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► Experts do not expect the Stockholm talks
to lead to a substantial breakthrough.

Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

he start of UN-led peace
talks in Sweden between
warring sides in Yemen was
welcomed internationally
but major hurdles remain to ending
the nearly 4-year conflict.
The Stockholm talks opened as an
all-out battle for the strategic rebelheld port of Hodeidah looms. The
Saudi-led coalition has encircled the
Red Sea port city, which it says is a
major source of arms for the Iranbacked Houthis.
A big divide separates the two
camps. The fate of the city and its
port is one of the main issues on the
talks’ agenda. Other major points include reopening the main airport in
Sana’a, shoring up the Central Bank
of Yemen and de-escalating tensions
while building confidence for future
negotiations.
Few observers say the current series of talks could result in
a breakthrough towards peace in
Yemen. However, some have said
international pressure could lead to
a broader framework for additional
meetings.
“The US ‘big stick’ approach could
maybe force both Yemeni parties
to reach minimum understandings
in the current talks to pave the way
for the final negotiation phase,” said
Yemeni writer Hani Salem Masshour.
The biggest stumbling block, however, could be the Houthi rebels’ interest in short-term battlefield gains
over a lasting solution.
Yemen’s internationally recognised government led by President

Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, backed
by a Saudi-led coalition, has sought
to dislodge the Iran-backed Houthi
militia that overtook Sana’a in September 2014. The conflict escalated
in early 2015 after the Houthis seized
control of much of western Yemen,
forcing Hadi to flee the country.
The conflict has led to one of the
worst humanitarian crises in recent
years. The UN High Commissioner
for Refugees said there had been
nearly 1,500 civilian casualties in
Yemen from August through October.
The talks began December 6 with
opposing sides agreeing to free thousands of prisoners, a development
UN Special Envoy to Yemen Martin
Griffiths described as hopeful.
That hope, however, was dampened by reports that Houthis attacked civilian and military targets
in Hodeidah, destroying one of the
city’s biggest malls and seeking to
retake a strategic main route linking
it to Aden, where Hadi’s government
is based.
“The Houthis are exploiting the
halt [in fighting] to take back strategic sites in the south of Hodeidah,” Yemeni military spokesman
Lieutenant Mohammed Qaida told
Emirati newspaper the National.
“Our patience is running out and if
the United Nations doesn’t take the
Houthi violations seriously, then
we will storm the city and the ports.
This will be our response.”
There was tough talk from Yemeni
officials in Stockholm, who said they
were open to peace but would not
countenance double-dealing from
the Houthis.
“We are still looking into means
towards peace but if they [the Hou-

this] are not responsible, we have
many options, including military decisiveness,” Yemeni Agriculture Minister Othman al-Mujalli said.
Griffiths urged compromise over
Hodeidah.
The coalition claims that the port
serves as the rebels’ main pipeline
of arms, including rockets that have
been fired on Saudi territory. The
coalition has expressed major concerns about Tehran’s role in backing
the Houthis, which it views as part of
a larger Iranian attempt to extend its
influence throughout the region.
Washington has strongly backed

used as a token. “To support my appointment only because I am a Jew
would be to be unfair to my country and to myself,” Trabelsi wrote in
an emotional op-ed for a Tunisian
news site. “My Jewishness is neither a burden nor a folkloric item. It
is just there.”
Trabelsi also refused to allow
praise he received in Israeli and
Jewish media to be held against
him. For those news outlets, “it is
important that Rene Trabelsi, who
hails from a traditional Jewish family, who eats kosher food and observes Shabbat, is made minister,”
he told The Arab Weekly.
Trabelsi assumed the post while
Tunisia’s tourism sector has been
making a strong recovery following
years of sluggishness. The change
is largely due to the success of Tunisia’s security services in restoring
confidence following deadly terror
attacks in 2015.
Attacks in Tunis and Sousse killed
scores of foreign tourists, nearly

wrecking the country’s tourism industry, which provides more than
7% of Tunisia’s GDP.
“Today, the security problem is
resolved and it is behind Tunisia,”
Trabelsi said.
Trabelsi’s family history is closely
linked with Tunisia’s Jewish community on the island of Djerba,
which is home to about 1,500 of the
country’s 2,000 Jews. His father has
long overseen the annual Jewish
pilgrimage to El Ghriba synagogue
on the island.
Tunisia’s Jewish community has
had to cope with numerous terrorist
incidents and aftershocks from the
Middle East’s upheaval. In 2002, an
al-Qaeda suicide bomber detonated
a fuel truck in front of El Ghriba synagogue, killing 19 people. In 1985, a
policeman fired at Jewish worshippers after Israel’s bombing of the
Tunis suburb of Hammam Chott.
Following that episode, Trabelsi
left for France, where he founded
two travel companies conducting

Sticky points. Swedish Foreign Minister Margot Wallstrom (L) and UN Envoy to Yemen Martin Griffiths
attend the opening news conference on UN-sponsored peace talks for Yemen at Johannesberg Castle,
December 6.
(Stina Stjernkvist /TT News Agency)

Tunisian Jewish cabinet
member assumes office,
holds on to favourite cafe
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

B

usinessman Rene Trabelsi,
who was recently confirmed as Tunisia’s first
Jewish governmental minister since Tunisia became an independent republic in 1957, has had
no shortage of challenges since taking office.
Trabelsi’s first challenge was his
Jewish identity. For, in an environment not accustomed to seeing
members of Tunisia’s small Jewish
minority in senior government positions, turbulence was inevitable.
Almost immediately, the 55-yearold minister faced accusations of
being an Israeli citizen and advocating normalisation with Israel, both
of which he denied.
He held firm, however, to his Jewish roots, refusing to allow his religious identity to be stigmatised or

the Saudi-led coalition against the
“Iranian threat.” US Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo and Defence
Secretary James Mattis have both
affirmed the United States’ support
for Yemen’s internationally recognised government.
“Saudi Arabia, due to geography
and the Iranian threat, is fundamental to maintaining regional and
Israeli security and our interests in
Mideast stability,” Mattis told the US
Senate.
The Houthis, wary of being listed
by Washington as a terrorist group,
have been more willing to negotiate.

However, given political conditions
and lingering mistrust between the
two sides, it is unlikely that the Stockholm talks will lead to a substantial
breakthrough. International mediators seem satisfied with convening
the talks on schedule and agreeing to
confidence-building measures.
No peace talks have taken place
since 2016 and the last attempt at negotiations in Geneva earlier this year
failed when the Houthis refused to
attend.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Comeback kid. Tunisian Minister of Tourism Rene Trabelsi in his
favourite cafe in Tunis.
(The Arab Weekly)
business with many countries including Tunisia.
Trabelsi is confident Tunisia is
safe enough to play host to a thriving tourism industry but takes issue
with how authorities have sometimes managed the country’s image
following terror-related crises.
Regarding the media reaction
to a female suicide bomber who
detonated an explosive vest in Tunis last October, Trabelsi said: “No
country in the world would have
tolerated the display of the body of
a terrorist like it was done with the
body of that female suicide bomber on Habib Bourguiba Avenue.
That’s a no-no.”

Trabelsi regularly drinks coffee
at his favourite cafe on downtown
Tunis’s Habib Bourguiba Avenue.
During his morning strolls to the coffee shop, he said he enjoys shaking
hands and interacting with other
Tunisians who express support as
they welcome him aboard the government ship.
“That spontaneous sense of sympathy,” said Trabelsi, “encourages
me and gives me the strength to do
my best.”
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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Qatar isolates itself amid intra-Gulf tensions
Faith Salama

Dubai

H

opes that Qatar would
seize a newfound opportunity to resolve its dispute with Arab neighbours
quickly faded after Doha announced
it was withdrawing from OPEC, a
move seen as aimed at provoking
Saudi Arabia, the organisation’s top
exporter.
The unexpected announcement,
two days ahead of a key December
OPEC meeting, was met with collective dismay in the Gulf region and
drew warnings that Qatar could face
retaliation from other oil-producing
members.
UAE Minister of State
for Foreign Affairs

Anwar Gargash

“The political crisis will end
when the cause behind it ends
and that is Qatar’s support of
extremism and its interference
in the stability of the region.”
Omani Oil Minister Mohammed
al-Rumhi, a member of OPEC’s
market monitoring committee, said
the move by Qatar, which has been
an OPEC member since 1961 and is
to be the host of the Gas Exporting
Countries Forum (GECF) next year,
had further isolated the country and
risked regional blowback.
“A number of countries could pull
out [of the GECF] because of Qatar’s
position,” said Rumhi: “I can tell you
for sure the UAE will pull out of that
organisation. I don’t think [the UAE]
will continue and who knows [with]
other countries like Algeria that are

members of OPEC.”
While not a member of OPEC,
Oman is part of the Russia-led group
of non-OPEC producers party to a
production-cut agreement that has
been in place for nearly two years.
Oman is also a member of the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) with Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United
Arab Emirates and Bahrain.
The timing of Qatar’s announcement suggests it was aimed at disrupting the OPEC gathering and send
a hostile message to Riyadh ahead of
a GCC summit it is to host December
9. Many hoped that meeting would
end the 18-month dispute between
Qatar and the “Arab Quartet” — Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates,
Bahrain and Egypt.
In June 2017, the quartet imposed
a diplomatic boycott on Qatar over
its alleged support of extremism and
ties to Iran. Doha has refused the
boycotting countries’ conditions to
restore ties, initiated a media campaign against them and restored full
relations with Tehran, seen as a principal threat to Arab states.
Ahead of the GCC summit there
were indications that the dispute
might end. Qatar’s OPEC announcement, however, indicated that the
chasm between the two sides was
widening and raised questions as to
whether Doha could ever return to
the Arab fold.
“I do not know how Qatar will
return,” said Bahraini Foreign Minister Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed alKhalifa in an interview with Asharq
al-Awsat, describing the dispute as
“unprecedented and very deep.” “It
has committed to the enemies of the
region, such as Iran, and separated
itself from the GCC,” he said.
“We are realistic in dealing with
this issue and we don’t want to waste
more time,” Sheikh Khalid added.
UAE Minister of State for For-

Political manoeuvre. Qatari Minister of State for Energy Affairs Saad al-Kaabi speaks prior to the
start of an OPEC meeting in Vienna, December 6.
(AP)
eign Affairs Anwar Gargash derided
Qatar’s decision to exit OPEC as a
“political” manoeuvre aimed at recovering its dwindling power in the
region.
“The political dimension of Qatar’s decision to withdraw from
OPEC is an acknowledgment of its
declining role and influence in view
of its political isolation,” Gargash
tweeted on December 3.
“The economic part of the withdrawal is less important and does
not justify the decision at this time,”
he added, a rebuke to Qatari claims

that the country’s pull-out was due
to economic considerations.
On December 6, he said the GCC
would forge ahead despite the crisis
with Qatar.
“The Gulf Cooperation Council
carries on despite the Qatari crisis,”
Gargash tweeted. “The main success of the council is in its economic
agenda and the creation of a Gulf
common market.”
He added: “The political crisis will
end when the cause behind it ends
and that is Qatar’s support of extremism and its interference in the

stability of the region.”
The dispute with Qatar is not the
region’s first. In 2014, the four countries recalled their ambassadors
from Doha over Qatar’s support for
the Muslim Brotherhood, which
they said had undermined regional
security.
That crisis was resolved after eight
months in an emergency meeting in
Riyadh, with the countries agreeing
to turn a new page.
Faith Salama is a Lebanese
journalist.

Viewpoint

Yemen should not become another failed state
Abdullah
al-Junaid

What needs to be
clarified and agreed
upon is the role and
importance of the
Yemen Quartet in the
specifics and the
broad outlines of the
transitional process.

W

hat do we want
for Yemen?
What do
Yemenis want
for Yemen?
Who should
be entrusted with the process of
political transition in Yemen?
These are questions that must
be dealt with objectively, not politically, to avoid the legacy of Ali
Abdullah Saleh’s deep state.
Even more than Yemenis
themselves, the sponsors of the
Stockholm conference on peace
in the country must demonstrate
political determination, first by
refusing to have the meetings
used for political gains. The bleakness of the political scene in the
Middle East could do without the
addition of another model of a
dysfunctional country to the host
of failed states in the region. There
is no need to mention examples
because they are many.
However, it is necessary to address the shift in the US position
regarding the Yemeni crisis. South
Yemen was frequently mentioned
in US Secretary of Defence James
Mattis’s speech at the US Peace
Council in November and UN
Envoy Martin Griffiths’s recent
briefing about Yemen to the UN
Security Council.
This prompted speculation
about the United States’ wish to
transform the crisis in Yemen
from a two-dimensional conflict
(opposing the legitimate government and the Houthis) to a
tri-dimensional one (between the
South, the Houthis and the legitimate government). The United
States’ withdrawal of support for
the ceasefire and its request to
postpone it until after the Stockholm talks, confirm this shift.
Speculating about motives
behind the US shift regarding
those two issues, one wonders if

Uncertain
future.
A Yemeni
boy looks
on from a
roof in the
old city of
Sana’a. (AFP)

this is due to an alignment of the
American perspective with that
of its regional allies, Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates, in
that Yemen is “too important”
regionally to let it become a failed
state once more and that it is “too
big” to let it be centrally managed
along the lines of the deep state
model.
Then again, perhaps the file of
South Yemen could turn out to be
the missing catalyst to bring the
rival parties in Yemen to the negotiation table. Furthermore, the
decision to postpone the ceasefire
might convey the same message to
both the Houthis and Iran.
With respect to the secret
behind returning to the option
of the Stockholm meeting after
announcing that it had been
postponed once, then postponing
it once again, it may be due to the

lack of consensus in US President
Donald Trump’s administration
concerning how to best use the
Jamal Khashoggi case as pressure
on Riyadh, not only as it pertains
to Hodeidah but several other issues as well.
If Hodeidah falls into the hands
of the legitimate government
forces, it will lead to a shift in the
balance of power just before the
Stockholm talks and deprive the
Trump administration of a diplomatic victory in the Yemen file.
In addition, because of the
stereotypical view of the engines
of conflict in a politically fragile
Middle East since the invasion of
Iraq in 2003, the Trump administration could not afford to be seen
as supporting a Sunni side against
a Shia side.
What needs to be clarified
and agreed upon is the role and

importance of the Yemen Quartet
— Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, the United States and
the United Kingdom — in the specifics and the broad outlines of the
transitional process.
Should it assume a consultative
and funding role only or should
the quartet assume a transitional caretaker role to ensure that
Yemen does not tumble back into
failed statehood?
The latter role can result from
either a consensus of all the Yemeni parties or through authorisation from the UN Security Council.
Yemen’s stability is vital to
restoring regional stability in the
Middle East and to the security of
maritime navigation in the Red
Sea and the Gulf of Aden.
Abdullah al-Junaid is a Bahraini
writer.
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Spotlight

Egypt expo reflects progress of Arab military industry
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

gypt’s first tri-service defence expo, EDEX 2018,
brought together hundreds
of defence companies from
41 countries, including dozens
from Arab states seeking to showcase their defence equipment.
EDEX, a 3-day event that ended
December 5, was designed to introduce Egyptian and Arab defence
equipment and expertise to national military commanders and officials attending the expo.
A total of 17 national defence
companies from the United Arab
Emirates participated in the fair,
showing a wide range of equipment,
including
sophisticated
weapons systems such as air-tosurface missiles, drones and armoured vehicles.
Sultan Abdullah al-Samahi, acting director-general of the Emirates
Defence Companies Council, said
the UAE had a long list of domestically made weaponry at the expo
and looked to open new markets
and partnerships.
“Military industries have reached
a very advanced level in our country,” Samahi said. “We produce
state-of-the-art weapons that are a
lot cheaper than their peers in the
same class in other countries.”
Air defence systems, ammunitions, warships and drones are
made in the United Arab Emirates.
The Gulf country is developing into
an important centre for military
studies and attracting foreign military students and officers pursuing
academic studies.
With burgeoning arms imports
from the United States, Europe and
China, Arab countries have swelled
profits of international arms makers
for decades. However, a shift seems
to be happening with Arab states
manufacturing their own arms.
Instead of working out import
deals, many Arab countries sign coproduction agreements with major arms makers. That ensures the
transfer of technologies, job creation and, most important, self-dependence regarding arms supplies.
Most of the Arab countries that
exhibited at EDEX developed na-

Latest innovations. A visitor inspects military equipment on display at EDEX 2018 in Cairo.
tional strategies for turning military
industries into a main driving force
for economic growth within two or
three decades.
This was why the Arab military
manufacturers at the exhibition
had eyes on the military delegates
arriving, including representatives
of African and Asian armies.
Egyptian Minister of Military
Production Mohammed Saeed alAsaar met with many top officials
from other countries, including
Cameroon, Rwanda and Sudan,
during the expo.
The Egyptian pavilion was busy
throughout, with military delegates confirming they would send
technical teams to test operational

capabilities of weapons exhibited.
This weaponry included air defence systems, drones, armoured
vehicles, corvettes and training
jets. There were also advanced
rocket launchers and mine-clearance devices.
“We view military industries as
a basic pillar of the economic development we aspire to achieve in
our country,” said Abdel Moneim
Altras, head of the Arab Manufacturers Organisation, an umbrella
group of Egypt’s military-industrial sector. “The industries aim to
cover the needs of our army and
also bring in revenues by providing
the militaries of friendly countries
with their needs.”

The organisation operates approximately a dozen factories
where research is done on a wide
variety of weapons. Apart from developing its own equipment, the organisation works with international
arms makers to manufacture highend weapons in Egypt.
During the exhibition, the organisation signed co-manufacturing
deals with defence companies from
France, the United States and Portugal.
The same concept of self-dependence was clearly demonstrated in
the Saudi pavilion at the exhibition.
Eight Saudi defence companies
were on hand, bringing with them
a startling list of military products.

(Belal Ahmed)
They included drones, armoured
vehicles, machine guns, rocket
launchers and advanced military
communications equipment.
Saudi Lieutenant-General Abdelatif al-Shahry, spokesman for the
Saudi Military Industries Corporation, said these were a few of the
weaponry and military tools manufactured in Saudi Arabia.
“We want to have a presence in
the Egyptian and African markets,”
Shahry said. “Saudi military industries are getting better day after day
and they are now capable of competition.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Saudi THAAD deal is a regional game changer
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

S

audi Arabia and the United
States are in late stages of
discussions regarding the
sale of the Terminal High Altitude Area Defence (THAAD) system, which was principally agreed
to more than a year ago.
With formalities of the sale largely settled, Royal Saudi Air Defence
operators will be looking to receive
the first of seven THAAD systems
ordered by as early as 2020.
THAAD is the United States’
newest and most advanced ballistic
missile defence system and Saudi
Arabia would be the second international customer after the United
Arab Emirates, which ordered the
system in 2011. Both of the Emirates’ THAAD systems have been
operational since 2016.
Riyadh’s and Abu Dhabi’s acquisitions were driven by the threat of
Iran’s ballistic missile programme.
Iran conducted a missile test on
December 1 which, US Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo said, involved
a “medium-range ballistic missile
that’s capable of carrying multiple
warheads.”
The test was a timely reminder
of the regional missile threat and
confirmed intelligence estimates
that Iran’s capabilities were becoming more sophisticated. Another
concern is Iran’s readiness to share

Best-in-class. A US Army Terminal High Altitude Area Defence
(THAAD) weapon system at Andersen Air Force Base in Guam.

(US Army)

missiles or technical assistance
with partners, including non-state
actors such as Hezbollah and Yemen’s Houthis, accelerating regional
missile proliferation.
The Arab Gulf is acutely aware
of ballistic missile threats, having
witnessed the Iraqi invasion of Iran
and Kuwait, in which Scud missiles featured prominently. Technology has improved considerably
since then and today’s generation
of ballistic missiles are much more
powerful, accurate and difficult to
defend against.
THAAD offers a strategic de-

fence capability. Its cutting-edge
technologies are considered “bestin-class” against advanced ballistic
missile threats.
THAAD is designed to stop missiles at the beginning of their terminal descent at very high altitudes.
Its interceptor weapon, the SM-3,
is a hypersonic “hit-to-kill” missile
that can travel faster than 9,000
kph and has a range of 150km.
Jane’s intelligence service reported that each of THAAD units
includes highly advanced AN/TPY2 radar, mobile tactical stations,
launchers and SM-3 interceptor

missiles. The acquisition of THAAD
propels Saudi Arabia’s defence into
a new era and with it the Arab Gulf
region’s security.
Integrated Air and Missile Defence (IAMD) has been a longstanding goal of partners in the Arab Gulf
and Saudi Arabia’s THAAD acquisition is likely to be a catalyst to kickstart the transformation towards a
regional missile shield.
The idea behind regional IAMD
is to optimise capability by pooling resources and positioning assets to improve reaction times and
make defence operations more effective. Riyadh potentially adding
seven units of THAAD could make
the Arab Gulf capable of defending more effectively, quickly and
across a much greater coverage
against potential missile attacks.
Missile defence systems deployed in the Arab Gulf, such as the
Patriot system — both the PAC-2
and the upgraded PAC-3 — in Kuwait, Bahrain and Oman, have a
great deal of commonality in technology and operational approaches. Theatre-deployed US assets add
additional layers of defence and
operational robustness to the region’s own missile defence assets.
Such developments allow conditions to improve for a regional missile shield in the next few years.
Saudi Arabia has also had serious
interest in the ship-based Aegis
Ballistic Missile Defence System,
which is an integral component of
US-European missile defence.

Even as it stands, the introduction of new naval vessels with advanced sensing and communication capabilities will see Arab Gulf
navies playing much greater roles
in supporting air and missile defence, led by the Royal Saudi Navy.
Future acquisitions of unmanned aerial vehicles, such as
the Predator-XP already operated
by the UAE, will help the Arab Gulf
renew and modernise the technological foundation it needs to support air and missile defence against
increasingly advanced ballistic
missile threats.

THAAD is designed to
stop missiles at the
beginning of their
terminal descent at very
high altitudes.
Riyadh’s and Washington’s ties
are reinforced with the sale of
THAAD and military-to-military
relations will inevitably become
deeper as a result. Saudi Arabia’s
clout and the size of its growing
missile defence capabilities are
sufficient to drive the process of
regional IAMD and the acquisition
of THAAD is a milestone in those
efforts.
Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai
and maintains a cross-disciplinary
focus in international security,
defence policy and strategic
issues.
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Jewish minister sees appointment
as confirmation of ‘Tunisian exception’
Lamine Ghanmi
Tunis

R

ene Trabelsi, appointed Tunisian tourism
minister in a cabinet
shakeup in November, is savouring a
“moment of Tunisian
exceptionalism” as the only Jewish
minister in any Arab government.
He is the first member of Tunisia’s Jewish community appointed
to a ministerial position since
Tunisia became a republic in 1957.
“Expatriate Tunisians of Jewish
faith called me to offer congratulations. Leaders of Jewish associations in America, Europe and other
parts of the world phoned or sent
messages of support and encouragement,” Trabelsi said.
“Even leaders of Jewish organisations who are not so well
inclined towards Tunisia, if I can
say so, because they do not want
Jews to return to this country,
have called me to offer support
and help.”
Trabelsi’s appointment drew a
lot of international attention. The
new tourism minister received
requests for interviews from
major media outlets from Europe,
the United States and the Arab
world but also from more remote
regions, such as Latin America and
the Far East.
“You know why there is such
an interest? They are all drawn
by this exceptional moment from
Tunisia,” Trabelsi told The Arab
Weekly.
“This shows again that Tunisia
is a country of exception. Tunisia
could have plunged into the abyss
on January 15, like Syria and Libya,
but the country has remained true
to its spirit of peace and tolerance,”
he added in reference to developments after the January 14, 2011
uprising that toppled President
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali.
Tunisia is struggling to shield its
relatively successful democratic
transition from the fallout of economic and social difficulties of the
past eight years. Its tourism sector
is making a comeback in terms of
arrivals and of revenue.
Trabelsi’s appointment as tourism minister stirred controversy

in parliament, social media and in
the streets of Tunis where small
but vocal demonstrations took
place.
Critics of the appointment
accused Trabelsi of being a
“normaliser” with Israel through
his professional activities as a
travel operator. Others accused the
government of seeing propaganda
value in the West in naming a Jewish member in the cabinet of Prime
Minister Youssef Chahed.
Trabelsi also had to reject allegations that he is an Israeli national.
“It has nothing to do with
the fact that he is Jewish,” said
Mohamed Abbou, who heads the
Democratic Current party whose
deputies at the parliament voiced
some of the fiercest opposition
to the naming of Trabelsi as a
minister. “The problem is that he
supports relations with Israel, that
he visited Israel, that he thinks
full relations are the right thing for
economic reasons. It has no connection to politics.
“He does not himself conceal it
but it does not matter at the moment. He has been approved and
there is nothing that can be done
about that now,” added Abbou.
Trabelsi said he was somewhat
surprised by the strident controversy that his appointment provoked. “I had never come across
such a controversy in all my life
and I’m 55,” he said.
However, when parliament
voted on the new cabinet members, Trabelsi received 127 votes of
approval, more than other newly
appointed Muslim ministers.
Asked about his feelings after
being confirmed to his new position, he said: “I’m living all that
like a comeback to the normal
Tunisia of my youth and childhood, the Tunisia that accepts all
its sons. It is the Tunisia of my love
and of my dreams.
“I accepted the offer to be a
minister because I think Tunisia is
a country apart. We can do things
of exception here.”
He said he is optimistic about his
country’s economic future. “As far
as I am concerned, Tunisia can be
a great tourism country. Tunisia
can have a prosperous economy
like Singapore. Really, Tunisia has
the potential for that,” he said.
It was not initially an easy choice
for Trabelsi to leave his family and
business in Paris, where he lived,
in order to take the

Tourist Arrivals to Tunisia from
January 1 to November 30, 2018
Year-on-year
increase
2018 /2017
Total of arrivals

7,498,729

+17.2%

Total of European
arrivals

2,325,394

+42.6%
Year-on-year
increase
2018 /2017

Arrivals

French

736,891

+37.7%

German

266,030

+53.4%

Other Europeans

724,775

+77.5%

Russian

597,698

+16.3%

Chinese

25,660

+37.5%

Optimistic. Tunisian Tourism Minister Rene Trabelsi.

