultural events with
the hope that this will encourage
other houses to resume their activities.”
In Khan al Modalal in Baghdad’s
old souks, a dozen antique shops
boast treasures of museum quality. Antique dealer Bassem Shamri
has a shop that shows Ottomanera swords, engraved silver trays,
silver-plated brass boxes in which
wealthy women kept their toiletries
and engraved water pitchers that
the rich used to wash guests’ hands
after feasts.
“Auctions have become a rare
event and the lack of business for
antique shops reflects the precarious security situation. Dealers are
reluctant to show their treasures,
fearing illicit bargains and kidnapping. Besides many wealthy families and art lovers who appreciate
antiques have left the country,”

Shamri said.
His attempts to have auctions
and to raise the interest of potential collectors proved unsuccessful.
“Unfortunately, people had other
priorities in mind and the lack of
confidence between sellers and
buyers aborted deals,” he said.

Al Baghdadi auction
house shut down after
2003 because of the
US-led invasion and
occupation.
Many collectors resort to social
media and websites offering online
bargains. “Such business could be
very risky,” Shamri said. “In many
instances the deal is suspicious and
there is room for abuse and exploitation, especially if the buyer has no
real experience in recognising rare

(Oumayma Omar)

items and artworks.”
With a population once among
the wealthiest and best educated in
the Middle East, Iraq provides many
early 20th-century antiques from
families that sold their possessions
before migrating to flee decades of
war.
After Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, goods from the neighbouring
country’s wealthy homes and its national museum — famed for Islamic
art and Quranic manuscripts — were
stolen and taken to Iraq.
More treasures came with the
looting of Iraq’s national museum
and Saddam Hussein’s palaces in
the lawless days after the US-led invasion of 2003.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society section of
The Arab Weekly.

Viewpoint

Egyptian play unearths roots of radicalisation
Sherif al-Shafei

“Defect” is a
captivating look at
an Egyptian
society suffering
cracks and defects
at all levels.

T

he play “Defect” (“Khalal”) delves into the
crises gripping Egyptian society, especially
the spread of violence
and terrorism caused
by faulty family upbringing. The
play presents a youthful vision of
theatre and aesthetics, bolstered
with a social awareness and an
ability to tackle reality.
“Defect” investigates layers of
the Egyptian social fabric, dissecting the processes through which
violence and terrorism germinate,
as well as other obstacles hindering reform and development and
threatening future generations.
The play is addressed primarily
to a youthful audience and is put
together and performed by young
artists.
Written by Mahmoud Hamdi and
directed by Mohammed al-Dessouki, “Defect’s” bet on youthfulness comes through an energetic
and spirited artistic performance.
With an outpouring of explosive
energy from new and promising
generations, all “defects” can be
removed from reality and danger
averted.
The artists behind “Defect” say
theatre is no longer a formal and
frozen artform presented to a passive audience. Modern theatre is
the amalgamation of all modern
artforms and a space for dialectic
and interactive drama that engages
a cultured, visionary and insightful audience that cannot be moved
without sophisticated aesthetic
techniques.
The play’s title serves as an
introduction for its main premise.
Indeed, defects dominate the reality boldly depicted in the play.
The central issue is the unprecedented spread of violence

Spirited performance. A scene from the Egyptian play “Khalal.” (Al Arab)
and terrorism. There are many
causes behind the phenomenon
but “Defect” puts forward teaching children wrong values in their
family circles in the first place. This
education is a ticking time bomb
that threatens young people. The
drama’s events crescendo to convey one simple reality: “Violence
and terrorism are first born in our
homes.”
The show uses deconstruction
and reconstruction and fast-flowing disconnected scenes to embody
the successive stages of loss in
people’s lives, starting from childhood, adolescence and youth, then
going through marriage, childbearing and child-rearing so that, in the
end, children grow up reflecting
their parents’ behaviour.
The play focuses also on the
harsh upbringing reserved for girls,
feeding them erroneous and extremist religious information and

on their parents’ excessive phobia
of having them go astray, a phobia
that leads parents to assume their
daughters are constantly lying
and hiding relations with the opposite sex. All those factors result
in abnormally disfigured female
personalities.
The play demonstrates that the
seeds of violence and terror are
sown early due to parents’ unforgiving treatment of their children.
Parents often use intimidation,
fear and extreme forms of physical punishment to keep children in
check. Even religion is transmitted
to young minds through horrific
tales of hellfire and punishment
in the afterlife. As an alternative,
the play promotes having parents
treat their children as friends from
a young age.
In addition to this basic thread
running through the script, the
play sheds light on societal issues