Rene Trabelsi is the
first member of
Tunisia’s Jewish
community
appointed to a
ministerial position
since Tunisia
became a republic
in 1957.

			

government position.
“Accepting this offer required a
lot of reflection,” he said. He had
“to leave family and business to
take the job. It involved financial
sacrifice because I had to cede my
business, as a family enterprise
employing 20 people, to one of my
relatives.”
“I will not see my children and
grandchildren and that is an enormous sacrifice,” he said.
He said he also sees the opportunities that come with the new job.
“There are things that as a tourism
professional I always wanted to see
done in Tunisia’s tourism sector
but I did not have the decisionmaking power. Now, I will try my
best to implement these things,”
he said.
Trabelsi said having the reflexes
of a businessman, from his experience as a travel operator, will help
him push the limits of bureaucracy
to get things done.
“Red tape is heavy in Tunisia. I
have good teams here at the ministry. I told them to take the initiative to get things done quickly,” he
said.
Asked whether he feels the
burden of responsibility being the
only Jewish minister in a Muslim
or Arab country and being the first
Jewish member of the Tunisian
cabinet in 62 years, Trabelsi, a
practising Jew, said: “The Torah
teaches us that God rewards a Jew
who serves non-Jews more than
the Jew who does good work for
fellow Jews.”
I have the feeling that Tunisians
in the street want a Jew to take
this job. I see that and feel that
sympathy when I meet ordinary
people in the street,” he said.
“To sum up it, Tunisians are
proud of their Jews. They are asking why Tunisian Jews abroad do
not help their country as Jews do
for the United States, France or
Russia. That spontaneous sense
of sympathy encourages me and
gives me the strength to do my
best.”
“I am saying to myself: I have
to do my best to succeed in my
job because I should not disappoint the Tunisian people who
expressed broad support for me,”
said Trabelsi.
Tunisians protected their Jewish
countrymen from the Germans
who occupied Tunisia from November 1942-April 1943, hiding
them in olive oil crushing plants
or disguising them as peasants on
farms.

(AP)

The number of Jews in Tunisia
has dwindled from about 100,000
in the 1940s to about 2,000 today.
Following independence and the
aftershocks of Middle East wars
and upheaval, they left Tunisia in
several waves to Israel and France.
“Tunisian Jews have left because of the repercussions of the
conflicts in the Middle East,” said
Trabelsi. “Tunisians are proud of
their Jews and the Jews of this
country are proud to be Tunisian.”
“Even abroad, Jews from Tunisia assert their ties to the country.
Jews from Tunisia in France present themselves as Tunisian Jews
while those from Morocco would
say they are Jews from Morocco,”
he said.
Trabelsi said the target number
of tourists visiting Tunisia in
2019 is 9 million with 11 million
expected in 2020. Tourist arrivals
totalled 7.5 million in the first 11
months of this year, a record for
Tunisia tourism.
Trabelsi said he is gratified the
security issue is no longer a major
concern in Tunisia since the 2015
incidents that targeted foreign
tourists. “Today, the security
problem is resolved and is behind
Tunisia. The other day, the number two at the US Embassy told me
that Tunisia has the same security
level as European countries,” he
said.
He set improving the quality of
the seaside tourism and broadening and diversifying the type of
activities the country can offer,
including religious tourism for
visitors of all faiths, as priorities
for his ministry.
Trabelsi said there is new
potential for Tunisia in particular
markets. “The Chinese market is a
priority to develop, as well as the
Arab Gulf,” he said.
However, he said there is also a
need “to attract investors to build
new luxury hotels.” He said special effort needs to be devoted to
improving the quality of service.
“We have to pay attention to the
needs and tastes of the tourists we
welcome. What a Russian tourist
expects is different from other
tourists,” he said.
“One of the priorities is the
environment. We must pay all the
attention to the cleanliness of our
cities. We cannot take the risks of
bringing tourists and offer them a
polluted or littered environment.”
Bochra Malki, in Tunis,
contributed to this report.
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Cautious optimism over Western Sahara talks in Geneva
Saad Guerraoui

Realistic
approach.
Moroccan
Foreign
Minister
Nasser
Bourita
speaks
during
a news
conference
about
the final
communique
of the initial
Roundtable
on Western
Sahara,
December 6.

Casablanca

T

alks in Geneva to reach a
peaceful solution to the
decades-old Western Sahara conflict concluded
with cautious optimism.
“There has been a very good atmosphere during the talks but it is
not enough… A good atmosphere
should be translated into a genuine will to change this situation,”
Moroccan Foreign Minister Nasser
Bourita said. He warned that the
momentum could falter unless
there was sufficient political will.
“We have to be pragmatic. If we
are ready for a compromise, Morocco is there and an autonomy
plan is on the table,” he said.
“If we would like to make the
process an end in itself, we should
be careful because I think this momentum is not granted and this
momentum will have an end if
there is no political will.”
Kathri Addouh, the head of the
Polisario Front’s delegation, said
he was hopeful about the talks and
insisted that the Sahrawi people
have the right to self-determination.
Before the second day of talks,
Algerian Foreign Minister Abdelkader Messahel affirmed his
“optimism.”
Six years after direct talks broke
down, representatives of Morocco
and the Polisario Front, which
fought a war over the region until
a 1991 ceasefire, took part in two
days of UN-led discussions along
with officials from Algeria and
Mauritania.
UN Envoy for Western Sahara
Horst Koehler hailed “a first, but
an important, step” towards finding a peaceful solution to the conflict.
“From our discussions, it is
clear to me that nobody wins from
maintaining the status quo and it is
my firm belief that it lies in the interest of all to resolve this conflict,”
said Koehler.

(AP)

“A peaceful solution to this conflict is possible.”
Koehler said he expected a second round of talks in the first quarter of 2019.
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
a UN-brokered 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.
An estimated 100,000-200,000
refugees live in dire conditions in

camps near Tindouf in western Algeria.
Sabri Lhou, an expert in international law, migration and the
Western Sahara conflict, said that
the world was waiting for a peaceful resolution to one of the longest
conflicts.
“Geneva talks are a positive step
towards resolving the conflict. Morocco wants better living conditions for the thousands of refugees
who live precariously in Tindouf
camps,” said Lhou.
Bourita said that he took part in
the talks with a sincere desire to revive regional integration, to work
with all countries “so the Maghreb
can finally be an actor of peace,
stability and development for its
immediate environment for these

countries and for the five peoples
of the Maghreb.”
Lhou said integration “is key to
the region’s political, economic
and social stability that will play a
major role in fighting terrorism and
illegal migration.”

UN Envoy for Western
Sahara Horst Koehler
hailed “a first, but an
important, step” towards
finding a peaceful
solution to the conflict.
The last direct talks began in
2007 but faltered in 2012 over the
territory’s status and the proposed
referendum.
Moroccan King Mohammed VI

in November called for “direct and
frank” talks with Algiers to settle
longstanding differences that have
impeded ties between the two
neighbouring countries.
There has been no official response from the Algerian government, apart from Algeria’s request
for a meeting of the Council of
Foreign Ministers of the moribund
Arab Maghreb Union (AMU).
The World Economic Forum criticised the AMU for failing to ensure
the free movement of goods in a
free trade area that includes Morocco, Mauritania, Algeria, Tunisia
and Libya.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.

US likely to continue military involvement in Libya
Michel Cousins

Tunis

S

ince Donald Trump became
US president, Washington’s involvement in Libya
has been limited to ensuring Libya’s oil flows to help keep
the international oil prices down,
bombing suspected terrorists and
acting as the lead in the United
Nations’ efforts to bring about economic reform in the country.
US diplomats coordinated economic issue meetings with Libyan
officials that resulted in September’s de facto devaluation of the dinar. Other US-endorsed economic
reforms, such as removing subsidies on food and fuel, are said to be
in the pipeline.

What is not open to doubt is
that Africom strikes against
militants in Libya are not
going to stop and may
increase, especially in
southern Libya.
The bombing campaign against
militants has been pursued with
determination. Air strikes in and
around Sirte by US Africa Command (Africom) were a major factor in its liberation from Islamic
State (ISIS) forces two years ago,
despite claims some commanders
of the mainly Misratan-composed
al-Bunyan al-Marsous force that
led the campaign to free the town.
From August 1-December 20 in
2016, when the US Defence Department announced the end to
its Sirte operations, US forces car-

ried out 495 strikes and estimated
that 800-900 ISIS fighters had been
killed.
That campaign may have officially ended but, with several hundred militants escaping Sirte and
regrouping in the wider area, there
have been many more air strikes,
including in August when an ISIS
commander was killed near Bani
Walid.
The United States, though, is
increasingly shifting its focus to
al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb
(AQIM), which operates largely —
but not entirely — in south-eastern
Libya. In March, an Africom air
strike near the south-eastern oasis
town of Ubari killed an AQIM commander. In June, another AQIM
commander was killed in an attack near Bani Walid, much further
north.
Talks between Fayez al-Sarraj,
chairman of Libya’s internationally
backed Presidency Council, and US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo in
early November occurred just days
after Africom carried out its largest
anti-AQIM air strike, an attack near
Alawenat on the Algerian border.
It said that 11 AQIM fighters were
killed, three vehicles destroyed
and “no civilians were injured or
killed in this strike.”
That is not what some local inhabitants, mainly members of
the Tuareg community, say. The
day that Sarraj met with Pompeo,
several dozen Tuaregs in Ubari
protested that Africom had killed
civilians and demanded Sarraj’s
government investigate. AQIM said
none of its members were killed.
There are no independent observers to verify any of the claims.
The possibility that the United

A shift on focus. An aviation boatswain’s mate guides an AH-1Z
“Viper SuperCobra” landing aboard USS Makin Island in the Pacific
Ocean. 							
(AFP)
States relied on poor information
has been suggested but there have
also been reports that some Tuaregs in Ubari who are from Mali
have links with AQIM. As allies,
they would have reasons to want to
accuse the Americans.
The idea that the United States
had poor information is not the
view of one usually reliable Libyan
political analyst, who asked not to
be named. “The Americans have
good information on the ground”
from local sources, he said, adding
that claims that civilians had been
killed in Africom’s June 6 air strike
turned out to be false and that the
four people killed had, as Africom
claimed, been ISIS militants.
Nonetheless, there is risk that
anger at the attack among Tuaregs

could further destabilise a deeply
troubled and unstable region and
result in renewed threats to the
nearby El Sharara and El Feel oilfields. In November, protesters
angry about poor living conditions
in southern Libya tried to disrupt
production at El Sharara and, a few
days later, the facility was attacked
by gunmen. Disputes at El Feel
shut the field down for six months
earlier this year.
What is not open to doubt is that
Africom strikes against militants in
Libya are not going to stop and may
increase, especially in southern
Libya. The United States is building the world’s biggest drone airbase near Agadez in central Niger,
strategically located to monitor
terrorist activity in Libya, the rest

of North Africa and West Africa. It
should to be operational within the
six months.
Questions are being asked as to
whether the United States will become more involved in Libya.
There have been unconfirmed
reports that the United States and
the United Arab Emirates have
been working behind the scenes to
improve security in Tripoli. Washington is certainly concerned about
Tripoli security. Tweeting that his
Brussels meeting with Sarraj had
been “very good” and reaffirming
Washington’s support for the UN
Support Mission in Libya’s lead on
Libya, Pompeo said Washington’s
goal was a stable Libya “with security & economic prosperity for all
Libyans.”
A series of assassinations and
attempted killings of military and
militia figures in Tripoli triggered
fears that the city could go the
same way as Benghazi in 2013 and
2014. There, after approximately
230 known assassinations or attempted killings in 2014, the result
was a 3-year civil war between militants who were largely behind the
killings and the Libyan National
Army.
The Benghazi militants, in the
form of the Benghazi Defence Brigades, are being blamed for most of
the recent Tripoli killings, supposedly with the objective of taking
control of the city.
Given its policy of hitting militants wherever it finds them, it
is unlikely that the United States
would stand idly by were such a
situation to develop.
Michel Cousins is a contributor to
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.
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‘Reconquista’ mindset in
Andalusia and elsewhere

T

he great global paradox continues. At a
time when humanity is supposed to be
pulling down barriers and shedding
prejudice, there is reason for concern
that insular politics is carrying the day
in far too many places.
The latest development is the surprise result by
the anti-migrant and Eurosceptic Vox party in
regional parliamentary elections in Andalusia,
Spain. The far-right party won 12 seats in the
109-member assembly and could oust the
socialists from power if they clinch a deal with
conservatives and centre-right formations.
Shell-shocked socialists acknowledge the
magnitude of the populist wave on the shores of
Andalusia. “This phenomenon, which has been
taking place in the rest of Europe and the world,
has now reached Spain,” said Susana Diaz, the
Socialist party secretary-general in Andalusia,
who blamed the surprise election result on the
high rate of voter abstention.
Poorer and more populous than other Spanish
provinces, Andalusia has been a gateway for
migrants crossing the Mediterranean. The
International Organisation for Migration said
that more than 45,000 migrants had reached
Spain this year by October 21. That’s nearly half
of those who landed on European shores in 2018.
The far-right predictably used the inflow to
encourage intolerance. Nothing could better
express the xenophobic and anti-Muslim undertones of Vox’s victory message than the proclamation by the party’s candidate in Andalusia
Francisco Serrano that “Reconquista of Spain…
starts in Andalusia!”
Serrano was referring to the 15th-century
period when Iberian kings took control of
Andalusian princedoms from Muslim rulers.
Serrano’s narrative is a near match of Islamic
extremist rhetoric, which advocates for the
return of Andalusia to Muslim rule. Both are
fighting anachronistic battles that can only fuel
cross-cultural tensions.
The Vox candidate’s victory cry was echoed by
David Duke, former leader of the Ku Klux Klan in
the United States. Duke tweeted: “The Reconquista begins in the Andalusian lands and will be
extended in the rest of Spain.”
Another outrageous symbolic move came from
Denmark, which once represented the kinder,
gentler face of Europe. Its right-wing government
has novel plans for 2019. It intends to send
migrants it cannot deport and those with a
criminal record to a remote island that was used
in the past to experiment on animal diseases and
to cremate pigs.
Of course, the Danish authorities will first
decontaminate the island before housing the first
batch of migrants in 2021 but Copenhagen’s
message to the would-be immigrants, as
expressed by Immigration Minister Inger
Stojberg, is clear: “They are undesirable in
Denmark and they must feel it!”
The anti-immigration wave is likely to affect
next year’s elections to the European Parliament.
A recent opinion poll in France indicated that
eight-in-ten French respondents said they do not
want their country to welcome additional
immigrants. Majorities of the French public said
immigration is too costly in economic terms as
well as for terrorism-related risks. They want
their country, not the European Union, to
regulate the inflow of migrants and refugees.

The legacy of Iran’s
1988 prison massacres

T

he bloody crimes may date back more
than three decades but they testify to
a ruthless mindset that has implications for today.
The crimes in question were
perpetrated by Iranian authorities
who “forcibly disappeared and systematically
killed thousands of political dissidents within a
matter of weeks between late July and early
September 1988,” said Philip Luther, research
and advocacy director for the Middle East and
North Africa at Amnesty International.
The accusations were documented in a report,
released December 4, titled “Blood-soaked
secrets: Why Iran’s 1988 prison massacres are
ongoing crimes against humanity.”
It details how, 30 years ago, Iranian authorities put prisons on lockdown and proceeded
with the execution in a matter of weeks of at
least 5,000 political dissidents. Most of the
victims had ties with the People’s Mujahideen
of Iran but hundreds more belonging to leftist
political organisations and Kurdish opposition
groups were also killed.
The report called on the United Nations to
hold Iran accountable and for Tehran to admit
to its crimes. That is unlikely to happen considering Tehran’s persistent denial of the crimes.
Amnesty International worries that “the
enforced disappearances are continuing today.”
No revolutionary zeal, no religious dogma, no
state security consideration can justify such
mass bloodshed.
Set against this historical background, one
can perhaps better understand today’s regional
and global wariness about Iranian designs at
home and abroad.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Lebanon still looking for light
at end of tunnel
Khairallah Khairallah

W

hy is Hezbollah digging tunnels
between
Lebanon
and Israel?
Does it really believe that a
war between Lebanon and
Israel could possibly end with
a victory that would obliterate
the “Zionist entity”?
Or is the whole affair about
a message that Iran wants to
send to the world? The message that Lebanon is a card
in Iran’s hand and that it can
use it as it pleases and that UN
Security Council Resolution
1701, issued after the 2006
war, is the least of its concerns.
As long as the United States
does not care whether Lebanon is an Iranian card, there
is no Lebanese interest in
undertaking such adventures
as digging tunnels. These are
adventures that only Israel
can benefit from.
Lebanon officially denied
the existence of the tunnels
but, if they do exist, Hezbollah’s warrens and rockets can
only be like Hamas’s tunnels
in Gaza and its tragically
ridiculous rockets, which have
succeeded only in turning the
victim into the executioner
and the executioner into the
victim.
It is not surprising that
Israel would exploit the
tunnels it discovered on the
ceasefire line with Lebanon to
tell the world that there is no
state in Lebanon and that the
real state there is Hezbollah,
which is just a brigade of the
Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps.
The tunnels, despite official
denials of their existence, are
an expression of Lebanon’s
deep crisis. There has been no
government for seven months
because of Lebanese Prime
Minister Saad Hariri’s refusal
to bow to “criteria” set by
Hezbollah Secretary-General
Hassan Nasrallah, who is trying to establish new political
conventions in the country.
So, after succeeding in imposing his candidate for president on the Lebanese, why
should he not also impose his
“criteria” for the composi-

Hezbollah can dig tunnels and improve its missiles
all it wants. It won’t do Iran any good.

tion of the government? That
would mark the culmination
of a major coup in Lebanon
that began with the assassination of Rafik Hariri in 2005.
It seems there is a deliberate
plan to confirm that Lebanon
has become an Iranian colony
and that there is no way a
government could be formed
without it first giving Tehran
what it demands.
What Hezbollah, and, of
course, Iran behind it, want
to do in Lebanon is create a
new reality. Quite obviously,
the pro-Iran party wants to
reap the fruits of Rafik Hariri’s
assassination and, even before
that, the fruits of extending
the presidential term of Emile
Lahoud despite the adoption
of UN Security Council Resolution 1559.
Israel’s public relations
campaign regarding the tunnels and advanced rockets
thrust Lebanon into a long
dark tunnel that will be hard
for it to get out of. Perhaps the
most dangerous thing about
these tunnels — if they exist
— is that they reflect a level
of hypocrisy that the country
certainly does not need, especially amid its acute economic
crisis.
What can be understood
from Israel’s disclosure of the
tunnels is that Lebanon has
entered a new phase of slow
escalation at a time when
Iran simply cannot emerge
victorious from its confrontation with US President Donald
Trump. This is because Iran
does not have the resources to
go the full length of the game
to end this confrontation,
especially if the US administration escalates its economic
sanctions on Iran.
Therefore, this affair of
rockets and tunnels will
amount to no good. It can
only turn out to be disastrous
for Lebanon.
The situation is reminiscent
of what happened with the
Palestinians in Lebanon when
some Sunni Muslim Lebanese
thought they could use them
for more political gains in
Lebanon.
This is what the late Druze
leader Kamal Jumblatt believed. He did not realise from

the start that his bets on the
Palestinians to break the political
clout of the Maronite Christians
were ill-conceived.
Both factions of the Sunni
Muslim and Druze communities thought they could use the
Syrian regime’s ambitions in
Lebanon to their advantage. This
was when there was no awareness in the Christian community
— except in the case of Raymond
Edde of course — of the dangers represented by the Syrian
regime’s and Hafez Assad’s ambitions.
The latter was the real source
of Syria’s current crisis. In any
case, he was behind the idea of
creating armed militias to fight
the Palestinians inside Lebanon
and in Beirut especially.
Why does Hezbollah insist on
repeating the mistakes of those
who preceded it in wanting to
control Lebanon? It is probably
due to unchecked sectarian instincts on the one hand and the
absence of precise calculations
on the other.
Hezbollah’s and Iran’s calculations are wrong because Lebanon cannot be used as a playing
card in Iran’s confrontation with
the United States. Hezbollah and
Iran should know that the Syrian
regime has been discarded in
the dustbin of history and that
its hatred for Lebanon and the
Lebanese cannot be translated
on the ground. It cannot be done
by appointing a cabinet minister
representing “Hezbollah’s Sunnis” or by a clown whose mission
is to perpetuate the blackmailing
operation started by Syrian intelligence officer Rustom Ghazaleh.
Hezbollah can dig tunnels and
improve its missiles all it wants.
It won’t do Iran any good.
It can, however, damage the
interests of Lebanon’s Shias,
many of whom bet heavily on
Hezbollah in the past. Pretty
soon, these Shias will discover
that a prosperous Lebanon is
their only haven and that there is
not a ruling majority in Lebanon
but just minorities.
In the meantime, what can one
do with an Iranian party that believes winning over and destroying Lebanon is a substitute for
victory over Israel?
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer.
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Baghdad and Erbil have a long way to go to mend fences
Nazli Tarzi
Although revenue-sharing grievances may have been
temporarily satisfied, more than oil is in dispute.

T

horny disputes surrounding control of
Kirkuk oil exports
returned to the news
after Iraq’s central
government and the
Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG) reached an initial oil deal.
Optimism with which the deal
was generally met was dimmed
by the political impasse that
confronts Iraqi Prime Minister
Adel Abdul-Mahdi against the
backdrop of another failure to
vote on vacant ministries.
Details of the deal have not
been finalised but Iraq resumed
crude oil exports from its northern Kirkuk oil fields in midNovember, promising, Iraq’s Oil
Ministry said, to boost production to 50,000-100,000 barrels
per day and compensate Iraq for
revenue losses incurred owing
to the year-long halt triggered
by the Kurdistan independence
referendum.
Debates have been raging
offstage but may have remained
dormant in the absence of US
pressure to cushion potential
shocks in the global market as
its sanctions against Iran take
effect. Their effect has reverberated into Iraq, disrupting commercial relations between the
neighbouring countries while
exposing Baghdad’s entrenched
dependence on Iranian energy
supplies.
Washington, adamant to keep
Iraq’s oil pumping, granted
Baghdad a waiver on specified
goods sanctioned by the United
States but issued only scant
details. As all sides adjust to
weather sanctions, sour relations between Baghdad and
Erbil may have been sweetened

A long way to go. Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi (R) and Kurdish leader
Masoud Barzani in Baghdad, last November.
(Prime Minister’s Media Office)
with an oil deal but far more is
needed to mend fences.
In a consistent fashion, a
chorus of international powers
has endorsed the long-awaited
move, overlooking perhaps
that additional production will
not immediately add to Iraq’s
total exports until production
between Iraq’s southern and
northern oilfields is balanced
out, as Oil Ministry spokesman
Asim Jihad told Reuters.
Despite the sustained recovery of oil output, Iraq’s government is drowning in a sea of
economic troubles — reeling
from the effects of the war
against the Islamic State, rising
debt, a ballooning budget deficit
and systemic financial corruption in all its myriad forms. In

the face of those challenges,
fruits of the Baghdad-KRG deal
have a chance of ripening only
when present conditions are
overcome.
Political power remains
concentrated in the hands of
the same political blocs and factions. While a step in the right
direction, the agreement falls
far short of the wider settlement needed to soothe mutual
distrust after Baghdad’s military
seizure of Kirkuk. The violent
take-back signalled not only a
stern reminder of where power
lies. The September 2017 vote
on independence cost Kurdish
leaders almost all the fortunes
amassed after 2003.
While the New Generation, an
opposition Kurdish party, wel-

comed the deal it also cast doubt
over its transparency, requesting
full disclosure of its contents
from the government. As vocal
opponents of what the party
described as the Kurdish Democratic Party’s monopoly of the
presidency, Rudaw reported, the
New Generation is apprehensive
of another blowback that would
strike not Kurdish politicians but
“punish” the Kurdish people.
The transparent and accountable use of oil revenues by
Baghdad is an expectation many
— particularly local Kurdish
actors — fear the central government will not fulfil. Outstanding
political disputes, including the
KRG’s budget slash, if skirted
around, will be sure to limit
progress.
Although revenue-sharing
grievances may have been temporarily satisfied, more than oil
is in dispute. A deal as important
as that reached requires wider
reforms and economic diversification to inform a wider strategy. Iraq’s reliance on oil as its
lifeline will only add to the fragility of future federal budgets,
the effect of which will equally
cripple the KRG’s expenditures.
Uninspiring praise of the deal
by the Abdul-Mahdi-headed
state and Western allies offers
no assurances to Iraq’s Kurdish
partners in the political process.
In the same way, the deal represents not a new beginning but an
attempt to reset damage caused
over the past year.
Nazli Tarzi is an independent
journalist whose writings and
films focus on Iraq’s ancient
history and contemporary
political scene.