and problems through anecdotes,
such as the isolated life that youth
are living and their attachment
to virtual realities through their
obsession with communication
technologies and the internet.
Among the other problems the
play attempts to illustrate through
dramatic, comedic, lighthearted
or, at times, musical interludes,
are drug addiction, spinsterhood,
nervousness for those about to get
married, the spread of corruption
and nepotism, emigration and illegal immigration by the desperate
and the disillusioned.
“Defect” suggests that youthful
energy is an efficient fuel that can
propel life forward. Such a vision
is solidified through the adoption
of youthful theatre techniques
and aesthetics as an end in itself.
The theatrical wherewithal is the
backbone underlying the play: that
young people are a latent treasure
with revolutionary potential.
The play contains scenes in
which the kinetic action culminated with the script’s rising action,
including one depicting gender
wars with men and women playing
tug of war and another depicting illegal migrants crammed on
a boat being rocked by the waves
and sinking. In the background,
Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5 — the
“Symphony of Destiny” — fills the
air and highlights an atmosphere
of bated breath as lights fade and
darkness takes over.
“Defect” is a captivating look
at an Egyptian society suffering
cracks and defects at all levels in
addition to its being a dazzling and
suspenseful aesthetic vision flowing with new artistic blood.
Sherif al-Shafei is an Egyptian
writer.
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Agenda
Cairo:
Through November 12
The Arab Music Festival is an annual event at Cairo Opera House
and involves singers from Egypt,
Syria, Tunisia, Algeria and other
Arab countries.
Beirut:
Through December 27
Events associated with Sursock
Museum Late Nights occur
noon-9pm each Thursday at
the Sursock Museum in Beirut.
Events include exhibitions, collection displays, late-night talks,
performances and screenings.
Dubai:
November 15-17
Yogafest will take place at Dubai
Media City Amphitheatre with
a programme that includes free
yoga sessions, meditation circles
and yoga-related activities.

Futuristic structure. The facade of the Nabu Museum in El Heri in northern Lebanon. 					

(Nabu Museum)

Nabu museum offers new
attraction in northern Lebanon

Bao Music and Dance Fest is
an event celebrating Chinese
culture through music, dance,
fashion and food. More than a
dozen electronic dance music
DJs will be present during the
two-night event.

El Heri

I

t is meant to fill a cultural
gap, encourage the public
to learn about art and, at the
same time, satisfy our aspiration to leave a legacy of decency,” said Jawad Adra, co-founder
of the Nabu Museum in summarising the aim of the new private
gallery that recently opened in El
Heri in northern Lebanon.
Named after the Mesopotamian
patron god of scribes, literacy and
wisdom, the museum, which is on
a private beach, uniquely displays
millennia-old antiquities from the
Levant and Mesopotamia alongside local and regional modern art.
The works are from the private collections of Adra and his two partners, Fida Jdeed and Badr el-Hage.
“In addition to being long-time
friends, the three of us have in
common this fascination with the
history of the region and what is
commonly known as the cradle of
civilisation,” Adra said.
“We happen to have this nice
property on the coast and we
thought that we can either leave
it as it is or build a horrendous,
ugly building like other structures
that litter the Lebanese coast from
Halba to Tyre (north to south) or
do something different that would
send a message that we (in the region) deserve better.”
The inaugural exhibit, “Millennia of Creativity,” featured
some 400 artefacts from the early
Bronze and Iron ages and from
the Roman, Greek, Byzantine and
Muslim epochs, in addition to
works by contemporary Arab artists from Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and
Egypt.
Admission to the museum is
free. “We want to make art accessible to all with the hope that if one
can appreciate the beauty of art
from a young age, he will be less
inclined to commit violence or destroy heritage,” Adra said. “This is
a way to help preserve culture and
heritage in a region devastated by
conflicts and war.”
The futuristic structure of the
two-storey building and its enveloping facade in weathering steel,
designed by Iraqi artists Mahmoud
Obaidi and Dia Azzawi, stand out
among the concrete and stone
buildings in the area.
The interior of the building is
flooded by sunlight flowing from
large bay windows and a tall glass