What comes after 11 rounds of Astana?

T

he latest round
of negotiations
between the Syrian
opposition and the
Assad-led government in Damascus
in the Astana process was
not expected to succeed. The
Astana talks, which were sponsored by Russia, Iran and Turkey — all with varying degrees
of interest in the Syrian conflict
— began in January 2017 and
have now gone through 11
series of meetings.
The Astana initiative has
taken on several tasks, the first
of which was to stop the fighting in Syria through de-escalation. The second task was to
end terrorist groups. The third
task was to resolve humanitarian issues, release detainees
and secure the provision of
humanitarian aid to besieged
areas.
Its final task was to forge a
solution to the Syrian crisis
based on the return of refugees, reconstruction and consensus on a new constitution.
The UN-directed Geneva process, on the other hand, specifically envisaged bringing about
political change acceptable to
all parties to end the conflict.
The Astana process was
outside the framework of
international resolutions
regarding Syria, including
the 2012 Geneva Declaration
regarding the formation of a
transitional governing body
with full executive powers, and
UN Security Council Resolutions 2118 (September 2013),

the surrounding area as part of
its zone of influence and as its
special card to ensure its input
in any plans for Syria, just like
Russia and Iran.
Turkey has additional goals
in Syria. It is seeking to wipe
out the influence of the Turkish Kurdistan Workers’ Party
and its Syrian extension, the
Democratic Union Party, from
Afrin to the Qandil Mountains
in Iraq, along with the Iraqi and
Syrian borders with Turkey.
Turkey sees this goal as ensuring its national security.
Turkey is also seeking to
limit Iran’s influence in the
Middle East and especially in
Syria while strengthening its
alliance with Russia since the
latter is heavily involved in the
Syrian conflict. Ankara wants
to maximise its power assets
in the region to shore up its
position when it comes to its
troubled relations with the
United States.
Iran saw the de-escalation
zones as a threat to its influence in Syria so it decided not
to abide by the Astana guidelines and tried to make sure
areas in the south, north and
centre returned to the bosom
of the Syrian regime.
As for Russia, its position in
Syria is not an easy one with all
these complications. Russian
President Vladimir Putin did
not acquiesce to Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
request to maintain Turkey’s
presence in the de-escalation
zone in Idlib during the tripartite summit of the Astana
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With or without a constitution, the requirements for
stability in Syria have not been achieved.
which came after the chemical
weapons attack in Ghouta, and
2254 (late 2015), which drew up
a detailed and time-bound plan
to resolve the Syrian conflict.
Astana, however, was
cloaked in distrust and doubts
from the beginning. Even the
countries involved have not
complied with their commitments. In addition, Russia,
Turkey and Iran have different agendas in Syria and have
sought to strengthen their individual foothold there rather
than find solutions to the
nearly 8-year-long conflict.
Take the goal of stopping the
fighting or de-escalating it. It
has not been achieved by all
parties. In fact, 2017 witnessed
the climax of the military
intervention in Syria by Iran,
Russia and Turkey, which were
supposed to secure a ceasefire
in de-escalation zones.
Russia stepped up its air
raids on Syrian opposition
positions without giving the
agreements a second thought.
Iran-supported forces and
militias increased their attacks
on areas under armed opposition factions. Turkey strengthened its positions in northern
Syria, particularly in Idlib and
its countryside, by conducting two campaigns: Euphrates
Shield (late 2016) and Olive
Branch (2018).
As a result of these attacks,
armed factions of the Syrian
opposition lost practically all
area under their control, except
Idlib and its region.
Turkey considers Idlib and
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partners in Tehran on September 7.
He did, however, recant
ten days later, during a Sochi
bilateral summit, which took
place without Iranian President
Hassan Rohani. Putin gave in
to Turkey’s request to maintain
good bilateral relations with
Ankara and because of pressure from a group that includes
the United States, Britain,
France, Germany, Saudi Arabia
and Jordan.
The conclusion is that the
three Astana partners do not
have total control of Syria’s
future. Moreover, the Astana
allies will not be able to turn
the Syrian conflict and their
military influence in Syria into
a political victory for them
without the United States’
blessing.
Washington is adamant not
to proceed with Syrian reconstruction and the return of
refugees without removing
Iran and its militias from Syria
and without a political transition in Damascus.
The crisis of the Astana
process does not reside only
in failing to agree on forming
a committee to draft a new
constitution for Syria. With or
without a constitution, the requirements for stability in Syria
have not been achieved. The
situation in Syria will remain as
it is until relevant parties, and
especially the United States,
deem otherwise.
Majed Kayali is a Palestinian
writer.
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Israel’s hunt for
cross-border tunnels
ratchets up pressure
on Hezbollah
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

I

srael’s
Operation
Northern
Shield, begun December 4 along
the frontier with Lebanon,
confirmed what has long been
speculated — Hezbollah has built
cross-border tunnels to allow fighters to penetrate Israeli territory undetected.
Hezbollah offered no formal response and the Israeli operation is
not expected to trigger a war that
neither side seems to seek. Nevertheless, the Israelis said the operation may continue for weeks, which
could provide Hezbollah a chance to
retaliate in a manner that delivers a
sting to the Israeli military without
starting a full confrontation, thus
maintaining its deterrence posture.

Tunnels are not the only
means Hezbollah has to
cross into Israel in the
event of war.
The timing of the operation may be
linked to Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s legal woes but it
also complements Israel’s policy of
increasing pressure on Hezbollah by
employing measures other than verbal threats.
These include exposing Hezbollah’s alleged missile production facilities by releasing satellite images
to the public and sending a WhatsApp message to residents of southern Beirut with another satellite image of a building purportedly used to
store weapons.
A day ahead of the start of Operation Northern Shield, Netanyahu

met with US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo in Brussels, reportedly to
discuss Lebanon and to receive backing for the anti-tunnel campaign and
assurances of Washington’s support
if it triggers a conflict.
Hezbollah has employed underground facilities in its struggle
against Israel since the 1980s. In
the six years following Israel’s troop
withdrawal from southern Lebanon
in May 2000, Hezbollah constructed an elaborate network of underground facilities across the border
district. The bunker-and-tunnel system was used in the July-August war
of 2006 to launch rockets close to the
border and to ambush Israeli troops.
Israel discovered a tunnel on the
first day of the operation in orchards
near the Israeli settlement of Metula.
The Israeli military released a satellite image marking the origin of
the tunnel as a building close to the
technical fence at the southern end
of Kfar Kila. Much of the terrain that
hugs the Lebanese side of the border
is open and rugged, which hampers
covert tunnel building.
On the other hand, Kfar Kila and
the adjacent village of Addaisseh
have numerous houses and buildings close to the border, which raised
speculation over the years that the
area could be the source of Hezbollah’s cross-border tunnels. Israel’s
recent activities opposite Kfar Kila
appear to confirm such analysis.
Hezbollah may also have taken advantage of topography along the border to avoid detection. For example,
in areas where the border follows a
hill top or ridge, Hezbollah’s engineers could have begun a tunnel on
the valley floor on the Lebanese side
and burrowed horizontally through
the hill, passing 100 metres or more
beneath the border fence before

Whack-a-mole. Israeli soldiers gather near the site of an Israeli excavation site for reported
cross-border Hezbollah-dug tunnels, December 5.
emerging in Israel.
Hezbollah has been training its
cadres to penetrate Israeli territory
in the event of war since at least
2007. The intention is to reverse Israel’s long-standing policy of waging
its wars on the territory of its neighbours by storming settlements and
military bases on Israel’s home front,
causing chaos and panic across Galilee.
Two years ago, the Israelis unveiled a plan to evacuate up to
78,000 residents of northern Israel
in the event of war, underlining the
seriousness with which they take the
threat of a Hezbollah incursion.
Over the past two years, the Israelis have been building physical obstacles along the border to hamper
ground infiltration. They include
earth berms and cutting the sides of
valleys to turn them into cliffs. More
recently, Israel has been erecting a
concrete wall along the border, notably between Kfar Kila and Addaisseh under which passed the tunnel
recently discovered by the Israelis.
It appears the existence of the tunnel may have become known during
the wall-building project. The con-

struction of the concrete wall may
have served as cover for Israelis use
equipment to conduct a subterranean survey along the border where
Hezbollah tunneling activity was
suspected.
The utility of attack tunnels is that
they allow Hezbollah to quickly insert relatively large numbers of fighters into Israeli territory undetected.
On the other hand, tunnels need
to be constructed well in advance
of their use, which carries the risk
that they will be discovered and destroyed before they are needed.
Tunnels, however, are not the only
means Hezbollah has to cross into
Israel in the event of war. It could
blast through the technical fence —
whether wire or concrete. The Israeli
technical fence carries motion sensors to detect potential breaches.
Many years ago, Hezbollah fighters would deliberately tap the fence
with sticks in various locations then
time the speed with which Israeli
troops arrived to check on the incident. With the outbreak of war,
Hezbollah could cross the fence at
numerous points and include decoy
penetrations to confuse the Israelis.

(AFP)

Alternatively, Hezbollah may stage
seaborne insertions using underwater swimmer dispersal vehicles or
semi-submersible craft of the type
in use by Iran. Palestinian militants
took to sea to infiltrate Israel from
Lebanon in the 1970s. Israel is known
to have monitoring equipment in its
coastal waters to detect seaborne insertions.
A third means of infiltrating Israeli territory is from the air using
hang gliders. The Popular Front for
the Liberation of Palestine-General
Command used this method to stage
a deadly raid on an Israeli military
base in northern Galilee in 1987.
Western intelligence sources said
Hezbollah has a fleet of hang gliders
to insert fighters into Israeli territory. Some areas of southern Lebanon
have a topographical advantage over
adjacent areas of Israel that could
facilitate a successful cross-border
launch.
Nicholas Blanford is the author
of “Warriors of God: Inside
Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle
Against Israel” (Random House
2011).

Viewpoint

Hezbollah’s tunnels are part of Iran’s strategy
Kyle Orton

No matter how
embarrassed it is, the
United Nations will
not control Hezbollah,
nor will the Lebanese
government.

I

srael announced an operation to
“destroy the threat of the terror
tunnels” into northern Israel
from Hezbollah, the Levantine
branch of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) in
southern Lebanon.
Unlike the usual international outcry against Israeli operations, much
of the opposition this time came
from within Israel, where opponents
of Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu question its timing and
intent.
Israeli police recommended —
for the third time this year — that
Netanyahu and his wife, Sara, be
prosecuted for corruption and efforts to disrupt the investigation
into allegations against them. While
Netanyahu might survive an indictment from Case 4000, the revelations
caused political problems that might
collapse the government.
When the anti-tunnel operation,
dubbed “Northern Shield,” began two
days after the police announcement,
there were claims Netanyahu was
using it to divert attention from the
corruption allegations ahead of elections next year.
That stories of Hezbollah tunnelling into Israel had been circulating in
the media for four years compounds
suspicion about the operation’s timing, as does the public statement that
Northern Shield had been planned
for 18 months and that none of the
tunnels were close to operational.
Yaakov Lappin, a research associate at the Begin-Sadat Centre for
Strategic Studies (BESA), said: “The
components that made this operation
possible have taken years to mature,”

from developing technology to detect
and destroy the tunnels in Gaza, to
adapting it from that soft sand terrain
to the hard rock in the north. It also
took time to gather intelligence.
“These processes are the deciding
and primary factor in the timing,”
Lappin said, adding that “attempts
to link it to political interests are not
based in reality.”
Efraim Inbar, a BESA fellow and
political science professor at Bar-Ilan
University was more blunt, saying
the idea that the operation had been
timed for political purposes was
“nonsense.”
Iran’s use of Hezbollah and other
foreign IRGC-controlled Shia militias
to rescue Bashar Assad’s regime in
Syria has been an obvious threat to
Israel for years. There was speculation in May that an Israel-Iran war
was in the offing. The situation was
defused but US and Israeli failure to
prevent the fall of Daraa in southern
Syria, on Israel’s border, in July left
Iran with a contiguous two-front
foothold against Israel.
Raising the question: What are the
two sides doing?
From the Israeli side, unlike in Syria, where Israel has conducted 200 air
strikes in the last two years, “when
it comes to Lebanon, Israel first
employs media and public deterrence
campaigns” to try to get Hezbollah
and Iran to desist from “force buildup
activities that threaten Israeli red
lines,” Lappin said. It is if this fails
that “the possibility of pre-emptive
action rises considerably.”
Amos Yadlin, a former Israeli Air
Force general and currently executive
director of Tel Aviv University’s In-

stitute for National Security Studies,
agreed about Israeli strategic messaging. In this case, there were two
audiences: Hezbollah, publicising
how thoroughly infiltrated the tunnels were and the dangers to them,
and the United Nations, particularly
the UN Interim Force In Lebanon
(UNIFIL), mandated to keep the
peace on the border.
The UNIFIL mission is a bad joke
and its efforts to police UN Security Council Resolution 1701, which
ended the last round of talks between
Hezbollah and Israel in 2006, have
proven actively counterproductive. As Yadlin pointed out, UNIFIL
routinely denies Israeli “allegations”
that Hezbollah is violating Resolution 1701 but and is now faced with
concrete proof that violations were
occurring right under its feet.
No matter how embarrassed it is,
the United Nations will not control
Hezbollah, nor will the Lebanese
government. “There is no Lebanese
state,” said Inbar, “only Hezbollahcontrolled Lebanon.”
Undoubtedly aware of this, it is
possible that the Israelis are laying
the political foundations — at home
and abroad — for an intervention into
Lebanon.
Michael Stephens, a research
fellow at the Royal United Service
Institute, was recently in Lebanon
and said that while “people were
worried… most didn’t feel Northern
Shield was a prelude to a wider
intervention.” Stephens said he had
“the sense no one really wants this to
escalate.”
“In Lebanon… Israel has refrained
from taking known action for the

past four years as part of what appears to be a quiet understanding with Hezbollah,” said Lappin.
However, complex interactions and
the possibility of a miscue means the
situation is “unpredictable.”
Iran’s aim — the elimination of
Israel — is not in question but it takes
what Lappin called a “phased approach.” Through its proxies, arrayed
on three of Israel’s borders (Gaza,
Lebanon and Syria), Iran can fire missiles to demoralise the Israeli population and “undermine the country’s
long-term viability,” said Lappin.
Hezbollah is likely to be given “the
role of deterring Israel from striking
Iranian nuclear sites.”
Inbar agreed with that stance
almost entirely: “The Iranian strategy
is one of attrition against Israel, plus
the creation of a deterrent against Israeli attack on nuclear installations,”
he said.
There had been hope that Russia
would avert the need for Israel to act
in a major way by restraining Iran
in Syria. The longer record makes
it doubtful Israel’s deliverance will
come from the Kremlin, as does the
current strategic situation.
“The Russians know Assad needs
boots on the ground to survive,” said
Inbar, “and Moscow is unwilling to
supply them, so it must rely on Iran.
Russia won’t push Iran out [of Syria]
anytime soon.”
The question is how much longer
Israel’s fate in the Levant will be in its
own hands and if it will act in time.
Kyle Orton is a Middle East
analyst. Follow him
on Twitter @KyleWOrton.
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Iran’s guardianship is smothering Lebanon’s politics
Mohamad Kawas

F

orming the new
Lebanese government
has become subject to
whatever Hezbollah
decides. This is a true
reflection of the guardianship exercised by Iran over the
country’s affairs.
When Lebanon was under Syrian guardianship, the government
was decided in Damascus. With
Iranian guardianship now, the
decision and the process came
from “the suburb” (Hezbollah’s
headquarters). Iran simply will
not allow any government to be
formed in Lebanon if it is not in
line with the mood of the regime
in Tehran.
The equation is simple and
expected, even for those political
parties that are supposed to oppose Hezbollah. What is surprising, however, is that the parties
act as if they are stunned by the
emergence of a political knot
called “representing the Sunni
members of parliament loyal to
Hezbollah in the next government.” Suddenly, these parties
have opened their eyes to the
stubborn persistence of Hezbollah and the other instruments of
Iran’s guardianship to have their
way in Lebanon’s government.
It was within the framework of
this guardianship, and nothing
else, that the notorious presidential compromise was completed.
Samir Geagea’s Lebanese Forces
had reconciled with Michel Aoun’s
Free Patriotic Movement and even
Saad Hariri’s Future Movement
ended up by agreeing to Aoun’s

Hezbollah believes that the
current balance of power does
not permit any rebellion against
Tehran and its arm in Lebanon.

Complex agenda. Religious figures listen to Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah
as he addresses his supporters via a screen in Nabatiyeh, November 10.
(Reuters)
nomination for the presidency. It
all happened because Hezbollah’s
influence dictates, even to its opponents, their manoeuvres.
The future of Tehran’s tutelage
over Lebanon will be determined
by what will be taboo or available
to Iran in the Middle East.
Until then, Iran, and therefore
Hezbollah, will not facilitate the
birth of Hariri’s government in
accordance with purely Lebanese
balances blessed by the major
political players in the country.
From time to time, Hezbollah
reminds Lebanese political elites
who the boss is in Lebanon and,
from time to time, Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah
makes a fleeting appearance and
unleashes a storm that sweeps
away the elites’ consensuses
and agreements. After that, the
Lebanese must reset their time to
Tehran’s time. They will never be
allowed to face the world with a
legitimate constitutional front as
long as Iran and Hezbollah face
threats to Iran’s role in the Middle
East and Hezbollah’s role in Lebanon and Syria.

It has become common knowledge that Hezbollah’s stifling
efforts are a sign of its desire to
overturn the 1989 Taif Agreement
and move towards a tripartite
constitution in Lebanon between
Christians, Sunnis and Shias rather than the current bilateral one
between Muslims and Christians.
The party does not seek to
strengthen its role by strengthening the influence of the Shia
community in the sectarian
mosaic in the country. Hezbollah’s
ambitions in Lebanon go beyond
the interests of the Shias in Lebanon. It has penetrated the spaces
of Christians, Sunnis and Druze
and driven the political class to
produce a weird elections law that
miraculously matches the party’s
complex agenda for Lebanon.
Hezbollah is harvesting the
fruits of a process that began
shortly after its inception in the
early 1980s. It has done everything and committed all sorts of
misdeeds to confirm its superiority over the Lebanese.
An international tribunal is
trying suspects from the party in

the 2005 assassination of former
Prime Minister Rafik Hariri. That
crime was the heart of the party’s
plan for changing Lebanon’s political and social structure.
When Nasrallah stepped to
the microphone and chided the
country’s politicians, dignitaries
and clerics, he aimed to remind
anyone naive enough to believe
that Lebanon was a sovereign
state with the freedom to move
internationally at the CEDRE
conference in Paris or locally by
engaging in deliberations between
the three branches of government
of who the decision maker is in
Lebanon.
Accordingly, whoever wants to
form a government in Lebanon
must submit to the will of Hezbollah’s headquarters in the suburb,
exactly like it was previously done
with Damascus.
Lebanon stands to sustain great
losses and the government crisis
will deepen the suffering of the
Lebanese but that is no concern
of Hezbollah’s nor is it its job or
priority.
Hezbollah believes that the
current balance of power, which
Hezbollah wants to establish and
consider final in Lebanon as well
as in the region, does not permit
any rebellion against Tehran and
its arm in Lebanon.
So, and judging by experience,
the party’s presumed rivals have
only the prayers of Lebanon’s
international friends to oppose to
Hezbollah’s military might.
Lebanon may find some relief in
the US administration’s campaign
against Iran.
However, Lebanon cannot
afford to wait for the outcome of
that tug of war nor does it have
a guarantee that the deal Washington wants to conclude with
Tehran will consider its interests.
Lebanon might end up paying
a high price in this deal, just as
it paid in the deal concluded by
Washington with Hafez Assad’s
Syria.
Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.

Wahhab’s tactics are a recipe for disaster
Makram Rabah

L

ebanon, contrary to
how it is depicted by
the international media, is one of the safest
countries in the world
with very low crime
rates compared to some cities in
the United States such as Chicago
or Washington.
Yet, this semblance of peace
can quickly give way to the
outbreak of political violence,
which can be equally deadly and
can lead to the paralysis of the
entire country. The incident that
involved pro-Syrian Lebanese
politician Wiam Wahhab and the
Internal Security Forces that led
to the death of one of his bodyguards is a case in point.
Wahhab, a former minister
of the environment during the
Syrian hegemony over Lebanon
(1990-2005), acquired his fame
for disregarding political correctness and moral decency, something that unfortunately made
him a favourite to many who find
his rhetoric as amusing. Yet Wahhab’s Trump-like demeanour is a
smokescreen for a more vicious

Hezbollah’s only way out of this
quagmire is to abandon its
support of Wahhab, whose words
and actions make a recipe for
disaster.

and calculated scheme to peddle
the Assad-Iranian agenda.
Part of an elaborate network
of pro-Syrian Lebanese mouthpieces, Wahhab has constantly attacked Syria’s opponents, primarily Lebanese Prime Minister Saad
Hariri and Druze chieftain Walid
Jumblatt, accusing them of corruption and — more dangerously
— of being lackeys of the West.
Wahhab’s attack on Hariri
peaked after the latter’s adamant
refusal to acquiesce to Hezbollah’s pressures to form the next
government and to include a proSyrian Sunni minister.
Hariri’s refusal earned him a
full barrage of insults from Wahhab, who even insulted Hariri’s
late father, former Prime Minister
Rafik Hariri who was assassinated in 2005. These profane
remarks provoked sectarian strife
and Sunni supporters of Hariri
took to the streets to protest
across many parts of the country.
Jumblatt’s open support of
Hariri led Wahhab to provoke the
leader of the Druze by dispatching a car convoy of his supporters
to parade through Jumblatt’s
hometown of Moukhtara in the
Chouf Mountains, a move that
was perceived as a provocation
and crossing of Druze tribal red
lines.
Initially, Hariri’s civilised
reaction was to take legal action
against Wahhab, who was subpoenaed by the Lebanese judiciary but failed to present himself
or his lawyer for questioning.
Wahhab’s contempt led Lebanese authorities to dispatch a
sizeable police force to Wahhab’s
village as a public rebuke and to

inform him of the consequences
of his failure to abide by the
subpoena.
The police force, comprised of
the elite intelligence branch division and travelling in armoured
personal carriers, was met with
armed resistance by Wahhab’s
henchmen who tried to prevent
authorities from carrying out
their duties. The raid resulted in
the death of Wahhab’s bodyguard
Mohammed Bou Diab, who was
killed by a stray bullet, which
may have been fired by his associates.
Wahhab instantly used the
tragic incident to victimise
himself and accuse Hariri and the
Lebanese judiciary of trying to silence him as a “crusader” against
their vehement corruption.
Helped by local media, which
were anxious for ratings, Wahhab
turned Bou Diab’s funeral into a
venue for pro-Syrian and Iranian
politicians and lackeys to show
support and to paint him as a
legitimate voice of opposition to
Hariri and Jumblatt.
Looking through Wahhab’s
elaborate and dangerous actions
one can see the fingerprints of
the Assad regime, which wishes
to make a comeback on the
Lebanese political scene at any
cost, even spilling the blood of
the innocent.
These same outdated tactics
that Wahhab uses against Saad
Hariri were used against Rafik
Hariri to remind him that his political — and physical — wellbeing
was contingent on him abiding
by their directives.
The main problem is not only
with the likes of Wahhab but

rather with Hezbollah, which
nurtures and operates such
specimens to badger and harass
anyone who dares call them out
as true enemies of the Lebanese
state. Despite Hezbollah’s open
refusal of Wahhab’s earlier
statements, it provides him with
political and financial support to
operate his clientelist network
and his militia.
Hezbollah’s actions and its use
of puppets might lead one to
believe that it is a sign of strength
but they confirm Hezbollah’s
predicament and distress over
impending US sanctions that
will cripple its ability to operate.
It is no mere coincidence that
Wahhab’s ruckus conveniently
preceded Israel’s operation in
southern Lebanon that involved
the demolition of Hezbollah tunnels on the Israeli border.
Hezbollah and its Iranian command might be convinced that
Wahhab’s loud mouth and their
insistence to transform Lebanon
into the next Gaza — by digging
tunnels and setting up missile
factories — will protect them.
Yet, what is certain is that if
Hezbollah truly wants to protect
itself, it should realise that it is
unwise and counterproductive
to take Lebanon hostage and its
only way out of this quagmire is
to abandon its support of Wahhab, whose words and actions
make a recipe for disaster.
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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Russia bolsters its
outreach in Syria amid
struggle for influence
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

L

ast September, the cornerstone was laid for what was
billed as Syria’s first Russian school. It is being built
on 1 hectare of land presented by
the Syrian government, supervised and funded by the Imperial Orthodox Palestine Society, a
scholarly organisation dating to
the 1880s.
Syrian media trumpeted the story, very impressed, seemingly, by
the pompous name of the organisation because it sounded majestic
and royal. Little did they know that
the Imperial Orthodox Palestine
Society was not new to Damascus,
having started work during the final years of the Ottoman Empire
with a prestigious all-girls school
catering mainly to the Greek Orthodox community in Bab Tuma.
As the century progressed, Russia’s educational outreach eroded
as the French took over Syria, setting up schools that were nationalised by the socialite state in the
mid-1960s. The French curriculum
outlived the colonisers, however,
and remained embedded in Syrian
elementary and high schools.
Due to the war in Syria, however, Russia’s influence is rapidly
returning, not only in politics and
military affairs but in education as
well, as Moscow prepares for a new
generation of Syrians, educated
and trained along its standards.
Earlier this year, the Russian
language was inserted as a second
language in the Syrian curriculum
for Grades 7-11. A department for
the Russian language opened at
Damascus University in mid-2018.
During the years of the Soviet
Union, when Syria was a staunch
ally of Moscow, thousands of Syrians were sent on state scholarship to study in the Eastern Bloc.
This was at a time when access to
Europe and the United States was
becoming more difficult.
They returned to create an influential community in Syria,
especially in the public sector,
composed of doctors, engineers,
educators, artists and army officers. Their influence can still be felt
throughout Damascus through the
large number of buildings erected
during that period in dull Soviet
style.
Briefly during the post-Soviet
Union period, this community
went mute, no longer able to defend a system of education that
was considered obsolete and affiliated with a bygone era. That
went along with the US sponsored
Syrian-Israeli peace process, which
witnessed a warming of Syrian-US
ties, accumulating with a visit to

Damascus in 1994 by US President
Bill Clinton.
Today, the US Embassy is closed
and so are the American culture
centre and school in Syria. The
French school is still there but
the French government has abandoned it, leaving it in the hands of
Francophone Syrians.
Taking the relationship to a new
level, Moscow started accepting
young Syrians wanting to study
at its military academy — for free
if they are the children of Syrian
Army soldiers.
The long-term objective is to create a generation of Russian-trained
military cadets who are wellversed with Russian standards and
who speak the language flawlessly,
eventually becoming the backbone
of the Syrian Army.
Elsewhere in Syria, the Turks are
doing the same thing, only in territories snatched on their border
with Syria in 2016. Turkish flags fly
high at Syrian schools in Jarabulus
and Azaz, where the Turkish language has been revived, 100 years
after the downfall of the Ottoman
Empire.
At those schools, Ottoman history is being revisited in very favourable light. Textbooks teach young
students to forget everything they
had studied before in state-run
schools about the brutality and
backwardness of Ottoman influence.
The Iranians have been less successful when it comes to grassroots influence, especially in
education, due to centuries’ old
tension between Sunnis and Shias.
Very few Syrians have chosen
Iran as an education destination,
despite the high reputation of Iranian universities, especially in
medicine and the sciences. Likewise, no Iranian school has opened
in Damascus. Farsi remains alien to
the people of Syria and no Iranian
programmes air on Syrian staterun television.
This is noteworthy compared to
the high number of Turkish soaps
that were very popular throughout the Middle East prior to 2011,
dubbed into Arabic, set in the posh
scenery of Istanbul and aired on
the Saudi-owned MBC Network.
Those programmes disappeared
in recent years, due to Turkey’s
tension with Saudi Arabia, especially after the death of journalist
Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi Consulate in Istanbul and an attempt
is to translate Russian works into
Arabic, trying to attract Arab viewers with their action-filled plots
and sexy women. No such attempt
is being made to translate Iranian
soap operas into Arabic.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).

No viable alternatives. James Jeffrey, the US special representative for Syria, during a meeting at the
European headquarters of the United Nations in Geneva, last September.
(Reuters)

US wants to ‘pull the plug’
on Syria’s Astana talks
Thomas Frank

Washington

A

top US diplomat said the
international community
should prepare to abandon negotiations that
have tried — and failed — to write
a new constitution for Syria that
would end the country’s nearly
8-year-old civil war.
James Jeffrey, the US special
representative for Syria, said
countries should “pull the plug on
Astana” if no progress is made by
mid-December, when the UN Security Council is to receive a final
report from UN Special Envoy for
Syria Staffan de Mistura, who is
leading efforts to form a constitutional committee.
Jeffrey’s comments were made
four days after a conference in
Astana, Kazakhstan failed to initiate talks about a new constitution
for Syria.
The Astana conference, November 28-29, was the 11th meeting under the joint leadership of
Russia, Turkey and Iran. It failed
to break a stalemate that has persisted on the make-up of a constitutional committee for Syria.

Jeffrey brushed aside
suggestions that his
assessment of
negotiations concerning
Syria is marginal because
the United States is
playing a secondary role
to Russia and Turkey.

Educational outreach. A Syrian refugee girl holds a Russian ABC-book
during a meeting of Syrian refugees in Losino-Petrovsky, about 50km
north-east of Moscow. 				
(AP)

“They tried and they failed,” Jeffrey said. Moscow, Ankara and
Tehran “did not take any significant action on the constitutional
committee. Rather, they stated
once again that there is no military
solution to the Syrian conflict.”
“If they are still failing by the

14th [of December],” Jeffrey added, “let’s pull the plug on Astana.”
December 14 is when de Mistura
is to issue a final report on his efforts to initiate talks about a new
constitution.
“That will be the key point
where we see whether we are going to have the political process
moving forward under the UN,
facilitated perhaps by the Astana
guarantors putting pressure on
Damascus or whether we’re going
to be in another stalemate,” Jeffrey
said.
Jeffrey’s pessimism was criticised by Turkey and Russia, which
called it unprofessional and unhelpful. “These statements, mildly speaking, are unconstructive,”
Russian Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova said,
adding that they only serve to help
those who oppose peaceful settlement. “The political settlement
process [in Syria] is not easy and
our experts are dealing with this
on an everyday basis with their
colleagues.”
Turkish Foreign Minister Melvut
Cavusoglu called Jeffrey’s “pull
the plug” comment “a very unfortunate statement. I don’t think
that it was his own thought.”
Participants at a Russia-sponsored conference last January
decided to create a Syrian constitutional committee of 50 representatives of the government,
50 opposition supporters and 50
envoys from civil society to write
a new constitution. Repeated attempts have failed to forge a consensus about who should be allowed to sit on the panel.
De Mistura, who will leave his
post December 31, issued a grim
statement after the latest Astana
talks collapsed. “There was no
tangible progress in overcoming
the 10-month stalemate on the
composition of the constitutional
committee,” he said. De Mistura
called the meeting “a missed opportunity to accelerate the estab-

lishment of a credible, balanced
and inclusive” constitutional committee led by Syria and facilitated
by the United Nations.
Norwegian diplomat Geir Pedersen is to take over from de Mistura in January. At that point, “we’ll
all have to re-examine where we’re
going on this extremely important, extremely dangerous issue,”
Jeffrey said.
Jeffrey brushed aside suggestions that his assessment of negotiations concerning Syria is marginal because the United States is
playing a secondary role to Russia
and Turkey. The United States has
a limited military and diplomatic
presence in Syria.
“We think we’re playing a primary role,” Jeffrey said. “Ask any of
the other participants in this process the role of the United States
overall in Syria. I think they’ll say
it’s a very, very active role with
many aspects.”

Statements by US special
representative for Syria
were criticised by Turkey
and Russia, which called
it unprofessional and
unhelpful.
Jeffrey and another US diplomat,
Joel Rayburn, are to be in Turkey
and Jordan through December 14
meeting with senior officials to
discuss “the promotion of stability
and security in Syria” and to “continue progress on issues of mutual
interest regarding the ongoing crisis in Syria,” the US State Department said.
In Jordan, the two US officials
were to meet with senior officials
to “emphasise the importance of
maintaining pressure on the Syrian regime” and to encourage “all
possible efforts” to advance UNsponsored talks.
Thomas Frank is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.
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Basra’s demonstrators to continue
protests ‘until demands are met’
Escalating
anger.
Protesters
chant
slogans in
front of the
provincial
council
building
in Basra,
December 4.

Azhar al-Rubaie
Basra

P

rotesters in the southern
Iraqi city of Basra said the
government failed to respond to demands for better living conditions and resumed
demonstrations that call for radical change.
Chanting in front of the Basra
governorate building, Sadiq Jaafar
Mohammed, a clan leader, declared: “Demonstrations will continue until all demands are met.”
“The government gave us zero
services while we were giving
blood in return of drinkable, clean
water,” he said.
The protesters are also demonstrating against Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi’s nominee
to head the Interior Ministry, Iranbacked politician Falih Alfayyadh,
whom they accuse of corruption.
The Iraqi parliament is divided on
Alfayyadh’s candidacy and has not
yet approved his bid for the ministerial post.
“What we want is a man to run
Iraq away of Iranian influence
while being patriotic. A government that cannot benefit its people has to resign. They deceived
us with their slogans before the
elections but then they shocked us
even more when they did nothing
after elections,” said Jaafar.
Some protesters mimicked demonstrators in France who wore yellow vests. Standing in front of the
Basra governorate building wearing
a yellow vest was Ali Kareem Talib.

During a demonstration
December 5, SWAT forces
arrested five journalists,
including videographer
Dawood Salman Yassin.
“The idea of wearing a yellow
vest is to attract both local and
international media attention to
what’s happening in Basra and to
send a message to the government
that out protests are peaceful,” said
Talib.
“They shot at us with live ammunition. SWAT forces beat me all
over my body. They detained five

(AP)

other protesters. Demonstrations
will be continuing because the authorities do not understand that we
are revolutionary young people.”
Mustafa al-Asadi said he saw
Iraqi security forces beat female
protesters.
“I felt sad when I saw SWAT
forces hitting protesters, including
women,” Asadi said. “As an Iraqi
citizen, the government must provide me with a decent life, which
includes clean water, security,
around the clock electricity and
jobs. Political parties who run the
country divide Iraq’s worth between them and give us nothing.”
“I am a jobless young person but
I’ve collected money to buy a yellow outfit to attend the protests,”
Asadi said.
Iraqi Finance Minister Fuad Hussein visited Basra on December 3
for talks with Basra Governor Assad al-Eidani. Protesters tried to
reach the hotel conference room in

which they met.
Some protesters called for resignations.
“We demand the lay off of the
governor and the head of the Governorate Council because they
failed to give us our rights. There
is a dominance from the Islamic
parties on all sides of the state. We
need to change the system,” said
activist Kadhim al-Sahlani.
“We want the city that we deserve but what a shame! We
breathe an air produced by the oil
and water is like a poison while we
live in one of the richest cities in
the world,” Sahlani said.
During a demonstration December 5, SWAT forces arrested five
journalists, including videographer Dawood Salman Yassin.
“I and four other journalists
were arrested by SWAT,” he said.
“They put us for one hour in the
back of a car then they took us to
another car and drove us to police

headquarters, in the intelligence
section.
“Along the road to the police
headquarters, officers were kicking us. They kicked my neck and
my back. I told them that I am a
journalist but they replied ‘you
may be a vandal, not a journalist,’
The SWAT team took my camera by
force and threw insults at me.”
Some activists fled to Turkey
after being threatened by Iranbacked militias.
Mohammed Jawad, who is
among those who fled to Turkey,
said: “I would love to go back to
Basra but the militias will kill me
if return. I use social media to support the protesters in Basra. We
live abroad but our hearts are with
them. I also use social media as a
weapon to pressure the government and achieve our demands.”
Rights campaigners called on
the government to punish security
forces who used violence against

protesters.
“The Human Rights Office in
Basra called on the central government to shoulder all responsibility
for the attacks on the demonstrators,” said Mehdi al-Tamimi, head
of the human rights council in
Basra.
Nasiriya-based social media activist Yousif Raheem said he tried
to pass messages from the protesters to the outside world.
“I wanted to attract the attention
of foreign journalists because English speakers are not many in Iraq.
I translate what protesters say and
what citizen reporters say to the
world,” he said.
“The reason behind this is that
the Iraqi government is trying to
draw a picture of the protesters as
vandals supported by foreign powers.”
Azhar al-Rubaie is a freelance
journalist in Iraq.

Stalemate persists in Iraq, Shia blocs remain at loggerheads
Manuel Langendorf

London

I

raqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi has been struggling
since October to fill the remaining eight posts in his cabinet. There was another reminder
recently of how entrenched divisions are in Iraq’s political scene.
The key posts that have held up
the government’s formation are
the so-called sovereign ministries
of interior and defence. A face-off
between two of the most powerful
Shia politicians in Iraq has deepened tensions within and between
major blocs.
Speculation was rife before a
planned parliamentary session on
December 4. One member of parliament with the Binaa bloc told
Alsumaria news that parliament
was set to confirm six out of the
eight remaining ministers, excluding defence and migration. A Kurdish lawmaker told Kurdistan24 that
the Shia and Sunni factions had not
reached an agreement on the interior and defence ministries.
After an initial delay, parliament
convened as planned. However,
MPs failed to elect the remaining
cabinet members presented by Ab-

dul-Mahdi because representatives
mostly affiliated with Shia cleric
Muqtada al-Sadr reportedly interrupted the session by shouting “illegitimate” and banging on tables.
The session was postponed and
the political stalemate persisted.
The
parliamentary
sessions
had been preceded by deepening
tensions between major political
blocs. At the heart of the dispute
lies Falih Alfayyadh’s nomination
as interior minister, widely seen as
the most contentious candidacy on
Abdul-Mahdi’s list.
Alfayyadh previously served as
the head of the Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) and is the preferred candidate of Binaa, a political bloc led by Hadi al-Amiri, who
is the head of the Badr Organisation, an Iran-backed militia and
political party.
Al-Sadr, whose Sairoon alliance
finished with the most seats after
the elections in May, has strongly
rejected Alfayyadh’s nomination.
A video on social media showed
MPs allied with al-Sadr chanting “our decision was Iraqi” after
blocking Alfayyadh’s confirmation.
Al-Sadr further raised the stakes
by sending a letter to Abdul-Mahdi
in which he warned that the prime
minister had one year to “prove
himself.” He urged Abdul-Mahdi to

appoint technocrats, especially to
the interior and defence ministries.
“You are obliged not to comply
with what is going on behind the
scenes but to be free to establish
a state on the right basis, through
technocrat ministers who are independent and have free decisions,
especially the ministers of defence
and interior and other security organs,” the letter read.

The last months have shown
that, while Sunni-Shia
sectarian tensions that have
shaped much of post-2003
Iraq are still pervasive, the
current stalemate is a direct
result of divisions within
previously cohesive blocs.
A failure to accommodate alSadr’s demands could have a big
effect beyond the halls of power in
Baghdad. One member of al-Sadr’s
alliance told Reuters on condition
of anonymity: “If Binaa ignores us
then we will resort to all possible
options, including mobilising the
street.”
Al-Sadr has led mass protests
against corruption and the political status quo in past years.
His supporters stormed the Green
Zone in Baghdad, the seat of

government, in 2016.
“I think the current prime minister will lose Muqtada al-Sadr’s support because of his insistence on
Falih Alfayyadh,” said Iraqi journalist Methaq al-Fayyadh.
Observers also identified tensions within Amiri’s Binaa bloc.
Commenting on Twitter, Renad
Mansour, a research fellow at
Chatham House, said Amiri was
losing power and could not be seen
as conceding too much.
However, as head of the Binaa
bloc and the Fateh alliance, Amiri
and his allies control heavily armed
forces that are part of the PMF.
Amiri has close ties to Abu Mahdi
al-Muhandis, the deputy head of
the PMF who has reportedly concentrated more power in his hands
while Abdul-Mahdi struggles to
form a government.
For the position of defence minister, Abdul-Mahdi stuck with
his nomination of Faisal al-Jarba,
who has been investigated for his
ties to the regime of Saddam Hussein. However, the national deBa’athification commission cleared
Jarba, who is seen as the favoured
candidate of former Prime Minister
Iyad Allawi. However, other Sunni
politicians close to Amiri are vying
for the post.
Asked how hopeful he was that

the government formation would
be completed by the end of the
month, Lukman Faily, spokesman
for Iraqi President Barham Salih,
said: “We are expecting the prime
minister every day to fix a date
and provide the CVs [of the candidates]… and take it from there.”
He said Salih had been engaging
in political dialogue with the political blocs and would continue to do
so to “accelerate the government
formation and implementation
of the government’s reform programme.”
The last months have shown
that, while Sunni-Shia sectarian
tensions that have shaped much of
post-2003 Iraq are still pervasive,
the current stalemate is a direct result of divisions within previously
cohesive blocs. Shias are divided
over the Interior Ministry, Sunnis
over the defence post and Christians over the migration portfolio.
In a potential sign of future instability, protesters in Basra, the
site of mass demonstrations this
year, interrupted a news conference by Iraqi Finance Minister
Fuad Hussein, loudly voicing their
frustration.
Manuel Langendorf is a writer
focusing on the MENA
region.
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Egypt-Sudan
reach agreement
on border security,
questions remain
Amr Emam
Cairo

E

gyptian officials said they
hope an agreement with
Sudan on joint patrols
along the Egypt-Sudan border could end rampant arms smuggling and human trafficking in the
region.
“The border area has become a
hot spot for the smuggling of arms
and people into Egypt,” said retired
Egyptian Army general and military expert Nasr Salem. “Most of
the weapons smuggled into Egypt
from the area end up in the hands
of terrorists fighting the Egyptian
Army in Sinai.”
Egypt has been battling the Islamic State (ISIS) in Sinai for more
than seven years. Cairo began an
all-out effort this year to combat
terrorism in the country.

Mutual security concerns
are among the main
reasons behind the easing
of tensions.
Arms smuggling along the EgyptSudan border increased following the downfall of the Muammar
Qaddafi regime in Libya in 2011.
Much of Qaddafi’s arms stockpiles
fell into the hands of armed groups,
with the lawless border area between Egypt, Sudan and Libya
used as a key smuggling route.
Arms smuggled into Egypt included machine guns, explosives
and grenades. Some media reports,
quoting Egyptian Army sources,
claim sophisticated anti-tank and
anti-aircraft rockets were also

among the smuggled weaponry.
In January 2014, militants shot
down an Egyptian Army helicopter, using a surface-to-air missile,
killing all five crew members on
board. That attack demonstrated
that militants had man-portable air
defence systems that could potentially target civilian planes at low
altitudes.
In July 2015, ISIS Sinai attacked
an Egyptian naval vessel off the
coast of Sinai, using a guided missile.
In December 2017, a helicopter
carrying then Defence Minister
Sedki Sobhi and former Interior
Minister Magdy Abdel Ghaffar was
attacked with a surface-to-surface
missile minutes after it landed at a
military airport in El Arish in North
Sinai. Neither official was injured
but an army officer was killed.
Such attacks and others are
among the reasons Egyptian military planners have sought to convince Khartoum to play a more
active role in monitoring and patrolling the border.
Egyptian Defence Minister Mohamed Ahmed Zaki visited Khartoum in November for talks with
Sudanese Defence Minister Awad
Ibn Ouf. They agreed to joint patrols, Chief of Staff of the Sudanese
Armed Forces Kamal Abdul Maarouf said.
“It was agreed to establish joint
military patrols between the two
countries’ borders, establish mechanisms to control the border and
establish future joint forces on the
border to combat terrorism, crossborder crimes, control the border
and combat all manifestations of
evasions,” Maarouf said.
Zaki’s visit to Khartoum was one

Questions remain. Egyptian Defence Minister Mohamed Ahmed Zaki (L) and his Sudanese counterpart
Awad Ibn Ouf in Khartoum, November 25.
(AFP)
month after Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi visited the Sudanese capital and met with Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir.
Relations between Cairo and
Khartoum have improved in the
past year despite tensions over a
Nile dam Ethiopia is building and
which Sudan is backing. Analysts
said mutual security concerns were
among the main reasons behind
the easing of tensions.
“Cooperation between the two
countries in the fight against
smuggling in the border area will
reflect very positively on the security situation in both of them,”
said Mohamed al-Ghabari, a retired
Egyptian Army general. “Egypt’s
counterterrorism efforts will mean
nothing if arms smuggling through

the border with Sudan does not
come to an end.”
Ending smuggling along the
1,200km border with Sudan will
take more than just the expression
of will by both sides, analysts said.

Arms smuggling along
the Egypt-Sudan border
increased following the
downfall of the
Muammar Qaddafi
regime in Libya in 2011.
Egypt has taken the lead in policing its border with Libya in the
absence of a stable government in
that country but still faces major
difficulties in preventing smuggling through the Western Desert.

“This is why Egypt is badly in
need of cooperation from Sudan,”
Salem said.
It is not clear how far the EgyptSudan cooperation will extend,
particularly considering the yearslong border dispute between Cairo
and Khartoum over the Halayeb
and Shalateen border territory.
Sudan accuses Egypt of occupying
the territory and renewed a complaint to the United Nations this
year over the issue.
“This will be a sticky issue and
one that could torpedo any understanding between the two states as
far as border security is concerned,”
said Sudanese political analyst Mohamed Latif. “This is why the two
countries need to address this issue
today.”

Alarm in Cairo about Italian moves over Regeni case
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

T

here is concern in Cairo
over escalatory measures
by Rome regarding the
2016 death of an Italian researcher in Egypt under mysterious circumstances.
The lower house of Italy’s parliament severed ties with the Egyptian parliament because of a lack of
progress in investigations into the
killing of Italian doctoral student
Giulio Regeni. Egypt claims Regeni
was abducted, tortured and killed
by a criminal gang but the Italians
blame Egypt’s National Security
Agency.

The fear in Egypt is that
growing public pressure on
the Italian government
could force Rome to take
further action, perhaps
freezing economic
cooperation.
The Italian Foreign Ministry
summoned the Egyptian ambassador in Rome on December 3 to say
the government would take additional actions in the case. Italy has
since named five National Security
Agency officials in connection with
Regeni’s death and the Regeni family lawyer said she has a list of 20
additional suspects in the case.
“Everybody expects Italy to go
far beyond these measures in the
coming days,” said Hassan Nafaa, a
political science professor at Cairo

University. “So, we are also talking about other potential Italian
measures that could make things
worse.”
Regeni, 28, arrived in Egypt in
late 2015 to research the country’s
trade unions. He was reported
missing on January 25, 2016, and
his body was discovered a few days
later on the side of a desert road
outside Cairo.
Egypt worked closely with Italian authorities to unravel the crime
but Italian authorities remain far
from convinced about the investigation’s conclusions.
The Egyptian government has
not commented on the latest Italian measures but the House of
Deputies said it regretted the
moves, saying in a statement that
“unilateral actions” will only make
things worse.
The state information service,
citing an anonymous member of
the judiciary, rejected Italy’s “record of suspects,” asserting that
“charges should be based on evidence and not suspicions.” Those
comments, which were carried by
state media, were met with fury in
Italy, particularly considering Regeni’s name was misspelled in the
reports.
In Egypt, there are many theories about the killing, including
that Regeni could have been killed
by rogue operatives at a time when
rivalries between local security
agencies existed.
Another suggests that Regeni
was killed by the outlawed Muslim Brotherhood to incite tensions
between Cairo and Rome and damage Egyptian national security.

Back into the spotlight. A 2017 file picture shows activists holding
a picture of Giulio Regeni and candles as they take part in a
demonstration in Rome.
(AFP)
“The whole case is aimed at
spoiling Egypt’s relations with Italy,” said Mohamed al-Orabi, a former Egyptian foreign minister who
is a member of the Foreign Relations Committee in parliament.
The further distancing of relations with Italy is the last thing the
administration of Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi wants.
Since becoming president in
2014, Sisi has been trying to move
Egypt’s foreign relations back on
track.
Sisi earlier this year assured
visiting Italian officials, includ-

ing prosecutors investigating the
Regeni killing, that Egypt would
bring those responsible for Regeni’s death to justice.
Relations with Italy are of particular concern, not least because
Italy invests approximately $5.6
billion in Egypt. The Italian stateowned petroleum company Eni is
the largest player in Egypt’s natural
gas and oil market and is an indispensable partner in Egypt’s drive
to become a regional energy hub.
Italy used to send nearly 1 million
tourists to Egypt every year, a revenue stream Cairo is seeking to re-

store.
On the diplomatic front, Cairo
and Rome are cooperating to find a
settlement to the conflict in Libya,
a country whose disintegration
into chaos affected national security in both Egypt and Italy.
“All of these are reasons why the
two countries need to work out a
solution to the standoff over the
killing of the Italian researcher,”
said Khaled Okasha, a member of
Sisi’s security advisory team. “This
case will render relations between
the two countries tense so long as
it remains unresolved.”
Despite the new measures from
Italy’s prosecution, the Italian
government has sought to downplay their effect, indicating that it
is aware of the wider foreign relations issues. Italian Deputy Prime
Minister and Minister of the Interior Matteo Salvini said December
5 that Italy was keen to maintain
ties with Egypt.
Whether Rome can strike a balance between pacifying a public
hungry for justice in Regeni’s case
and maintaining relations with
Cairo, a viable economic and political partner, remains to be seen.
The fear in Egypt is that growing
public pressure on the Italian government could force Rome to take
further action, perhaps freezing
economic cooperation.
“There are also fears that the
same pressure can force the Italian
government into escalation at the
international level,” Nafaa said.
“This will cause Egypt problems
it wants to avoid as it tries to economically and politically rebuild
itself.”
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What are Israel’s motives for arresting
Palestinian Jerusalem governor?
Yousef Alhelou
London

A

dnan Ghaith, the Palestinian governor of Jerusalem,
was released from an Israeli jail on December 2
after being held in detention for a
week.
He was released after an Israeli
court issued a conditional decision
to keep him under house arrest for
three days as part of an investigation related to a land sale.
Nine Palestinians mainly affiliated with the Fatah movement were
released under similar conditions.
Another 32 Palestinian residents of
East Jerusalem who were arrested
on suspicion of supporting and
serving in the Palestinian Authority (PA) security forces were to be
freed.
Israeli law states that East Jerusalem Palestinians are barred
from working with the PA security
forces. A statement from Israeli police said the suspects were “Israeli
residents” and some received social
benefits from the state while serving in the PA’s armed forces.