The 40th Cairo International
Film Festival will take place at
the Opera House over ten days.
The programme includes a special section titled “Arab Female
Directors” in addition to world
cinema projections, seminars,
workshops, debates and tributes.
Dubai:
November 29-30

Samar Kadi

“

Cairo:
November 20-29

Tozeur:
December 5-8

“Ford 71” installation by
Iraqi artist Mahmoud
al-Obaidi on display at the
Nabu Museum.
(Nabu Museum)
opening in the metal-andconcrete structure provides a view through the
museum’s interior and out
to the sea.
“The facade was done as
if it is a piece of art or sculpture. It stands as Dia Azzawi’s biggest and most
monumental sculpture,”
said museum guide Nadine Khoury.
The museum space was
boldly conceived by Obaidi as a simple cube with a
sizeable open interior that
can be easily adapted for
various exhibitions.
The works on display
are only a fraction of the
founders’ private collections and other works are
to be rotated in for future
exhibitions. “The plan is to
have two shows per year under different themes,” Khoury
said.
Visitors to the
Nabu Museum can
admire a unique selection of Sumerian
and Babylonian cuneiform tablets that
display some of
the earliest forms
of writing and
Phoenician steles dating from
2330-500BC.
The tablets re- A statuette from
count epic tales

and give indications of economic
systems, information on ethnic
groups and maps of ancient cities.
In an adjacent
glass case a selection of oil
lamps
dating
back thousands
of years are displayed in a sequence that
shows the development of
the craft time from the most
primitive object — a moulded
piece of clay — to something
more sophisticated and artistic, Khoury explained.
Three-millennia-old
Phoenician statues of a
considerable size found
during underwater excavations in southern Lebanon
stand like sentinels on the
ground floor. “One can still
see the seashell and limescale deposits on them,”
Khoury said.
On the rooftop is
an installation by
Obaidi,
“Ford
71.” It depicts a
military
vehicle
in weathering steel
carrying a Mesopotamian bust. “The
US Army used
such
vehicles in Iraq,”
Khoury said.
“It is really
the Roman period. a commen(Nabu Museum) tary by the

Iraqi artist about the American occupation and all the violence that
happened there, including the
destruction of Iraq’s archaeology,
history and heritage.”
Adra started his collection in the
1980s by purchasing items from
auction houses and antiquaries in
Europe and the United States. He
said the items were registered and
shipped legally through Beirut airport.

The works on display are
only a fraction of the
founders’ private
collections and other works
are to be rotated in for
future exhibitions.

“Displaying the collection in
public is one way of combating
smuggling of antiquities because
one becomes accountable. The
idea is also to encourage other collectors to do the same,” Adra said.
In recent years, part of the region’s cultural heritage has been
destroyed or looted by armed
groups, especially in Syria and
Iraq.
The museum received more
than 5,000 visitors in less than
four weeks since its opening at the
end of September. “This is an indication that there is an interest in
art. Many people said you give us
hope in a region scarred by conflict
and brutality,” Adra said.
For more information, visit
www.nabumuseum.com.

The first Tozeur International
Film Festival will take place in
the Tunisian Sahara. The programme will include official film
competitions for long movies,
short movies and documentaries. Movies from Morocco,
France, the United States, Tunisia, Algeria, Lebanon, Norway,
Italy, Egypt and Spain have been
selected for the competitions.
Tunis:
December 8-16
Carthage Theatre Days is an
annual festival that showcases
plays from the Maghreb, Africa,
the Middle East and Europe.
In its 20th edition, the festival
holds performances in Tunis and
other parts of Tunisia.
Dubai:
December 12
Pianist Alexandra Dariescu takes
her multimedia performance of
“The Nutcracker and I” to the
Dubai Opera stage. The Nutcracker is brought to life with
projected hand-drawn digital
animation that follows the music
and engages with the pianist and
a ballerina behind a see-through
gauze screen.
Abu Dhabi:
December 17-January 1
Al Dhafra Festival is a major
regional and international event
inspired by the Emirati authentic Bedouin spirit. It features as
many as 15 heritage activities
and competitions, including
a camel beauty contest, horse
races, a handicrafts competition
and traditional tribal chants.

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