The Israeli arrests of
high-ranking PA officials
aim to send a message that
Israel still has the upper
hand in the occupied
Palestinian territories.
Under the 1994 Gaza-Jericho
agreement, a follow-up treaty to the
Oslo Accords, which were signed
between Israel and the Palestine
Liberation Organisation (PLO), the
PA is not permitted to arrest Palestinians in East Jerusalem.
Ghaith’s lawyer Rami Othman
said Ghaith would not be allowed
to enter the West Bank for 14 days

and must pay bail. Ghaith has been
arrested three times in the past two
months along with other Palestinian activists mainly affiliated with
Fatah.
Ghaith has been under investigation by Israeli police over suspicions
he was involved in the PA’s arrest in
October of Palestinian-American
Issam Akel. Ghaith denied responsibility for Akel’s abduction and
transfer to a West Bank prison.
Akel was accused by the Palestinian Authorities of being involved in
selling a building in East Jerusalem’s
Muslim quarter to Jewish buyers.
Following Akel’s arrest, US Ambassador to Israel David Friedman
called for his immediate release, describing Akel’s incarceration as “antithetical to the values of the United
States and to all who advocate the
cause of peaceful coexistence.”
Akel’s father, Jalal, told Reuters
that “there is no evidence my son
sold anything to Israelis, all charges
are void.”
Selling Palestinian land to Jewish buyers, especially in Jerusalem,
is condemned by most Palestinians
and considered a punishable offence under Palestinian law. Violators can be sentenced to hard labour
or even given the death penalty.
Palestinian officials condemned
Ghaith’s arrest, claiming it was intended to pressure the Palestinian
leadership over Akel’s case. Israeli
security forces also recently arrested Jihad Faqih, the Jerusalem director of the PA General Intelligence
Services.
In a statement published by the
Wafa news agency, Adnan al-Husseini, a member of the PLO Executive Committee and a former PA Jerusalem governor, condemned the
arrests of Ghaith and Faqih, saying
the acts “target the Palestinian presence in Jerusalem.”
Following Ghaith’s arrests last
month, the PA halted security coor-

From detention to house arrest. Palestinian Governor of Jerusalem Adnan Ghaith (2nd-L) meets
relatives after his release from detention in Jerusalem, December 2. 				
(AFP)
dination with Israel and demanded
Ghaith’s release. In response, Israel
halted security coordination with
the PA in the Jerusalem area.
Ghaith’s lawyer said his client’s
repeated arrests are aimed at pushing him out of the governorship. Israel bars the Palestinian Authority
from operating in Jerusalem. The
PA’s governor for Jerusalem and
minister for Jerusalem affairs have
offices in Al-Ram on the other side
of Israel’s separation wall from the
city in the occupied West Bank.
The status of Jerusalem is a sensitive issue that lies at the heart of

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Israel occupied East Jerusalem in the
1967 Six-Day War and annexed it in
a move never recognised by the international community.
Since then, Israel has spared no efforts to Judaise the city by changing
its geographical features, replacing
Arabic names of areas and streets
with Hebrew ones and demolishing
houses and revoking residency permits of Palestinian residents.
The Israeli arrests of high-ranking
PA officials aim to send a message
that Israel still has the upper hand
in the occupied Palestinian territo-

ries and Palestinians have no sovereignty, including in the mostly Palestinian East Jerusalem.
Since 1967, excavations have been
carried out under al-Aqsa Mosque
adjacent to the Dome of the Rock in
the Old City of Jerusalem, the third
holiest site in Sunni Islam. Tel Aviv
considers the entire city as its eternal and undivided capital but Palestinians claim the eastern part as
the capital of a future independent
state.
Yousef Alhelou is a Palestinian
journalist living in London.

Viewpoint

The two faces of the Palestinian dilemma
Claude Salhani

The people seem to be
significantly more
open to negotiations
than their leaders.

T

here are two ways
of looking Palestinians’ problems today,
including the reality
of the Israeli occupation, a frustrating and
often degrading experience felt
by Palestinians living in the West
Bank and the Gaza Strip.
This includes anyone obliged to
navigate through Israeli military
checkpoints, including the tens
of thousands who have no option
but to cross the Allenby Bridge,
also known as the King Hussein
Bridge, linking Jordan to the
West Bank, or the Erez Crossing
between Gaza and Israel.
Then there is the Palestine
as depicted by the leadership’s
age-old rhetoric, which is a world
apart from reality.
What is that difference? A big
one.
The gap is perhaps being
bridged by the sense of pragmatism that seems to be dawning on
the Palestinians and that should
not be mistaken for an abandonment of the Palestinians’ dreams
for statehood.
This does not signal an acquiescence to Israel’s right-wing,
pro-settlement designs although
it offers a rejection by Palestinians of the claim that they are
somehow detached from reality.
These would be the wrong lessons to draw.
Palestinian pragmatism offers
wiggle room for Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas and for
the Trump administration. More
room than they think they have.
Surveys by Palestinian pollsters

in October indicate unexpected
popular flexibility on core issues
of an eventual peace deal with
Israel, despite widespread scepticism among Palestinians about
current peace prospects.
“These findings suggest that
American, Israeli and Arab
policymakers should all pay more
attention to what the Palestinian people really want and less
attention to what their politicians
or partisans say they ‘should’
want,” writes David Pollock, of
the Washington Institute for Near
East Policy.
One stunning fact, for example, is the apparent readiness
of most Palestinians to make
major concessions on issues
such as the right of return of
Palestinian refugees. The most
startlingly moderate results from
the surveys centre on that issue.
Another indication of the polls is
a strongly moderate view in Gaza,
where the Islamists of Hamas
have taken control from the far
more moderate Palestine Liberation Organisation.
Two-thirds of Gazans asked
said Palestinians should accept
that the right of return not apply
to Israel but only to the West
Bank and Gaza if that is the price
of a Palestinian state. These are
strange words coming from a territory where most of the population are children of refugees.
An overwhelming majority —
79% — of respondents said they
would accept the permanent
resettlement of Palestinians from
other countries in just the West
Bank or Gaza, “even if that is not

where their families originally
came from.”
A somewhat smaller majority
(59%) said it would be a good idea
if “Arab states offered extra economic aid to resettle Palestinian
refugees in the West Bank or Gaza
but not inside Israel.”
What this says, especially as far
as Gaza goes, is that the people’s
view of the conflict is light-years
apart from that of their leadership, which seems stuck in the
twilight zone of the 1960s and
‘70s and afraid to navigate in any
uncharted waters.
Two-thirds of West Bankers
asked said they would accept permanent resettlement of diaspora
Palestinians in the West Bank or
Gaza even if their families were
from inside what is today Israel.
Interestingly, both surveys indicated that a solid majority of West
Bank respondents said, “regardless of what’s right, the reality is
that… most Palestinians will not
return to the 1948 lands.” In Gaza,
the view was the same: 61% in
one poll and 54% in the other.
This is very revealing, given Hamas’s position on the matter and
on another major point that has
held back progress in the conflict
— Israel as a Jewish state.
Here, once more, the people
are apparently significantly more
open to negotiations than their
leaders. If Israel “recognises an
independent Palestinian state and
ends the occupation of the West
Bank and Gaza,” 55% of Gazans,
36% of West Bankers and 60%
of people from East Jerusalem
contacted by pollsters said they

would accept Israel as “the state
for the Jewish people.”
Compare that to rhetoric from
top Palestinian or Arab leaders,
not to mention Hamas, which
persistently states that it will
never recognise Israel at all, let
alone its “Jewish character.”
One issue that understandably
remains a point of great anxiety
for Israel is whether the creation
of a Palestinian state could end
the conflict or simply forestall the
issue.
Asked if a two-state solution
should end the conflict, West
Bank respondents chose “end the
conflict” by a sizeable margin —
50-37%. Gazans are almost evenly
split — 47-49% — on the issue.
East Jerusalem Palestinians, who
maintain everyday contact with
Israelis, decisively foresee the
two-state solution as an end of
the conflict by 73-22%, pollsters
said.
Asked if Hamas must stop calling for Israel’s destruction and
accept a permanent two-state
solution, results are clearest in
Gaza where more people said
they favour a peaceful policy
shift. West Bankers also support
the peace approach, 58-30%.
Food for thought in these days
of turbulence and unrelenting
violence.
For Americans and Israelis who
are sincerely interested in making
a fair deal with the Palestinians, it
should show that the window of
opportunity is there.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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Cracks appear in Erdogan’s ruling party ahead of elections
Thomas Seibert

A family at
the helm.
Turkish
President
Recep Tayyip
Erdogan (L)
and his son
Bilal Erdogan
during
Istanbul
Youth
Festival, last
May.
(AFP)

Istanbul

C

racks are appearing in the
ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) of Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan ahead of local elections
in March that will test the government’s ability to motivate its base
despite economic problems.
In remarks seen by the pro-Erdogan newspaper Sabah as a swipe
at an “opposition bloc” in the AKP,
Erdogan said not everybody was
happy with his plan to forge an alliance with a nationalist party for the
elections. “You know, some people
won’t leave it alone,” Erdogan said.
The statement came as opposition officials and newspapers said
competing groups were active in the
AKP. They said at least three rival
camps, two of which are led by a son
and a son-in law of the president,
were emerging in the AKP, a party
that has been dominated by Erdogan
since it was founded in 2001.
The aim of the AKP in the local
polls is to hold on to control of big
cities such as Istanbul and Ankara
despite an annual inflation of more
than 20%, unemployment of more
than 11% and foreign exchange turbulence that shaved nearly 30% off
the value of the Turkish lira against
the US dollar this year.
Rumours of internal differences in
the AKP have appeared before without resulting in serious challenges
for Erdogan but the latest reports
gained credibility because of Erdogan’s remarks. A senior AKP official
warned of politicians out to build
their own careers by benefiting from
Erdogan’s popularity.
Huseyin Gulerce, a columnist for
the pro-government Star newspaper
and a staunch Erdogan supporter,
accused some AKP co-founders of
causing “trouble,” in a reference
to former President Abdullah Gul,
whose political differences with Erdogan are well known.
Internal divisions upended the
AKP’s plan to announce its candidate for mayor of Istanbul in the
March 31 elections. Erdogan has announced his party’s candidates for
mayoral posts around the country
but the Istanbul slot remains officially vacant. Erdogan’s remarks suggest
that some in the AKP are opposed to
his plan to cooperate with the rightwing Nationalist Movement Party in

the election.
Observers say Binali Yildirim, a
former prime minister and a loyal
Erdogan supporter who is speaker of
parliament, will get the job. Yildirim,
however, has resisted an official announcement because he reportedly
was angered by interference from
Berat Albayrak, Erdogan’s son-in law
and finance minister, reports said.
Baris Yarkadas, a politician of the
opposition Republican Peoples’
Party said Yildirim was also irked because Erdogan’s son Bilal Erdogan,
37, was seen to be preparing a campaign to become Istanbul mayor
himself in the coming years. The
official presentation of Yildirim as
the AKP’s candidate is expected this
month.
The opposition newspaper Cumhuriyet reported that Albayrak and
Bilal Erdogan were leaders of two
competing groups within the AKP.
The “Beratcilar” — followers of Berat Albayrak — were competing with
the “Bilalciler” — supporters of Bilal
Erdogan — and the “Soylucular,” led
by Interior Minister Suleyman Soylu,
Cumhuriyet said.

“This is damaging the party,”
Cumhuriyet quoted unnamed AKP
officials as saying. The daily said the
three camps had started competing
efforts to pick AKP candidates for
municipal assemblies to widen their
influence within the party.
The AKP did not comment but
Soylu responded by tweeting that
Cumhuriyet had a “seditious mentality.” Tensions between him and
Albayrak have been an open secret
in Ankara.
Speaking about the candidate selection for the March election, AKP
Vice-Chairman Numan Kurtulmus
said the party was looking for politicians who could deliver for the voters but not for candidates who were
“trying to get ahead on the coat tails
of our president’s charisma.”
Selim Sazak, a US-based Turkey
analyst, said Soylu, as well as Albayrak and Bilal Erdogan, were “definitely angling to establish themselves as the guy after [President]
Erdogan.”
Responding to written questions,
Sazak added that the AKP could
break apart. Some officials in the

party were “praying for the day it
will crack open so that they could go
set up their own small thing, which
they’ll lead,” he said.
In the first years of the AKP, Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s power was
checked by influential co-founders
such as former President Abdullah
Gul or former parliamentary Speaker
Bulent Arinc. Erdogan, however,
pushed out his former colleagues.
Under a presidential system of
government that went into force after elections last June, Erdogan widened his power, abolishing the post
of prime minister, side-lining parliament and making Albayrak a key figure in Ankara. The development has
given family members like Albayrak,
Bilal Erdogan or Erdogan’s younger
daughter Sumeyye more influence
on policies because of their direct
access to the president.
Howard Eissenstat, a Turkey expert at Saint Lawrence University in
New York and non-resident senior
fellow at the Project on Middle East
Democracy in Washington, said Erdogan had “centred all the real power on his own family.” Erdogan, 64,

is relatively young and could be expected to govern another decade or
longer, Eissenstat wrote in response
to questions. “I don’t give much credence to the idea of ‘post-Erdogan
positioning,’” he said.
Eissenstat said Erdogan’s towering
position in the AKP meant there was
little room for competing groups.
“There are factions in the security
services that might be a real cause
for concern but I don’t see factionalism within the party unless his
health changes or the economy goes
into real and sustained crisis,” he
said.
Ahmet Hakan, a columnist at the
pro-government Hurriyet newspaper, dismissed the reports about
competing camps within the AKP
as wishful thinking of an opposition
frustrated with its own inability to
beat Erdogan at the ballot box.
“This has been the dream of the
opposition for 17 years,” Hakan
wrote in reference to the reports
about splits within the ruling party.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent.

Viewpoint

Turkey’s free society is disappearing into a sarcophagus
Yavuz Baydar

As the crackdown
continues against
journalists, Kurds,
academics, Gulenist
grass-roots families
and independentminded reformists
were all left with what
is the silent approval
of the masses.

T

urkey has often been
a political battlefield,
as its modern history confirms. For
more than a century,
Turkish politics has
followed the pattern of a power
struggle in which one social
group tries to suppress others,
possibly even to politically annihilate them.
This has been the way ”political
progress” has long been perceived, with cadres of a successful party consolidating alliances
within the bureaucracy, leaving
no space for democratic competition. The unsuccessful social
groups have had to suffer authoritarian rule. The travails of the dissenting masses and their leaders
have long been a fixed component of Turkish political life.
The past five years or so have
been a culmination of a full-scale
power grab. Mechanisms such as
the law enforcement forces and
the judiciary have been used to
suppress some groups, which
have been declared internal
enemies.
The two groups brutally attacked by the regime are the
Kurds and the Gulen Movement.
The Kurds, who largely support
the Peoples’ Democracy Party, are
approximately 18% of the popula-

tion. The Gulenists, followers of
a religious sect, are believed to
number around 3 million.
The official choice of “double enemy” works well. Neither
group has any particular sympathy for the other’s causes.
Other segments of society —
large groups such as the deeply
pious Sunnis, the secular Kemalists and staunch nationalists, as
well as the small group of Alevis
— have enthusiastically bought
the narrative. So much so that if
the regime intends to crush these
supposedly hostile social groups,
it could be seen as acceptable.
This is how power politics has
been conducted over the past
hundred years and current events
are but a repetition of the pattern.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, the most powerful
figure in Turkey, hopes to gain
absolute power. To achieve this,
he accelerated targeting of the
smallest, most vulnerable groups
— the reformists and liberals, who
have called for democratic norms
during the rule of Erdogan’s
Justice and Development Party
(AKP).
Emboldened by the AKP’s early
efforts to secure EU membership,
many of those intellectuals and
other members of the elite al-

lowed their engagement with EUsupported civil society projects to
become public knowledge. Data
provided to Ahval News Online
by Ozge Zihnioglu, a political
scientist with Bahcesehir University, state the European Union has
awarded $105.3 million to 1,018
civil society projects since 2002.
However, hopes for EU membership diminished in mid-2013.
With the brutal suppression of
the Gezi Park protests, Erdogan
and his party failed the test of
democratic tolerance. From that
moment, Turkey has been in
a downward spiral in terms of
democratic norms.
The European Court of Auditors said membership of Turkish organisations advocating for
rights fell from 200,096 in 2015 to
50,598 in 2016.
That the reformists are vulnerable has been obvious since
the beginning. Their names and
affiliations were registered by the
state and could be used in crackdowns as the regime’s character
changed. Official narratives that
demonised the targets were successfully spread with the help of
the pro-government media.
As the crackdown continues against journalists, Kurds,
academics, Gulenist grass-roots
families and independent-mind-

ed reformists were all left with
what is the silent approval of the
masses and, sometimes, crocodile
tears for those being targeted.
The arrest of leftist-philanthropist Osman Kavala and the retreat
of the George Soros-backed Open
Society Foundation were early
signs of Erdogan’s plans to copy
Russian President Vladimir Putin
with respect to Western-funded
NGOs. Reports in pro-government
media openly target German
foundations such as the liberal
Friedrich-Naumann Stiftung.
Also in the crosshairs are the
few remaining Turkish civil society groups — Hrant Dink Foundation and the Platform for Independent Journalism (P24).
The Gezi protests were depicted
as an uprising against the government. The indictment prepared
by prosecutors is reported to be
more than 1,000 pages long and
120 civil society figures are already charged. At least 600 more
are to be deemed suspects. It is
possible that the regime plans
further action against other civil
society targets as well. Turkey’s
free society is disappearing into a
sarcophagus.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and regular columnist
for The Arab Weekly.
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Debate
Is Europe aligning more closely with US on Iran?
Gareth Smyth

E

urope’s balancing act
between the United
States and Iran is coming under increasing
strain as the Trump
administration tightens
sanctions and Tehran continues its
controversial missile programme.
A closed-door discussion at the
UN Security Council was requested
by France and the United Kingdom
after Iran’s December 1 test of a
Khorramshahr missile with a range
of 2,000-2,220km.
Europe wants to keep Tehran in
the 2015 nuclear agreement, formally called the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), but it
also wants to placate US President
Donald Trump. This has become
more difficult as Washington and
Tehran have escalated rhetoric or
taken actions deemed provocative
by the other.
Peter Jenkins, UK ambassador to
the International Atomic Energy
Agency from 2001-06, said Europe’s goals are incompatible.
“I would like to believe that
the UK and France are aiming to
expose to the Security Council the
falsity of the US claim that Iran’s
latest missile test is a violation of
[Security Council Resolution] 2231
and the lack of proof that the missile in question was designed to be
capable of delivering nuclear weapons,” Jenkins said. “I fear it is more
likely that they have not given up

After registering more than
10% GDP growth in 2016-17,
Iran is facing recession and the
rial has lost 70% of its value in
the past year.

Smiles and
variables. US
Secretary of
State Mike
Pompeo (L)
and European
Union foreign
policy chief
Federica
Mogherini
speak at a
meeting in
Brussels, last
July. (Reuters)
their search for ways of appeasing
Trump and that they are oblivious
to the double standards on which
their condemnation of Iranian policies and practices so often rest.”
Iran argues that Security Council
Resolution 2231, which in 2015
replaced earlier resolutions and
endorsed the JCPOA, referred
only to missiles “designed” for
nuclear warheads. Tehran says
ballistic missiles are essential for its
defence, given the country’s weak
air force with planes that mainly
predate the 1979 revolution.
Both Trump and US Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo have said the
November test violated Resolution
2231. US Defence Secretary James
Mattis claimed Iran violated “the
sense” (rather than the substance)
of the resolution.
This may reflect convergence
between the European position
and that of at least some members
of the Trump administration.
Britain and France suggested Iran
“flouted” the resolution. At the UN
Security Council, the two European
powers raised the issue of Iran’s
firing of shorter-range missiles in
September at Islamic State targets
in eastern Syria. Iranian state tele-

vision reported the missiles carried
the slogan “Death to America.”
In the spring, Britain, France
and Germany (the E3 or three
European signatories to the JCPOA)
unsuccessfully lobbied other EU
members for sanctions against Iranian individuals or groups linked
to the missile programme. Analysts
argued this was primarily a gesture
designed to placate Trump.
The E3 subsequently raised its
concerns directly with Iran, including during recent visits to Tehran
by UK Foreign Minister Jeremy
Hunt and senior French and German officials. The efforts appear
to have run into a brick wall. One
official suggested Iran had flat-out
refused “to talk ballistics.”
Another problem for Europe’s
strategy is that the United States
has tied up Iran’s missile programme with the wide-ranging set
of 12 demands issued by Pompeo
in May. The demands include Tehran ending uranium enrichment
and breaking links with regional
allies, including Lebanon’s Hezbollah, militant Palestinian groups
and Syrian President Bashar Assad.
Neither has Europe disentangled

Iran’s longer-range ballistic missile programme from its supply of
shorter-range missiles to allies in
Iraq, Hezbollah and the Houthis
in Yemen. The last of these was
found by a UN panel last January
to violate the 2015 UN Yemen
arms embargo. Iran has formally
set a 2,000km limit on its ballistic
missiles and has been relatively restrained about testing longer-range
missiles. The last longer-range missile was fired in January 2017.
Europe’s influence in Iran is not
enhanced by its inability to establish a special purpose vehicle (SPV)
to maintain trade in the face of US
secondary sanctions. Fearful of US
retaliation, no European country is
keen to host the SPV.
The danger, therefore, is that
Europe’s balancing act will neither
satisfy the Trump administration
nor Iranian President Hassan Rohani and Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif. Rohani and Zarif
face trenchant domestic criticism
from principlist critics who have
added charges of economic incompetence to their long-running carping about the nuclear agreement.
The hard-line Kayhan newspaper published a front-page story
about the “yellow jacket” antigovernment protests in France but
this is unlikely to distract readers
from rising prices at home. After
registering more than 10% GDP
growth in 2016-17, Iran is facing
recession and the rial has lost 70%
of its value in the past year.
Jenkins said Iran is unlikely,
at least in the short term, to be
so frustrated by Europe that it
abandons the JCPOA and resumes
the frozen parts of the nuclear programme. “Rohani and Zarif will be
cross but philosophical,” he said.
“They have learned to expect no
better of the UK and France.”
Gareth Smyth is a regular
contributor to The Arab Weekly. He
has reported from the Middle East
since 1992.

Ageing Iran is a bit like a Greek tragedy
Ali Alfoneh

“

N

o man delights
in the bearer
of bad news,”
the ancient
Greek tragedian
writes in “Antigone.” Nowhere is this as true as in
contemporary Iran.
Environmental and wildlife
activists were arrested earlier this
year on espionage charges. Before
the arrests, they warned the public an entire species was at risk of
extinction.
Now, Iran has shifted its focus
to demographers. They have been
expressing concern about Iran’s
ageing population.
The arrest of Meimanat Hosseini
Chavoshi attests to the new trend.
Chavoshi is a dual Iranian-Australian citizen and a research fellow
at Australian National University.
In 2009, she won Iran’s Book of
the Year award for “The Fertility
Transition in Iran: Revolution and
Reproduction,” co-written with
Peter McDonald and Mohammad
Jalal Abbasi-Shavazi.
However, the daily newspaper
Kayhan and Tehran’s security
services do not seem to share the
Iranian scientific community’s
enthusiasm for the book.
Kayhan disclosed that Chavoshi
had been arrested by “unknown
helpers of the Imam of the Era.”
It was a reference to agents of the

Khamenei’s policy is the
latest swing in Iran’s erratic
family planning policy.

Changing demographics. An elderly man holds a newspaper as he walks on a
sidewalk in Tehran. 							
(Reuters)
Ministry of Intelligence.
The newspaper made claims
that Chavoshi, a former employee
of the Ministry of Health and
Medical Education, had, on
several occasions, “under cover
of research, taken sensitive intelligence concerning public health
and population to the enemies of
the country.”
The Kayhan columnist identified institutions engaged in
overthrowing the Islamic Republic
through family planning research.
They include the Ford, Rockefeller and Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundations, along with the UN
Population Fund.
The specific source of the intelligence ministry’s unhappiness
with Chavoshi’s research appears
to be her prediction of low fertility rates in Iran. This is quoted
at length in Kayhan: “Increased

urbanisation, higher age of marriage and global culture will most
certainly result in lower fertility
rates in the next decade. Even
if the economy of the families
improves, one can expect them
to invest in the quality [of life] of
their children rather than increase
the number of children.”
In other words, Chavoshi was
not prescribing a specific policy
but predicting a trend, one that
runs counter to the views of Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, who has a pro-natalist
policy.
Khamenei’s policy is the latest
swing in Iran’s erratic family planning policy. In the mid-1960s, the
Iranian government established
more than 2,000 health clinics as
part of its attempts to reduce fertility rates. The clinics, however,
were not particularly successful

and Iran’s population grew despite
government attempts to control it.
After the revolution of 1979 and
the Iraqi invasion of Iran in 1980,
Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini called for the establishment of
a “million man army.” The government consequently introduced
measures to increase the fertility
rate. The legal age to marry was
lowered to 9 for girls and 14 for
boys. Polygamy was legalised, and
the price of birth control pills artificially inflated. The result: Iran’s
population went from 27 million in
1968 to 55 million in 1988.
Faced with a population explosion, Iranian President Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani and Khamenei
started a nationwide campaign to
reverse the policy of the first decade of the revolution. Under the
slogan “Farzand-e Kamtar, Zendegi-ye Behtar!” (“Fewer Children,
Better Life!”) the Health Ministry
introduced contraceptives. They
were available in big cities and the
most remote villages. Ration cards
and food subsidies were reduced
for large families.
The third radical reversal of this
policy emerged under President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. His
government advocated for large
families with the slogan: “Ba
Yek Gol Bahar Nemishavad” (“A
Single Flower Blooming is No
Springtime”). And Khamenei, too,
is urging Iranian families to have
more children, which can offset
the reality that Iran is ageing.
With this approach, it is hardly
surprising that the Intelligence
Ministry does not, as the Greek
monologue put it, delight in the
bearer of bad news. In this case, it
is Chavoshi.
Ali Alfoneh is a visiting scholar at
the Arab Gulf States Institute in
Washington.
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Military tensions
escalate showdown
between US, Iran
Thomas Seibert
Istanbul

M

ilitary tensions are escalating between the United States and Iran with
Tehran boosting efforts
to cushion the economic blow of
Washington’s sanctions against
Iran’s oil sector.
In a warning to Iran, the United
States sent the USS John C. Stennis
aircraft carrier group to the Arabian
Gulf, the first such deployment in
eight months. The move followed
the launch of a new Iranian destroyer, the Sahand, in the Gulf and
threats by Iran’s leadership to close
the Strait of Hormuz in case the
United States tries to cut all Iranian
oil exports.
US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo condemned what he described as Iran’s testing of a medium-range ballistic missile capable
of carrying multiple warheads as
a violation of the agreement on
Tehran’s nuclear programme. Iran
countered by announcing its intention to increase the range of its missiles.
The exchanges came as Iran
vowed to keep its oil output at its
current level of more than 1 million barrels per day, thereby securing an important source of revenue
despite US sanctions that went into
effect in early November and despite plans by fellow OPEC members to cut production to prop up
prices.
Sanctions are affecting all aspects
of life in Iran. Many Western companies withdrew from the coun-

try because Washington might bar
them from the US market if they
stay active in Iran. Consequences can be felt in sectors from the
economy to health care. “Sanctions
have jeopardised cancer research
in Iran,” the Lancet medical journal
said.
The sanctions are the centrepiece of a US plan to force Tehran
to accept new talks about Iran’s
nuclear ambitions and its missile programme after US President
Donald Trump withdrew from the
existing nuclear agreement with
Iran in May. Because several major
buyers of Iranian oil balked at the
sanctions, Washington has found it
hard to isolate Tehran. Iran has said
that it is fulfilling the terms of the
2015 nuclear deal and that its missile programme is not up for negotiation.
The European Union is determined to save the nuclear pact and
is drawing up plans to boost the role
of the euro — as opposed to the US
dollar — in international trade and
to find ways to keep trade routes
with Iran open.
Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif said Iran and the
European Union had agreed on
a so-called special purpose vehicle (SPV) system to work around
US sanctions. Brussels, however,
is struggling to find a host for the
SPV because EU countries are concerned about repercussions from
the Trump administration.
Critics of the United States’ Iran
policy say Washington is fanning
the flames of conflict with Iran because Trump’s real aim might not
lie in new talks with the Iranians
but in regime change in Tehran.

Choppy waters. A file picture shows the Nimitz-class aircraft carrier USS John C. Stennis at sea.

(US Navy)

Mark Fitzpatrick, of the International Institute of Strategic Studies,
pointed out that the Trump administration exaggerated the significance of the latest Iranian missile
test. “Perhaps Pompeo cared less
for legalisms because he is more
invested in the all-out campaign to
undermine the Iranian leadership,”
Fitzpatrick wrote in an analysis
posted on the think-tank’s website. He described the US stance as
a “policy of going after Iran on all
fronts.”
Publicly at least, the Tehran leadership’s response has been one of
defiance. Iranian President Hassan Rohani hinted that Iran could
disrupt oil shipments through the
Gulf if Washington tried to halt all
Iranian oil exports.
“America should know that we
are selling our oil and will continue
to sell our oil and they are not able

to stop our oil exports,” Rohani said
in a televised speech. “If one day
they want to prevent the export of
Iran’s oil, then no oil will be exported from the Gulf.”
Analysts said it is too early to
say whether Tehran will change its
positions on the nuclear issue, the
missile programme or regional policies seen as aggressive by the United States and its partners.

In a warning to Iran, the
United States sent the USS
John C. Stennis aircraft
carrier group to the
Arabian Gulf, the first such
deployment in eight
months.
“I don’t really think people believed Iran would fold quickly,”
Michael O’Hanlon, senior fellow at

the Brookings Institution in Washington, said via e-mail. He added
Trump’s policy was “showing
promise because Iran hasn’t pulled
out of the nuclear deal” but was
“being deprived of considerable
funds.” O’Hanlon said he did not
know “how this ends.”
Daniel Brumberg, a non-resident
senior fellow at the Arab Centre in
Washington, said the sanctions had
the potential to shake the Tehran
regime to the core.
“The deeper they bite, the harder
it could become to prevent factional struggles from escalating in ways
that could test or even shake loose
the political and social foundations
of the Islamic Republic,” Brumberg
wrote in an analysis for the Arab
Centre. It remained to be seen if efforts by Tehran and the EU to work
around Trump’s sanctions could be
successful, he added.

Viewpoint

America’s last ‘foreign policy president’ laid to rest
Mark Habeeb

G

eorge H.W. Bush, the
41st president of the
United States, died November 30 at age 94.
His one-term presidency — he was elected in
1988 but defeated for re-election by
Bill Clinton in 1992 — covered one
of the most consequential 4-year
periods in US foreign policy history.
With the able assistance of Secretary of State James Baker, Bush
presided over the fall of a global
empire, the Soviet Union, without
major violence (a rare historical
occurrence); the reunification of
Germany (after Bush tempered
opposition from France, the United
Kingdom and the Soviet Union; a
remarkable UN-backed coalition
to expel Saddam Hussein’s forces
from Kuwait; and an Arab-Israeli
peace conference in Madrid that set
the stage for the Oslo Accords.
Douglas Brinkley, a prominent

In praise of character. A 1989 file picture shows then US President George
H.W. Bush standing on his car in Tiananman Square in Beijing.
(AP)

US presidential historian, said on
CBS News: “George Herbert Walker
Bush was the finest foreign policy
president the United States had
after Harry Truman and I don’t say
that lightly.”
Bush’s defeat in 1992 ushered in
a new generation of US leadership.
Bush was the last US president to
have served in World War II and,
significantly, the last president to
boast any real foreign policy experience. He served in the US Congress,
as CIA director, as US ambassador
to the United Nations, chief US diplomat in China (before the United
States had an official ambassador
in Beijing) and, for eight years, as
vice-president under President
Ronald Reagan.
Since Clinton’s victory over Bush,
the only foreign policy experience any subsequent US president
could claim was Barack Obama’s
brief tenure on the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee as a first-term
senator from Illinois.
Despite Bush’s foreign policy successes, which were widely admired
by the US public, he lost election to
Clinton, a charismatic young former
governor of Arkansas whose campaign centred on, as a sign posted
in his campaign headquarters
stated, “It’s the economy, stupid.”
The United States had slipped into a
mild economic recession during the
last year of Bush’s presidency.
Every presidential election
campaign since 1992 has focused
primarily on domestic issues and
US foreign policy has gone from
one that could be described as
“strategic” under Bush to one best
described as “bumbling” (at times,
the terms “incoherent” and “selfdefeating” come to mind).
In the Middle East, Bush will be
most remembered for the coalition

he and Baker put together to drive
Saddam Hussein out of Kuwait in
a lightning-quick war, although
most of the fighting was done by
US troops. Even the Soviet Union
and Syria joined in backing the UN
resolution that Bush insisted on
securing before the war began.
An internationalist, Bush did not
want to proceed without the stamp
of global approval. After the United
Nations backed him, Bush said:
“We’re now in sight of a United Nations that performs as envisioned
by its founders.”
Bush was later criticised for
not taking the war all the way to
Baghdad and ousting Saddam from
power, something US troops easily
could have accomplished. However,
he knew that his UN mandate was
limited to liberating Kuwait and —
unlike his son, George W. Bush, in
2003 — he knew that overthrowing
Saddam would destabilise Iraq.
Following the war, Bush used his
new leverage over Arab Gulf states
and the United States’ standing
as the world’s dominant power
to bring together Arab nations
and Israel in Madrid to discuss a
comprehensive peace. The Palestinians were represented as part of
the Jordanian delegation. Like most
such public, multilateral gatherings, little was accomplished other
than the simple and not insignificant fact of having all the actors in
the same room.
The fact that Israeli Prime
Minister Yitzhak Shamir had to
be dragged to Madrid reluctantly
offered a stark sign that Israel’s
right-wing government was not
serious about peace with the Arabs.
Moreover, Bush and Shamir had a
nasty fight over whether the United
States would offer loan guarantees
to help settle Soviet Jews in Israel.

Bush refused to allow such guarantees to be used for settlement in
the occupied West Bank and Gaza,
the first strategic rift between Israel
and the United States in decades.
The pro-Israel lobby in Washington carried out a blazing attack
on Bush, including spreading
unfounded rumours that he was
anti-Semitic. The Israeli public,
however, fearful that Shamir was
damaging Israel’s close ties to
Washington, voted the Likud leader
out of office in 1992 in favour of
Yitzhak Rabin, who gave a green
light to the diplomatic process that
culminated in his White House
handshake with PLO leader Yasser
Arafat.
Bush was born into a prominent
New England family. His father
served as a US senator from Connecticut, his son George W. Bush
served two terms as president
but left office as one of the least
popular presidents in history.

An internationalist,
Bush did not want to
proceed without the
stamp of global
approval.
Another son, Jeb, served two terms
as governor of Florida before being
trounced and verbally humiliated by Donald Trump in the 2016
Republican Party presidential
primaries.
Mark Habeeb is East-West Editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.
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Andalusia earthquake hits Spanish politics
Francis Ghilès

E

“

lectoral earthquake
in Andalusia” trumpets the centre-left
Spanish daily El
Pais. How right it is.
The Vox party,
which won 12 seats in the regional
parliament December 2, has been
derided as far-right, populist, antiimmigration and anti-Islam since
its creation in December 2013. The
party struggled to make an impression on the political landscape.
The electoral breakthrough has
not only made governing Andalusia
extraordinarily complicated, it has
turned the Spanish political system
on its head. It signals a greater fragmentation of the right — now split
between the older People’s Party
(PP), the more recent Citizens party
and now Vox, a party that claims it
wants to defend the constitutional
order, the unity of Spain, centralisation of the state and insists vociferously that immigration be brought
under control.
At a post-election rally, Francisco
Serrano, the lead candidate for Vox
said his party’s rise would bring
the “Reconquista,” a term used to
describe the Christian reconquest
of Muslim kingdoms in the Iberian
Peninsula more than 500 years ago.
The factors that brought about
Vox’s eruption on the political stage
include illegal immigration to Spain
from Africa, which has increased
three-fold this year to more than
53,000 people. This shift in illegal
immigration flows was the result of
the harsh line again migrants taken
by the populist right-wing government in Italy.

The populist wave has hit
Spain, which had appeared
to be shielded from such
forces.

‘Reconquista’ politics. Spain’s far-right Vox party leader Santiago Abascal (C-R)
speaks during a news conference in Seville, December 3. 		
(Reuters)
After it was voted into office in
March, the Spanish government
led by the secretary-general of the
Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party
(PSOE), Pedro Sanchez, adopted
a more tolerant attitude towards
immigrants than its PP predecessor
and its Italian and French neighbours. The number swelled with accompanying TV images that always
give the impression of an invasion.
The results of the shift for Sanchez
have been disastrous
Most of the immigrants settle
along the coast of Andalusia which,
despite its 8.4 million inhabitants,
is the poorest region in Spain and
the one with the highest rate of
unemployment. Tourism is the
mainstay of the region but there
are very few jobs in manufacturing
compared with Madrid, Catalonia or
the Basque country.
The vote for Vox was highest
in those very small towns where
there are few government jobs to
remedy, to some extent, the lack of
industrial ones. The resentment of
the other thrives on such relative
poverty and lack of hope.
A second is the decay of the
PSOE, which has ruled Andalusia
since 1982. Although it has reined in
some of its more corrupt ways, the
PSOE long behaved as a single rul-

ing party — with an inflated regional
bureaucracy catering to its friends
and supporters.
Since the turn of the century, the
PSOE, like its socialist counterparts
in France, the United Kingdom and
Germany, has given up defending its
traditional working-class voters and
paid more attention to the middle
class. This explains why Vox attracts
voters across traditional lines.
What is true of many of those
who vote for the populist National
Front party in France or who voted
for Brexit in the UK — that they
feel left behind by globalisation,
the financial crisis of 2008 and the
increasing disparity in incomes that
have resulted — is true of voters in
Andalusia. At some point, voters
begin to snub their nose at the political establishment.
The PSOE’s defeat in Andalusia,
where the number of seats it holds
dropped from 47 to 33, in what was
the second lowest turnout since democracy was re-established a generation ago, was made worse by the
very unpopular leader the party has
given itself. Susana Diaz, secretarygeneral of PSOE’s Andalusia branch,
is not popular in her own party.
The populist wave has hit Spain,
which had appeared to be shielded
from such forces. Vox’s ambitions

are not limited to southern Spain, as
its leader’s capacity to fill a 9,000seat stadium in Madrid recently
demonstrated.
Vox President Santiago Abascal
clearly intends to turn the 11% of
the vote he won December 2 into a
broader base in the European and
maybe general elections that are
expected next year in Spain.
Some of those who voted for Vox
will have been motivated by the
Catalan crisis but the effect of the
battle between Madrid and Barcelona is probably less important than
the two factors mentioned earlier.
Conservative parties are facing
increasingly fragmented constituencies after the PP had the second
worst result in its history, falling
from 33 to 26 seats, and the Citizens
party increased its seats from nine
to 21.
Voters on the left are quite as
badly split between the PSOE and
Podemos, which, in alliance with
other left-wing groups, took 17
seats, under the banner Adelante
Andalusia.
To that extent, the vote reflects a
European-wide trend of increasing
defiance of voters towards sitting
political elites and consequent
fragmentation. The result certainly
complicates the task of the minority
Socialist government of Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez, who is hardly
likely to call snap elections any time
soon.
Vox leaders say they want to
make Spain great again but, as with
those who argue in favour of Brexit,
the means of achieving that goal are
hazy. They like to say their party is
one of “extreme necessity” rather
than extremism.
Beyond these words, which
attempt to throw a smokescreen
over what is a hard-right wing
party, the uncomfortable truth is
that a five-party scenario is in place
across Spain and that life for African
migrants will not become more
pleasant.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.

Love refugees? Is Britain redefining a fraught debate?
Rashmee
Roshan Lall

O

n Black Friday,
November 22, an
unusual shopping experience was offered
to Londoners. A popup store, set up by a
charity in the heart of the British
capital, gave shoppers the chance
to buy gifts for refugees.
People could choose from a
range of products a refugee might
find useful — relief items such as
sleeping bags, emergency blankets
and solar lamps — or they could
pay upfront for longer-term practical help such as legal support.
By splitting the store into three
areas, the Help Refugees charity
tried to convey a sense of the stages
of a refugee’s journey: survival,
shelter and the future. Emergency
blankets were about survival; the
purchase of legal help for the asylum process or family reunion was
an investment in a refugee’s future.
What’s all of that about one
might ask, especially in Britain,
where concerns about immigration,
foreigners and refugees were a key
driver of the 2016 vote to leave the

There is a need to return to the
moment when the meanings of
exile changed from heroic to
threatening, from an
imperative to act to an
imposition to be fended off.

European Union. As of last April,
the United Kingdom had taken in a
little more than 10,000 Syrian refugees over two-and-a-half years.
That number, incidentally, is considered so small that late last year,
a senior official of the UN refugee
agency publicly expressed hope
Britain would make a “step change
[by] doubling” its annual refugee
intake.
In that context, the idea of Help
Refugees’ pop-up shop seems as
transient as its physical manifestation. Was the shop and its eager
customers a one-off heart-warming
gesture in tune with the Christmas
season’s charitable impulses or
might it be the harbinger of a subtle
shift in the fraught conversation
over refugees?
There are indications that change
is in the air. After video of an attack
on a 15-year-old Syrian refugee in
north-western England went viral,
the outrage was swift and from
unexpected quarters.
On November 28, Nadine Dorries,
a Conservative MP who has previously linked London Mayor Sadiq
Khan to Muslim sexual predators,
called for “love and acceptance”
of refugees. Zac Goldsmith, a
Conservative MP who once made
spurious connections between
Khan and Islamist extremists,
described the video as “heartbreaking.” Tobias Ellwood, a member
of the Conservative government,
said the attack was an “absolute
disgrace” though that tweet was
subsequently deleted. Ellwood
has voted in parliament to shut a
sanctuary scheme for young Syrian
refugees.
In broad terms, too, Britons seem
to be more sympathetic towards

refugees and migrants than a year
ago. Going by the Aurora Humanitarian Index, which surveys public
opinion in 12 countries, British
people say they feel the refugee’s
distress more acutely.
In its survey of 1,053 Britons, the
index said 52% of respondents said
they were in favour of more UK
government support for refugees
and 38% expressed regret that too
little was being done.
Although relatively new (having started in 2016), the Aurora
Humanitarian Index may be a useful measure of public opinion
on humanitarian initiatives. It
is emotionally connected to the
issues at hand, being part of a
slew of initiatives by an Armenian
foundation that seeks to highlight
the generosity of strangers towards
those in peril, not least Armenian
survivors of the 1915 genocide. The
foundation counts actor George
Clooney, Ireland’s former President
Mary Robinson, former Mexican
President Ernesto Zedillo and former US Ambassador to the United
Nations Samantha Power among its
active supporters.
Is a recalibration of attitudes to
refugees under way in Britain then
and might it help change the discourse in other parts of the world?
“Placeless People: Writing, Rights
and Refugees,” a new book by British professor Lyndsey Stonebridge,
argues there is a need to return to
the moment when the meanings of
exile — refugeehood and statelessness — changed from heroic to
threatening, from an imperative to
act to an imposition to be fended
off.
When was that moment? Certainly well after the 1951 Geneva

Convention, which defined the
status of refugees, set out the rights
of individuals granted asylum and
the responsibilities of nations.
It was not until 1967 that the
convention embraced a broader
definition of “refugee” than just
the Europeans displaced by conflict
and violence before January 1,
1951, and it was only in the 1990s
that asylum policy in the United
States — leader of the “free world”
— started to pick and choose among
desperate asylum seekers: Cubans
were privileged for political reasons; Haitians were not.
As Stonebridge notes, two categories of refugee emerged out of
the mid-20th century, “the political
exile, often assumed to be European, carrying with them ‘fascist or
communist persecution, heroism,
and escape,’ and ‘non-European
refugees, most of them left outside
the scope of the international refugee regime.”
The latter, she adds, were
“scooped into the humanitarian
(at best) no-man’s land of potential
and sometimes permanent statelessness.”
In 1944, the political philosopher
and refugee Hannah Arendt wrote:
“Everywhere the word ‘exile,’
which once had an undertone of almost sacred awe, now provokes the
idea of something simultaneously
suspicious and unfortunate.”
In 2018, Arendt sounds almost
like a TV pundit, albeit with better
analysis.
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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OPEC defies Washington,
agrees to cut production
Jareer Elass

With inflation
at more than
20%, Turkey
sticks to 5% target

Stiff test.
Saudi Oil
Minister
Khalid
al-Falih (L)
and Emirati
Minister of
Energy Suhail
Mohamed
al-Mazrouei
during a news
conference
after an OPEC
meeting
in Vienna,
December 7.

Washington

O

il ministers from OPEC
countries and independent producer allies spent
a tumultuous two days of
tense negotiations in Vienna before
cobbling together a production cut
agreement that will pull 1.2 million
barrels per day (bpd) of oil from international markets heading into
2019.
This move is an effort by the
OPEC+ alliance to correct a 30% collapse in oil prices over the past two
months.
OPEC will account for 800,000
bpd of the volume cut, with the
non-OPEC contingent led by Russia responsible for the remaining
400,000 bpd. The reductions will
be made from October output levels
and the agreement is to last through
June 2019.
Adding to the intrigue in Vienna
was a controversial breakfast chat
between the Trump administration’s top official on Iran and Saudi
Oil Minister Khalid al-Falih on the
eve of the talks that raised eyebrows
and the ire of Iranian Oil Minister
Bijan Zanganeh.
Despite OPEC leader Saudi Arabia’s repeated insistence heading
into the December 6-7 meetings that
every oil producer involved in the
OPEC+ alliance — including sanctions-hit Iran — must accept taking
a reduction, Riyadh acquiesced to
Tehran’s request for an exemption
to save the overall deal.
With Venezuela and Libya also
exempt from the agreement, the remaining members will each reduce
output 2.5% from October’s levels.
The deliberations underscored
deep divisions within OPEC and
highlighted the dominant role that
Russia plays in the OPEC+ alliance.
Smaller OPEC producers, who already feel marginalised by Riyadh’s
leadership position in the organisation, are increasingly uncomfortable with the cosy collaboration
that has developed between Saudi
Arabia and Russia.
Russian Oil Minister Alexander
Novak reportedly played go-between December 6 to bridge differences between the Iranian and
Saudi delegations before he shuttled to Moscow to coordinate with

Briefs

(AP)

(Reuters)

Russian President Vladimir Putin on
Russia’s position on its own cuts. He
returned to Vienna December 7 for
final negotiations.
Russia had balked at reducing its
oil output by more than 150,000
bpd but accepted a cut closer to
230,000 bpd. Novak noted that the
Russian decrease would be gradual
due to climatic conditions that affect Russia’s oil fields.
The OPEC+ alliance, which has
been coordinating production levels for two years, went to Vienna
urgently needing to address prices
that have fallen to 12-month lows
since early October due to market
oversupply.
The saturated market conditions
had partly resulted from Saudiled efforts to pump more oil at the
Trump administration’s urging to
ensure market stability in the face
of US sanctions on Iran. However,
Riyadh and its allies felt deceived
watching US crude production hit
record highs and Washington granting sanctions waivers to eight countries buying oil from Tehran.
This time, OPEC and its allies
were set to defy the wishes of US
President Donald Trump, who has
routinely publicly lambasted the
producers, accusing them of pushing up oil prices unnecessarily.
On December 5, Trump tweeted:

“Hopefully OPEC will be keeping oil
flows as is, not restricted. The world
does not want to see, or need, higher oil prices!”
The OPEC+ alliance has not only
received blowback from the US
leader: The International Energy
Agency (IEA) warned against cuts
that could lead to higher oil prices.

The deliberations
underscored deep
divisions within OPEC and
highlighted the dominant
role that Russia plays in
the OPEC+ alliance.
IEA Executive Director Fatih Birol
called on producers and consumers “to have common sense in these
difficult days” and said he hoped
“prices do not rise again because
this will not really be good news for
the global economy which is very
fragile.”
However, in its November market
report, OPEC argued that demand
for its oil in 2019 would be 1.1 million bpd less than 2018 and approximately 1.4 million bpd below current OPEC production.
A secret breakfast meeting between Falih and Brian Hook, US
special representative for Iran, on

December 5 may have factored into
Riyadh’s calculations for the collective output reductions or at least
their duration.
The Saudis initially denied the
meeting had taken place but Falih
confirmed it and said he discussed
the US sanctions on Iran with Hook
and how the sanctions would move
forward. The US waivers granted to
eight countries, allowing them to
continue purchasing Iranian crude,
are to be reviewed after six months,
with buyers expected to demonstrate they have effectively reduced
their Iranian oil volumes over that
period.
Upon hearing about the meeting
between Hook and Falih, Zanganeh
blasted the Trump administration
for its “interventionist” approach in
comments carried by his ministry’s
official news service: “If Mr Hook
has come to Vienna to apply for
US membership in OPEC, and this
is the reason why he meets OPEC
members, this request shall be reviewed. OPEC is an independent
organisation and is not part of the
US Department of Energy to take
orders from Washington,” declared
Zanganeh.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues
for The Arab Weekly.

Will Saudi Arabia invest in Turkmen energy projects?
John C.K. Daly

S

audi Arabia is increasingly looking to diversify
its portfolio and opportunities might exist in
Turkmenistan.
The Turkmen government’s Russian-language newspaper Neitral’nyi Turkmenistan
reported in October that Saudi
Arabia discussed investing in “joint
projects in the fuel and energy sector and a number of other industries.” This was during a meeting in
Ashgabat of the intergovernmental
Turkmen-Saudi commission on
trade and economic cooperation,
said Turkmen cabinet Vice-Chairman Myratgeldi Meredov.
The likely projects include the
$7.6 billion, 1,814km Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India
transnational gas pipeline (TAPI).
Orient, another Turkmen media
outlet, reported that Saudi Arabia
has allocated significant funds to

Turkey’s central bank said it
would stick with a 5% inflation target, a deeply ambitious goal after
this year’s currency crisis sent the
inflation rate soaring to a 15-year
high of 25%.
The bank said it would change
its monetary policy if exchange
rate moves had a lasting effect on
price stability, helping the lira gain
nearly 1% against the dollar.
It stressed coordination with
government policy in fighting
inflation, saying its first objective
was to bring inflation down to
single digits and stabilise it at approximately 5%.

support pipeline construction and
the project is on course to purchase
material for the main line.
TAPI would run from Galkynysh,
the largest gas field in Turkmenistan, through Afghanistan’s Herat
and Kandahar, then Chaman, Quetta and Multan in Pakistan before
terminating at Fazilka, India, near
the border with Pakistan.
The idea of TAPI goes back more
than two decades. Turkmenistan
and Pakistan initialled a memorandum of understanding in 1995.
In a grandly optimistic gesture,
the Turkmen government began
construction in December 2015 and
announced that the project would
be completed in December 2019.
The state company TurkmenGas
heads the consortium that will
design, build, own and operate the
pipeline. It’s not hard to see why
Ashgabat is so keen on TAPI.
It would be a lifeline for Turkmenistan, whose sole export is
natural gas, much of which is
exported to China at low prices.
In the most optimistic scenario,
TAPI would allow Turkmenistan to
diversify its gas exports and help
to “pacify” Afghanistan even as it
helps Pakistan and India meet their

rising demands for fuel.
TAPI, however, has been bedevilled by two major problems
— security and funding. While
Saudi assistance could resolve the
latter, money can’t do much about
security.
Most of the pipeline’s Afghan
portion would run alongside the
Kandahar-Herat highway. The
Afghan government has said that a
special security system will be put
in place. In 2010, Afghan Minister
of Mines and Industries Wahidullah Shahrani declared the country
would “deploy about 7,000 troops
to secure a major transnational
gas pipeline to run through some
of the most dangerous parts of the
war-torn country.” The wording
said it all.
Turkmenistan had already expressed similar concerns. In 2008,
it co-sponsored a resolution on
reliable energy transit at the United
Nations. It recognised the need
for international cooperation to
ensure “the reliable transportation
of energy to international markets
through pipelines and other transportation systems.”
The question remains why Saudi
Arabia would be interested in a

project so risky it has been unable
to secure full funding for more than
two decades?
The context of any investment by
Riyadh appears to be grounded in
finding investment opportunities
that would be unaffected by international sanctions. The post-Soviet
space is ideal. Furthermore, Saudi
Arabia has a good working relationship with Russia, former regional
overlord.
A second political benefit is
that TAPI is strongly supported by
Washington, unlike a rival proposal
for an Iran-India pipeline.
The final reason for Saudi Arabia
to underwrite the initiative is
diversification of its foreign energy
holdings. Because Afghanistan,
Pakistan and India would all love to
see TAPI built, a collateral benefit
for Riyadh would be the political
gratitude in an increasingly important region.
Accordingly, with an estimated
cost of up to $10 billion, TAPI may
be quite the political bargain for
Saudi Arabia.
John C.K. Daly is a Washingtonbased specialist on Russian and
post-Soviet affairs.

Dubai property
prices sink 7.4%
as UAE job
growth slows
Prices for Dubai’s residential real
estate sank 7.4% in the third quarter
of 2018 from a year earlier, with the
drop accelerating from a 5.8% fall in
the second quarter, the UAE central
bank said.
Prices have been falling quarteron-quarter almost continually since
the start of 2017 because of a worsening supply/demand balance. The
central bank quoted the REIDIN
residential sales price index, which
indicated prices fell 2.5% from the
July-September quarter.
Residential real estate prices in
neighbouring Abu Dhabi, the other
big emirate in the UAE, dropped
6.1% year-on-year in the third quarter after a 6.9% slide in the second
quarter.
(Reuters)

More than
700,000 Afghans
leave Iran as
economy slows
More than 700,000 undocumented Afghans have returned from Iran
this year as the Iranian economy
tightens, with a knock-on effect on
the Afghan economy, data from the
United Nations’ migration agency
indicated.
In a report covering the period
ending December 1, the International Organisation for Migration
said 752,325 Afghans had returned
from Iran and Pakistan, including
721,633 from Iran.
(Reuters)

Yemen central
bank expecting $3
billion to prop up
stricken economy
Yemen’s central bank is waiting
for deposits worth $3 billion from
foreign sources, the state news
agency SABA quoted bank Governor
Mohammed Zammam as saying.
The deposits are expected to prop
up the battered Yemeni economy
and its currency, the rial, whose
value has recently improved to 400
against the dollar from a previous
mark of 800 to the dollar.
(Reuters)
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Jordan’s tourist arrivals, revenue show improvement
A unique
experience.
A tourist
takes pictures
during a tour
of the ancient
city of Petra.

Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J

ordan is hoping to woo endof-year tourists with a host of
events and new services despite setbacks in which more
than 4,000 tourists were evacuated after flash floods inundated
the rose-red city of Petra, killing 11
Jordanians.
Heavy rains in October and November also claimed the lives of
21 people, mostly students, swept
away during a field trip to the Dead
Sea. Calls were made to cancel
end-of-year celebrations following
the incident, the deadliest in Jordan involving schoolchildren.
However, Jordan, which was
listed by Lonely Planet as the sixth
top travel destination of 2019, is
determined to stay positive, said
Abed Razzaq Arabiyat, managing
director of the Jordan Tourism
Board.
He said the number of tourists who visited Jordan in the first
eight months of 2018 increased
12% compared to 9% in the same
period in 2017 and revenues from
tourism increased 14%. In the first
six months of 2018, 2.3 million
tourists visited Jordan compared
to 2.1 million tourists in the same
period in 2017.
“We are optimistic and thrilled
to see that the efforts invested by
the Jordan Tourism Board have
been recognised by leading travel
publication Lonely Planet, which
has been guiding travel enthusiasts from every corner of the world
for nearly 45 years,” he said.

Tourists wishing to visit
Jordan can benefit from
Asfar, a free application
for smart devices in Arabic
and English.
Former Jordanian Tourism Minister Lina Annab, who resigned
after the fatal floods, had stated:
“Featuring sixth on such a prestigious, international and trusted
publication is quite an achievement for Jordan.
“This nomination will play a pivotal role in increasing the number
of new tourists to Jordan to ex-

(Reuters)

plore this Middle Eastern time-old
destination with a modern twist
and will act as a reminder to those
who’ve already visited Jordan that
a revisit is due.”
Arabiyat noted that “the listing will promote Jordan as a hub
for adventure through the Jordan
Trail, where visitors can hike, bike
or visit the lowest point on Earth at
the Dead Sea. They can also camp
in the Wadi Rum desert and marvel at the sky’s clear stars, visit the
Nabatean Petra, one of the [New]
Seven Wonders of the World or enjoy the Red Sea’s lush coral scene
in Aqaba.”
Jordan’s Central Bank said tourism income increased to $4.5 billion during the first ten months of
2018 compared to $4 billion in the
same period last year.
A general atmosphere of sadness related to the flood victims

prevails, however. The public and
officials have called for the cancellation of concerts planned for the
festive season in the Dead Sea resorts. MP Sadah Habashneh wrote
on his Facebook page: “We are not
against art and joy, we wish happiness to all Jordanians but to have a
concert for (Lebanese singer) Wael
Kfoury at this time and location is
unethical and unacceptable.”
Former MP Amjad Msalamani,
however, welcomed the arrival of
low-budget airlines Ryanair and
EasyJet to Jordan as a positive sign
but cautioned that “we need to
study if these airlines will bring in
tourists or just fly out Jordanians at
cheap fares.”
Jordan’s tourism industry suffered a painful blow in 2016 when
terrorists killed ten people, including a Canadian tourist, in Karak
City’s historical castle. The inci-

dent prompted the government
to double its efforts to bring back
tourists.
“We need to be positive again
and I think tourists are responding
due to the various packages provided by the travel agents here in
Jordan and abroad. In fact, we are
forecasting positive results in the
number of tourists visiting Aqaba,
the Dead Sea and (the Jordan River)
baptism site, “said Murad Ghsoun,
owner of Skygate travel agency.
Tourists wishing to visit Jordan
can benefit from Asfar, a free application for smart devices in both
Arabic and English.
Asfar was developed by Yasser
Mehyar, a journalist who said there
was a need for an application that
makes it easier for visitors to get to
know the most famous tourist and
archaeological sites in Jordan. It is
the first location-based app for the

country’s hotels and apartments.
“Asfar has it all from reserving
a hotel and restaurant to finding
touristic sites and events through
the use of GPS technology and it
serves the Arab and foreign tourists
anywhere and provides them with
all the info needed by simply using
their smart devices,” Mehyar said.
Another recently introduced
service targeting tourists and business travellers in Jordan is the Air
Taxi.
“Today, we have the first Air Taxi
service, which is similar to the services that can be found around the
world, and tourists can really benefit from it to visit archaeological
sites or Aqaba and Petra in a very
short time and with great flexibility,” Ghsoun said.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

Algeria to build $6 billion phosphate plant with China
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgeria struck a $6 billion
phosphate
joint-venture
deal with China to build a
phosphate plant in Tebessa
province in eastern Algeria.
“We are witnessing the biggest
economic project that Algeria has
seen in more than a decade,” Algerian Prime Minister Ahmed Ouyahia
said at the signing ceremony in
Ouglat-Ahmed, 500km east of Algiers.
“The plant will come online in
2022, and it will create 3,000 jobs,”
Abdelmoumen Ould Kaddour, CEO
of state energy firm Sonatrach, said.
The project plans to expand the
output of the Bled El-Hadba phosphate mine in the eastern region of
Tebessa from 1 million tonnes annually to 10 million tonnes.

Sonatrach will hold a 51%
share of the project while
the Chinese partners have
a 49% stake.
The
deal
brings
together
Sonatrach, Algeria’s Manal and Asmidal groups and a Chinese stateowned consortium CITIC Group
Corporation Limited, which is
China’s biggest conglomerate with
the largest pools of foreign assets

in the world.
Sonatrach will hold a 51% share of
the project while the Chinese partners have a 49% stake.
“The embedded project aims at
greatly upgrading the valorisation of
the phosphate as a natural resource
through the production of fertilisers, ammonia and several other
by-products,” said Industry Minister Yousef Yousfi. He added that he
expected a 4 million-tonne output
of fertiliser and a 1.2 million-tonne
output of ammonia per year.
Algeria, which has the third largest phosphate reserves in the world,
is looking to increase phosphate
production from 2 million tonnes
per year to 15 million tonnes per year
by 2020 and to 30 million tonnes by
2030. That would make it one of the
world’s top phosphate and fertiliser
exporters.
“If the project succeeds in controlling the costs and deadlines as
well as quality, it will allow Algeria
to have a genuine mining industry,
which will be expanded gradually,”
said Ould Kaddour, who is spearheading the project.
Ouyahia said the government was
eyeing similar projects to tap the
country’s phosphate potential. It’s
one of the ways Algiers is diversifying the economy away from oil and
gas, which account for 97% of total
exports and 60% of the state budget.
If Algeria meets target outputs,
the Maghreb would have the potential to supply the world with more

Reaching out. Sonatrach’s CEO Abdelmoumen Ould Kaddour speaks
during an international forum in Algiers, October 29.
(Reuters)
than 35 million tonnes of phosphate
per year by 2020. Morocco’s phosphate production capacity per year
is 12 million tonnes and Tunisia produces up to 8 million tonnes annually.
More than 80% of the world’s
rock phosphate reserves is in the
Maghreb, with an estimated 50 billion tonnes in Morocco and more
than 5 billion tonnes in the disputed
Western Sahara.
Estimates by the US Geological

Survey (USGS) for phosphate reserves found Morocco has approximately 75% of the world’s reserves
followed by China with a share of
6%. Algeria has the third-largest
phosphate reserves in the world
with 3 billion tonnes, the World Atlas stated.
Under French colonial rule, Algeria was the world’s second-largest
exporter of phosphate in the early
1900s when it sold abroad around
2.5 million tonnes versus the United

States 3.2 million tonnes.
After independence, Algerian
leaders neglected the development
of the mining industry, focusing on
expanding the gas and oil sector.
Global demand for phosphate has
been growing steadily to meet population growth and economic and
social development, which cause
high demand for food. Demand for
phosphate is projected to rise 2% annually and reach 49 million tonnes
by the end of this decade, estimates
from the UN Food and Agriculture
Organisation and USGS state.
The Algerian phosphate development project was in talks for years
when China stepped in, as initial
deals with foreign investments.
“The deal signing highlights the
level of the strategic cooperation
between Algeria and China,” said
Ouyahia.
China has emerged as Algeria’s
main import market, sending $8.3
billion worth of goods to the country in 2017, outranking Algeria’s
trade with traditional partners in
Europe. France saw its sales to Algeria drop 10% to $4.3 billion in 2017,
while Italian and Spanish exports to
Algeria fell 19.2% and 12.3%, respectively.
Algeria’s trade data for the first
10 months of this year put China
as the leading exporter to Algeria with $6.4 billion, followed
by France with $3.8 billion, Italy
with $3.1 billion and Spain with
$2.9 billion.
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Remembering a British radio
personality in Lebanon

B

Justin Salhani

eirut radio personality Gavin Ford did
not show up for his
early morning show on
November 27. Ford had
lived and worked for
22 years in Beit Mery, a small town
in the hills overlooking Beirut. He
developed a reputation as a meticulous personality who valued
professionalism. Tardiness was
not in his repertoire.
Thrown off by the uncharacteristic absence, station staff members tried to determine Ford’s
whereabouts. A few hours later, a
neighbour’s friend pushed open
the ajar door to Ford’s apartment
to see a brutal scene.

Ford’s modulated
voice gives me
recollections of
horrendous traffic
but also of the
constant blue skies.
A police statement said two
men strangled Ford and beat
him with a sharp object until he
was unconscious. They stole his
car and some of his possessions.
Grisly photos of the scene spread
on Lebanese social media groups,
attracting heavy criticism from
disgusted users. A state prosecutor ordered his military equivalent
to investigate the photo leaks.
Two men were apprehended
and reportedly admitted to the
killing, saying they had intended
to rob Ford’s home.
A service for Ford was conducted at a church in Beit Mery
on December 2. It was unclear
if his body will be repatriated to
the United Kingdom or stay in his
adopted country.
“One realises that he is born of
this country where everything is
to be taken away,” Albert Camus
wrote in “Summer in Algiers”
about his homeland of Algeria but
the same could easily be applied
to Ford and Lebanon. Ford was
not born in Lebanon but it was
there that he not only gave his life
but had it taken from him.
Ford, 53, was born in the United
Kingdom and went to Lebanon
through Cyprus. He had gone to
Lebanon dreaming of deserts and

camels, only to be disappointed by
the lack of both.
He hit the air in 1996 with Radio
One’s “Gavin Ford in the Morning”
and quickly became a favourite for
commuters. As years passed, he
remained a staple for many Lebanese who listened to his Englishlanguage programme on their way
to school or work. His longevity
means that many could claim they
had heard him while travelling to
both.
The events that overlapped
Ford’s tenure are extensive. The
fact that he stuck by Lebanon
through the country’s ups and
downs is impressive. Those events
included the Israeli withdrawal
from southern Lebanon in 2000,
the Cedar Revolution in 2005 and
the end of the Syrian occupation,
the Hezbollah-Israel War of 2006,
the May 7 conflict in 2008, the
start of the Syrian war in 2011 and
the resulting refugee crisis.
“He has stuck with Lebanon in
all the rough patches we’ve had
over the past two decades and
the few great runs,” Gino Raidy,
a Lebanese blogger wrote in a
tribute to Ford. “That’s how long
we’ve gotten used to his voice and
jokes in the morning, and for most
of you reading this, that’s most if
not all of your lives.”
For nearly five years, I called
Beirut home. I have personal
memories of Ford and his co-host,
Olga Habre, being the background
during drives from my wife’s
home in Zouk to her work in Beirut. Ford’s modulated voice gives
me recollections of horrendous
traffic but also of the constant
blue skies. I occasionally thought
of him on my short walk from
my wife’s office to my apartment
in Qantari. What made him stay
here? Did he feel like this was his
home?
“To come alive again one needs
a special grace, self-forgetfulness
or a homeland,” Camus again.
Ford had all of these. Especially,
he had in Lebanon a homeland.
“He would tell me how beautiful he thought Lebanon was, and
loved going to historical sites and
villages to take in the culture,
and loved spending time on the
beach,” Habre wrote in the Executive Magazine shortly after Ford’s
death. “He especially loved the
people — he thought there was
something very special about the
Lebanese. He complained too, like
the rest of us, but always had hope
for his little-adopted country.”
Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Milan, Italy.

Remarkable career. A 2017 file picture shows a portrait of British
radio personality Gavin Ford in the town of Beit Mery, east of
Beirut.
(AFP)

Ahead of the game. A 2017 file picture shows people taking a picture with the world’s first operational
police robot near the Burj Khalifa in Dubai.
(AFP)

UAE sees future in
artificial intelligence
Caline Malek

Abu Dhabi

W

ith research emerging
about the global effect
of artificial intelligence
(AI), countries in the
Middle East and North Africa must
get involved in the technological
evolution to be ahead of the game,
a report points out.
“Notes from the AI Frontier:
Modelling the Impact of AI on the
World Economy” by the McKinsey
Global Institute lays out factors
contributing to a country becoming a leader — or falling behind — in
artificial intelligence. Those factors
include access to talent, an education system that generates it, funding and a desirable geographical
location.
Officials and experts said those
drivers of the adoption and success
in AI have clear implications for
countries such as the United Arab
Emirates.
“A few months back, we discussed what happens when people
lose their jobs to AI,” said Omar alOlama, UAE minister for artificial
intelligence. “Sheikh Mohammed
bin Rashid al-Maktoum, UAE vicepresident, prime minister and ruler
of Dubai, said it was not a model
that has one element to it and there
are many challenges and opportunities we need to address. He said
to look at the economic, social and
security impact of all these technologies and understand what has the
most positive possibility.”
Speaking at the EmTech MENA
conference in September in Dubai,
Olama said people lose jobs because of advances in any technology. “It’s not just AI,” he said. “It’s
important for us as humans to be
agile and people who don’t accept
change are unfortunately not part
of the future.”
The UAE is embracing that
change with technologically driven
initiatives. Some include training
programmes, summer camps and
educational curricula for students
to better understand AI and what
role they can play in the future.
“This will steer them in that direction,” Olama said. “One element
is looking at talent specifically, seeing what ideas they have and looking at how we can implement them.
It happens in Emirates Towers with
the Dubai Future Accelerators and
we believe that whatever is seen as
a crazy idea globally can change the
world. This is how world-changing
ideas start.”
The emirate also plans on having

Ahead of the game. Visitors attend the “Edge of Government”
exhibition at the Museum of the Future during the World
Government Summit in Dubai, last February.
half of its buildings 3D printed by
2030. “The targets seem ambitious
but short-term milestones need to
be achieved to ensure we embrace
these technologies,” Olama said.
“It’s a multifaceted approach and
we’re looking to become a testbed
for these solutions.”
UAE officials are keeping an open
and optimistic — yet cautious —
mind regarding AI. “We need to
understand the many opportunities we want to leverage and be
conscious of the impact,” Olama
explained. “We want to have a testbed for any country and company
around the world to test [technologies] here and see the impact.”
He said these elements coming
together give the UAE a unique
selling point compared to other
countries. “In specific countries, if
something goes wrong, livelihoods
are at risk,” he said, “but in the UAE,
we can control that. We can stop
the process, go back to the drawing
board and fine-tune it. Many companies, governments and academia
want to come here for testing.”
Automation is expected to
change the world for the better,
with the market estimated to reach
$42 billion by 2025. Experts have
hope for dealing with expected
job losses. “If displaced workers
are able to be re-employed within
a year, automation can [uplift] the
economy,” said Clarissa Chen, chief
operating officer at Udacity, which
offers online courses for a technology-driven economy.
“Everyone has the power to
change this dynamic and I propose we become job-neutral, which
means that for every job your organisation displaces with technol-

(AP)

ogy, you commit to educating one
person and making it possible for
them to pursue a career in technology.”
Increasing access to tech education is a major driving force of
Udacity. “It’s in our DNA,” Chen
said. “We need to do a better job of
reaching out to people outside of
tech — truck drivers, factory workers and more. They’ll build a better
life for themselves, their families
and the rest of society. Anyone who
wants to learn deserves to be educated.”
Making technology less intimidating will prove crucial in that
shift. “We need to show people how
rewarding it can be to come up with
solutions to the world’s biggest
problems,” Chen said.
Olama suggested taxi drivers
could become the next computer
scientists, if they wish. “They can
learn how to code and become
someone who’s a part of the future,” he said. “Our ‘One Million
Arab Coders’ programme is open
to the whole region and we’re looking at places where we will have
the highest efficiency if we deploy
AI solutions in government. We’re
looking at how we can migrate people slowly as we don’t want to be
rash.
“Our approach is addressing this
scientifically: We put a hypothesis,
train it, test it, then look at the theory and implement it on a wide scale
if it actually works. Every initiative
has always gone through that process and it will be cross-cutting for
citizens to be tech-informed.”
Caline Malek is an Arab Weekly
contributor in the Abu Dhabi.
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Dubai’s World Tolerance Summit embraces diversity
Caline Malek

Abu Dhabi

R

educing the knowledge gap
between Islam and the West
was one of the key themes
of the World Tolerance Summit organised by the International
Institute for Tolerance as part of the
Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum
Global Initiatives.
With discrimination and racism
spreading in the West, more than
1,000 officials, social activists and
academics gathered in Dubai to set
the tone on tolerance.
“We are in dire need for the dissemination of tolerance,” said Saudi
Princess Lamia Bint Majed Saud Al
Saud, secretary-general of Alwaleed
Philanthropies. “The best policy is
moderation. After 9/11, pressure on
Islam and Saudi Arabia led to the
creation of Alwaleed Philanthropies
to make the world better understand who Muslims and Saudis are.”
Through centres in Harvard, Cambridge, the American University of
Cairo and other locations, the organisation focuses on social development, education, health care and
infrastructure.

Curricula, school teachers
and mothers were called
on to pass on a more
tolerant message to
children.
“We work on women and youth
empowerment, providing assistance
in times of disaster and looking to
reduce the gap between Islam and
the West,” Princess Lamia said. “We
produce research that helps governments to help Arabs and Muslims in
these countries have a better life.
“Tolerance is accepting others and
refraining from judging others. Saudi women have an issue in particular
because there is an idea, especially
in the West, that we are persecuted.
But nobody knows us. They talk
about us but no one speaks to us.”
She said people should give women a chance and understand their
circumstances. “In the [Gulf Cooperation Council] GCC, we’re tribal,”

she added. “We have our traditions,
which might not be understood by
the West, and we might not understand their traditions but we accept
them.”
She mentioned the importance of
plurality and the need to avoid differentiating based on race, ethnicity, religion or geography. With the
objective to make the world a better
place, the organisation aims to ensure gender equality.
“Our work is to transmit what is
happening on the ground to decision makers for them to take more
informed decisions,” Princess Lamia
said, “but we lack a lot of statistics in
this part of the world. We have many
surveys and statistics we need to develop to know the gaps or shortcomings and find out where there are
misconceptions. We should work on
correcting misconceptions.”
Faisal bin Muaammar, secretarygeneral of the King Abdullah bin
Abdulaziz International Centre for
Interreligious and Intercultural Dialogue in Austria, said there is a need
to strengthen and encourage peace
and cultural diversity through religious values, education, media and
cultural values.
“We also need government guidance,” he said. “We have to provide
necessary programmes that will
help us tackle such problems. Tolerance has a long way to go but in our
history, religion, culture and heritage, it is vital.”
Experts spoke of a retreat on multilateralism, with a growing number
of leaders who try to create their
own identity rather than building
diversity.
“What I’ve been seeing in recent
times in the Western world is a rise
of intolerance and racism,” said
Adama Dieng, special adviser on
the Prevention of Genocide at the
United Nations. “Migrants and refugees are being humiliated and dehumanised, which reminds us of what
happened in Europe ahead of World
War II when Jews were being used
as scapegoats and Europe remained
at the time silent. That led Hitler to
mount his troops.”
He pointed to events around
the world, where people are being killed because of who they
are, their identity, religion or

A long history of tolerance. A photo of late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan (background) is seen on screen
during a workshop of the World Tolerance Summit in Dubai.
(Twitter)
physical characteristics.
“In 1994, 800,000 people were
killed because they were Tutsis,”
said Dieng. “A year later, 8,000 Muslim Bosnians were killed and, today,
the Rohingya population is being
killed simply because of who they
are, which shouldn’t be accepted.
“You can’t have peace or security
where you are not taking action to
prevent exclusion.”
The United Arab Emirates enacted
an anti-discrimination law in 2015, a
move GCC Secretary-General Abdullatif al-Zayani said the GCC should
follow.
“Institutions are required to work
together,” he said. “We need centres, training courses and detailed
programmes and we should focus
on educational programmes and
sustainable educational coping with
the current era to prepare the youth
for the future.
“It’s a holistic approach including
everyone to make tolerance a funda-

mental principle and a reality. Tolerance is a must to realise the peace
and prosperity we want.”
He said development would not
be attainable without tolerance and
peace, which leaders must exhibit.
“We have big challenges ahead
of us given the circumstances in
the region,” he added. “Threats are
constantly evolving so we hope the
governments of the future will be
agile and [embrace] change, engaging everyone and developing legislations that don’t discriminate. They
should be able to put in place the institutions we need and we want the
GCC to be the basis for more development.”
Curricula, school teachers and
mothers were also called on to pass
on a more tolerant message to children. “They must be well prepared
to entrench tolerance and positive
ideas in the minds of children,” said
former Arab League Secretary-General Amr Moussa. “It’s crucial to get

youth on the right path.”
During the summit, themed
“Prospering from Pluralism: Embracing Diversity through Innovation and Collaboration,” UAE Tolerance Minister Sheikh Nahyan bin
Mubarak Al Nahyan introduced the
National Research Project on Tolerance to strengthen tolerance among
individuals, families, local communities and around the world. He
also announced the establishment
of the Global Tolerance Alliance to
promote tolerance throughout the
world.
“Only successful pluralism, supported by useful research and
positive dialogue, can guarantee
a peaceful future in the world,” he
said. “Tolerance thrives on education and knowledge, all forms of
communication and the creation of
local and global partnerships that
enhance hope in the future and promote peace, prosperity and a dignified life for all.”

First Christian mass held in Saudi Arabia
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gypt’s Christians are optimistic following the first
Coptic mass in Saudi Arabia.
Dozens of Coptic Christians
attended the mass at a tourist facility in Riyadh.
The mass, Egypt’s Christians said,
reflects the tremendous changes
happening in Saudi Arabia.
“It even portends more change
in that great country in the future,”
said Father Polis Halim, spokesman
of the Egyptian Coptic Orthodox
Church. “Saudi Arabia is showing
an admirable degree of tolerance
that gives us a lot of hope.”
The story began in May when
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman bin Abdulaziz visited Saint
Mark’s Coptic Orthodox Cathedral
in Cairo and met with Coptic Pope
Tawadros II. The crown prince invited Tawadros to visit Saudi Arabia
and check on the condition of the
Copts — mostly expat Egyptians —
living there.
Bishop Ava Morkos, a senior Coptic official, travelled to Riyadh and
was received by the head of the panIslamic NGO Muslim World League
Mohammed al-Eissa. On December
2, Morkos said the first Coptic mass
in Saudi Arabia.
“This is a historic development,”
Morkos told The Arab Weekly in a
telephone interview from Riyadh.
“Saudi Arabia is setting a wonderful

Different era. Coptic Orthodox Pope Tawadros II (C-R) and Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (C-L) at the
Cathedral of Abbasiya in Cairo, last March.
(AFP)
example for tolerance.”
Having an Egyptian bishop say
mass in Saudi Arabia would have
been inconceivable not long ago,
before a range of social reforms
were introduced in the kingdom.
Over the past year, women have
been granted the right to drive, attend football matches along with
men and work side by side with
male co-workers.

Cinemas are being constructed
across the country, musical concerts are being organised and attended by all social classes. Arab
and international artists are visiting
Riyadh in rapid succession.
This is also about the potential change of fortunes for Christians in the Middle East, with the
richest country in the region opening to one of the oldest religious

communities in the Middle East.
The rise of Islamist extremism
across the region has led to repeated
attacks on the Middle East’s Christian communities. Many Egyptian
Copts point to the rise of the outlawed Muslim Brotherhood in 201213 as the start of the latest campaign
against them.
“Christians feared for their lives
and fled the country,” Tawadros told
Saudi Arabia’s Arab News. “When
the country regained its stability, a
lot of them returned to Egypt.”
Egypt’s Coptic community makes
up around 10% of Egypt’s population. The series of attacks targeting
churches and Christians by Islamist
extremists has led many Copts to
say their way of life is threatened.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has sought to forge ties
with Egypt’s Coptic community and
was the first sitting president to attend Coptic Christmas Eve celebrations in 2015 during which he urged
Egyptians to look beyond religious
differences. “It is important that the
whole world watch us — the Egyptians,” he said. “You noticed that
I am not using another word than
‘Egyptians.’ We [all] are the Egyptians.”
There are approximately 1.8 million Christians in Saudi Arabia, the
Coptic Church said. Most of those
Christians are mainly Roman Catholic expat Filipinos but still the
mass presided over by Morkos is a
milestone.
“By showing tolerance to the
Christians, Saudi Arabia and Egypt

can inspire other countries in the region,” said Ishak Ibrahim, an Egyptian Christian researcher working
with the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights as part of its Freedom
of Religion and Belief Programme.
“The conditions of Christians are
very bad in many of the countries of
the region and this may change with
the largest two countries in it acting
as role models.”

There are approximately
1.8 million Christians in
Saudi Arabia, the Coptic
Orthodox Church said.
During his meeting with Tawadros in March, Crown Prince
Mohammed suggested establishing an interfaith dialogue initiative
between the region’s Muslims and
Christians.
Morkos discussed that and other
issues related to Christian presence
in Saudi Arabia and many speculated his visit to Riyadh would not
be the last initiative between the
Coptic Church and the Saudi government.
One of those developments,
Halim said, would be the possible
construction of the first church in
Saudi Arabia.
“There are no churches in Saudi
Arabia,” Halim said, “but this is a
situation that I am sure will change
and very soon with the country’s
leadership showing a real will for
change.”
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Marrakech festival showcases Moroccan cinema
Saad Guerraoui

Marrakech

T

he Marrakech International
Film Festival (FIFM) made
a strong comeback with a
sizeable female representation, a star-studded guest list from
the cinema industry and an exceptional number of Moroccan films
after a 1-year hiatus.
The festival, which completed
its 9-day run December 8, opened
its 17th edition with “At Eternity’s
Gate,” a new film by Julian Schnabel. The film depicts the last years
of Vincent van Gogh’s life, his descent into madness but also his
creative fever.
The revamped FIFM emphasised
the Morocco’s cinema industry
with seven films in the Panorama of
Moroccan Cinema section.

Some 80

films from 29 countries
were screened during
the festival.
Moroccan cinema has had relatively good success at home and
abroad thanks to some directors’
daring movies that broke taboos in
a society that is still conservative
despite its openness to the West.
One of FIFM’s objectives is to
boost the country’s cinema industry, said festival Artistic Director
Christoph Terhechte. “I hope that
the international guests will discover the best of recent Moroccan
cinema,” he said.
Meryem Benm’Barek-Aloisi’s debut feature “Sofia,” Narjiss Nejjar’s
“Stateless” and Hicham Lasri’s “Ja-

hiliya” were among Moroccan films
screened during the festival.
Faouzi Bensaidi, director of “Volubilis” which was also screened,
said Moroccan cinema is firmly on
the world stage thanks to the noticeable growth in national film
production.
Bensaidi, whose “Death for Sale”
(2011) won the CICAE award at
the Berlinale, highlighted the significant participation of Moroccan
cinema in major Arab and international film festivals due to sensitive
social, political and cultural issues
it addresses.
Hollywood stars, including Academy Award-winner Robert De Niro
and Laurence Fishburne, US director Martin Scorsese and Mexican
filmmaker Guillermo del Toro attended the event. Egyptian cinema
diva Yousra and Italian director/
producer Valeria Golino were also
among the list of female celebrities
in attendance.
De Niro received a tribute award
from Scorsese for his exceptional
career. “We made our first film together, I think it was over 45 years
ago… One of the great blessings of
my life,” De Niro said during the
ceremony.
De Niro worked on a range of
films with Scorsese, including
“Taxi Driver” in 1976 and “Casino”
in 1995.
He took the opportunity to blast
US President Donald Trump’s “bad”
politics.
“Sadly, in my country, we are going through a grotesque version of
nationalism… the diabolical form of
nationalism marked by greed, xenophobia and selfishness under the
banner of ‘America First’,” he said.
US director James Gray, chairman
of this year’s festival, was more
scathing in his criticism of Trump.
“It’s been very hard for me to be
here because the president of the

Star-studded edition. Actor Robert De Niro (R) poses after receiving a tribute award from US director
Martin Scorsese during the 17th Marrakech International Film Festival, December 1.
(AP)
United States is a moron and a very
dangerous moron,” Gray said at a
news conference.
FIFM organisers added a new
touch to the festival, including
“Conversations with…” sessions
and workshops dedicated to film
professionals.
“A daring and quality cinema
with a quite impressive level of
control,” said Terhechte.
Six films directed by women out
of 14 were selected for the Etoile

The revamped FIFM
emphasised Morocco’s
cinema industry with
seven films in the
Panorama of Moroccan
Cinema section.
D’or. The jury, with Gray as chairman, was composed of five women
and four men, a first in FIFM’s history.
“This jury happens to have more

women and perhaps there might be
an avenue for this to occur more often in the future, and I think that’s
awesome,” said “Fifty Shades” star
Dakota Johnson, who was on the
jury.
Some 80 films from 29 countries
were screened during the festival.
“We’ve covered different aspects
of world cinema and also taken care
to select Moroccan films as well as
work from the Arab world and Africa,” said Terhechte.

In its 40th edition, Cairo International Film Festival reinvents itself
Adventurous
spirit.
Jordanian
actress Saba
Moubarak
poses on the
red carpet at
the closing
ceremony
of the 40th
edition of
the Cairo
International
Film Festival,
November 29.

Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

T

he highly commended comeback of the Cairo International Film Festival was applauded by cinema-lovers who had
been downbeat about the prospects
of the annual cinema event.
The oldest in the Arab region, the
Cairo International Film Festival lost
much of its allure in recent years to
newer events celebrating the cinema
industry, both at national and regional levels.
A lack of funds had left the festival incapable of renewing itself for
several years. This was compounded
by the absence of official interest in
keeping the festival alive after Egypt
was shaken by the “Arab spring.”
Nevertheless, the makeover of the
40th edition of the Cairo International Film Festival in November revived
hopes about the event’s future.
“We tried to breathe new life into
the festival so that it can become
strong again to match its history and
Egypt’s cultural importance,” said
festival President Mohamed Hefzi.
“We introduced new activities and
were a bit adventurous in contacting
international cinema-makers.”
The outcome of the new approach
introduced by Hefzi, who at 43 is the
youngest president in the history of
the festival, was outstanding. Some
160 films from 59 countries participated in this year’s festival, including 15 films that had never been
screened before or were shown for
the first time outside their home
countries.
Many local, Arab and international cinema celebrities attended the
event, including those participating
in the selected films. The festival
included many activities, seminars
and workshops.
A forum that brought together
creative film-makers from various
countries, producers and potential

(AFP)

investors in the cinema industry
was also organised during the 10-day
event.
The Golden Pyramid Award for
the best film was awarded to “A
Twelve-Year Night,” a joint Uruguayan-Argentine-Spanish production directed by Alvaro Brechner about the
left-wing Tupamaros urban guerrilla
group in Uruguay. The film speaks of
the twists and turns of the real-life
story of three guerrilla group members who spent 12 years in jail.
The Silver Pyramid Award was
won by “Manta Ray,” a feature film
about the plight of the Rohingya
Muslims of Myanmar. The film, a
joint Thai-French-Chinese production, also won the Special Jury Prize
for Phuttiphong Aroonpheng as best
director.

The Egyptian film “Poisonous Roses,” directed by Fawzi Saleh, won the
award for the Best Arab Film and the
Salah Abu Seif Prize. The film follows
the life of Saqr, who wants to flee life
in the Egyptian tanners’ district.
Based on a novel by Egyptian writer
Ahmed Zaghloul al-Shiti, it introduced viewers to a new perspective
of Cairo’s tanneries.
Organising the festival with a limited budget was the biggest challenge facing Hefzi. Egypt’s cultural
authorities offered the slender budget of $2.2 million but even that was
the largest budget in festival history.
The Cairo International Film Festival had lost ground to other local
and international movie festivals
in recent years. Regional festivals
and the local El Gouna Film Festi-

val, sponsored by communications
and contracting moguls Naguib and
Samih Sawiris, have eclipsed the Cairo International Film Festival in the
last few years.
“The rival festivals had a lot of
funds for awards to give away to
producers and participating movie
stars,” said Youssef Sherif Rizkallah,
the festival’s art director. “The Cairo
Film Festival did not have enough
money to compete.”
The festival’s organising committee enlisted the support of local and
regional businesses to fund financial
rewards for the winning films. The
rewards in some of the categories
reached $20,000.
“As a strategy, enlisting help from
sponsors was very effective,” Rizkallah said. “It helped us offer com-

pensation to the producers who travelled thousands of miles to be part of
our event.”
The festival also benefited from
the disappearance of major regional
rivals such as the Dubai and Abu
Dhabi film festivals, he noted.
Hefzi and his organising team have
started preparing for the next edition
of the festival. He said they would
build on this year’s success to create
a more promising future for the festival.
“This festival had seen better days
when it was the most important cinema event in the region,” Hefzi said.
“We need to work really hard to revive its past glories.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist in Cairo.
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Lebanon’s architectural landscape
reinvented at Venice biennale
Samar Kadi

Beirut

W

hile stressing the chaotic urbanisation that
has taken over large
green spaces and the
mountains, Lebanese architects at
the 16th International Architecture
Exhibition — La Biennale di Venezia — conveyed a message of hope
by spotlighting the potential of
the country’s many undeveloped
spaces.
The project of the Lebanese pavilion, titled “The Place That Remains,” is a cartographic inventory
of the remaining spaces allowing
to reconsider Beirut as a territorial
city benevolent, welcoming and
caring for its hinterland, said pavilion curator Hala Younes.
“A lot (of space) has been lost
but a lot remains. We have to build
on what remains not in the sense
of constructing, but how we can
preserve it and reuse it in order
to create a liveable environment,”
Younes said.
“The main problem in Lebanon
is that the land is not valued for
anything else than real estate development. It is being used without proper planning of where to
build, where to plant and what to
preserve. The idea is to say that
our land should produce something else than real estate income.
It should produce food and a better
environment,” she said.
Lebanon’s first participation in
the biennale marked the centennial
of the Great Famine of World War I
that depopulated Mount Lebanon.
Then, the single-crop farming of
mulberry in addition to locust dev-

astation and war blockades caused
one of the great tragedies of the
country’s history.
“The past silk-worm rearing that
had taken place at the expense of
food agriculture has been replaced
by the real estate market,” Younes
said. “It is important to produce
food as well as a meaningful and
poetic environment, something
where we would like to live.”
For the Venice exhibition, a section of Lebanon — territory from
Beirut to Zahleh in the Bekaa Valley — was surveyed and taken as a
model example.
“We chose the water basin of
Beirut River as a sample of the
territory to support the idea that
a territory is something vital and
alive,” Younes said, adding that it
constitutes the natural extension
of Beirut.
She said Beirut is not a city that
stops at the suburbs but an area
that extends on the mountains
around it. “You can even say that
Beirut extends on the whole coast
and that Lebanon is one city. We
are among the most densely populated countries and the city is everywhere. It is the new condition of
Lebanon.”
This “territorial city” is mixed
with nature and has many empty
areas that are not used in the traditional ways for agriculture or
pasture but can be considered for
other uses that would serve the inhabitants, Younes maintained.
“When the whole area becomes a
city, the forest is valued as an urban
park. It is another scale of urbanism. We need to change the scale
of the city and the use of the land,”
she added.
The main installation at the pavilion was a cartographic inventory

A message of hope. Curator Hala Younes (3rd-L) at the inauguration of the Lebanese pavilion.

(La Biennale di Venezia)

consisting of six maps projected on
a wooden 3D topographic model.
One map shows the network of
water in the selected section of the
territory as a common good that
needs to be preserved. Another displays the geology of the terrain as a
guideline on how the land is occupied. A third shows the extensions
of the city and how it is spreading
everywhere and becoming completely mixed with nature.
The fourth map shows the road
network, while the fifth map highlights the forest areas and agriculture land and the sixth map identifies lands that have no specific use.
“The unused land is not a build-

ing nor a road or a forest or agriculture land. It is the place that we call
‘the place that remains.’ There are
a lot of them,” Younes said. “They
can become gardens, playgrounds
or places where the social links can
happen. By highlighting these unused and empty spaces we aim to
say and think that there is a horizon for hope.”
The pavilion included the work
of six Lebanese photographers
who were invited to interpret the
exhibition’s theme through a series
of 30 photos illustrating a specific
point of view.
Comparative aerial photographs
taken in 1956 and 2008 from 35

towns and villages along Beirut
River valley were also featured.
They showed the evolution of the
landscape and built environment
in the hinterland of Beirut over five
decades.
“This territory we call ‘the place
that remains’ is our last monument,” Younes said. “We must preserve it as we do with old houses. It
is the horizon we still have to draw,
to preserve in order to deserve a
meaningful territory.”
The pavilion will be shown in
Beirut in the spring.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

British Museum brings ancient Assyrian Empire to life
Karen Dabrowska

London

M

any Assyrian ruins were
wantonly
destroyed
by the Islamic State in
northern Iraq but the
British Museum has brought Ashurbanipal and his kingdom to life in a
unique exhibition: “I am Ashurbanipal, King of the World, King of Assyria.”
The exhibition showcases artefacts from the British Museum’s
collection that have been stored for
ten years and some loans from other
museums.

Ashurbanipal ruled an empire
in the seventh century BC that
stretched from Egypt to Iran, with
its heartland in Nineveh in modern
Iraq.
The exhibition begins with an
expertly drawn map of the Assyrian Empire and a timeline from
1200-550BC. The story of the empire, its expansion and demise are
told through many exhibits with
detailed explanations of all aspects
of life complementing the artefacts
displayed in glass cabinets.
Ashurbanipal was appointed king
over his older brother, just as his
father was. The brother, the king of
Babylon, didn’t take it well. Statues
of various family members and let-

ters they wrote bring the family dynamics to light.
There is no doubt that Ashurbanipal had a vicious streak and was determined to subdue his enemies and
survive. When Teumman seized the
throne of Elam, Ashurbanipal sent
an army to subdue him. “I cut off the
head of Teumman. I slew his warriors. I filled the plain of the city of
Susa with their bodies,” a quote on
the wall reads.
A large sculpture takes visitors
into the midst of the battle enlivened by dramatic music. It shows
Assyrian soldiers carrying off Teumman’s head.
An impressive use of technology
by projecting colours on the carv-

Spectacular scene. A sculpture shows Ashurbanipal hunting on hosrseback.

(British Museum)

ings shows visitors what they would
have looked like when they were
originally painted. A blue aqueduct
breathes fresh life into the green
vegetation around it and Assyrian gods look resplendent in white
robes.
Lions feature prominently in
the exhibition. The first Assyrian
wall relief in the exhibition depicts
Ashurbanipal firing arrows into
fleeing lions and shoving swords
through their rearing chests. Lions
represented power and savagery
and no one could hold power but
Ashurbanipal.
Ashurbanipal was also a scholar
and diplomat who carried a writing
stylus in his belt. He created the first
library with the ambition of housing all knowledge under one roof.
An impressive cabinet of cuneiform
tablets that were part of the great
library contains works of literature,
soothsaying and magic.
Through life-size paintings the
exhibition features the splendour
of the king’s palace, with its spectacular sculptures, sumptuous furnishings and exotic gardens. There
are drawings of aqueducts and networks of canals. Visitors become acquainted with delicacies, such as locusts on sticks, served at banquets.
The wooded furniture found in the
empire did not survive but furniture
fittings of bronze, stone and ivory
are on display.
Despite his long and successful reign, Ashurbanipal’s death is
shrouded in mystery. Shortly afterward, the Assyrian Empire fell and
the great city of Nineveh was destroyed in 612BC, its ruins lost until
the 1840s. Their discovery enabled
archaeologists to piece together a
portrait of Ashurbanipal as the powerful and complex ruler he was.
The exhibition ends by switch-

ing to what’s happening in Iraq today. Nearly three-quarters of the
Assyrian ruins were destroyed by
the Islamic State. Through its “Iraq
Scheme” the British Museum has
been training Iraqi archaeologists in
a wide variety of techniques of retrieval and rescue archaeology.
The show about the last great king
of Assyria stirred protests against
the appropriation of Iraqi heritage
and the role the United Kingdom
played in Iraq’s invasion in 2003.
BP’s sponsorship of the exhibition
prompted activists from the theatre
group BP or not BP? to protest at the
opening of the exhibition. Actors
posed as BP and British Museum
staff, directing visitors to a sign that
read “BP is delighted to be sponsoring objects from ancient Iraq. Like
Ashurbanipal, we’re willing to do
whatever it takes to keep control of
the region’s wealth and resources.”

The exhibition showcases
artefacts from the British
Museum’s collection that
have been stored for ten
years and some loans from
other museums.
A spokesman for the theatre group
said: “Both the British Museum and
BP should be ashamed of sponsoring
this exhibition. BP has played a key
role in the war and in environmental
destruction in Iraq. This has fuelled
the social and economic inequality
that Iraqis continue to suffer from
and protest against.”
“I Am Ashurbanipal, king of
the world, king of Assyria” is
at the British Museum through
February 24.
Karen Dabrowska is an Arab Weekly
contributor in London.
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Agenda
Tunis:
Through December 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 has
performances in Tunis and other
parts of Tunisia.
Marrakech:
Through December 29

A view of the desert in Tunisia’s
southern city of Douz.

(Ministry of Tourism)

Douz: Tunisia’s
prime winter
destination and
gate to the Sahara
Kyle Arensdorf

Tunis

T

he desert is synonymous
with hot weather but Tunisia’s southern city of Douz,
on the northern tip of the
Sahara Desert, dares tourists to
visit during the winter months.
Tunisia is lauded as a summer
vacation destination. It boasts
sprawling white sand beaches, historic Roman and Berber architecture and a sizeable portion of the
Sahara.
With beauty comes popularity
and popularity means more tourists flocking to Tunisia. The Tunisia Tourism Ministry projected
a record year for tourism in 2018.
Those wishing to avoid summer
crowds might consider autumn in
quaint but frequently lively Douz.
Often referred to as the “Door of
the Desert,” Douz acts as the final
breath of civilisation before the
stark vastness of the Sahara.
South of the city is the Grand
Erg Oriental, a mountainous sand
dune that stretches 600km across
the northern border of the Sahara.
Although most of the hulking dune
is in Algeria, the tallest portion
(about 300 metres) is in Tunisia.

The Grand Erg Oriental is where a
nomadic people called the Rebaiya
reside. These goat, sheep and camel breeders occupy each side of the
Algerian border.
Douz and its surrounding areas,
however, are home to the Mrazig
people, nomads said to have descended from the Banu Sulaym
tribe who reached Tunisia in the
13th century. The tribe left the Arabian Peninsula in the seventh century, journeying through Egypt and
Libya before arriving in Tunisia.
The welcoming Mrazig roll out
a colourful market, stocked with
traditional crafts, every Thursday
morning in the village square.
A large portion of Douz’s economy comes in November from
harvesting dates from its many
palm tree groves. It’s also ready to
welcome any giddy tourist whose
dream is to ride a camel.
For venturing into the Sahara,
locals suggest making the trek in
the cooler months from OctoberFebruary because the summer heat
hits 50 degrees Celsius.
Presented with many different
tour routes, guests are driven into
the desert in 4×4 trucks where
four-wheelers or motor bikes are
available to rent. Those wishing
an overnight tour can be provided
with a guide to help set up camp,

The 11th Marrakech Sun Festival
will host local and international
performers in a series of live
concerts in alternative, urban,
electronic and world music genres in addition to art exhibitions,
workshops and lectures. Associated events take place at venues
throughout the city.
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.
Dbayeh:
December 27-28
Candy Fest World Tour is an
entertainment event in Lebanon
that will include music performances, dance and special effects
shows, in addition to circus
performances and acrobats from
around the world.
Dubai:
December 31

Dates on display for sale in the southern city of Douz.

(Ministry of Tourism)

make a fire and cook a traditional
meal.
On many tours, dinner is cooked
in a tajine, a clay pot that is put
directly into the fire and covered
with burning coals and sand. Water
is splashed on the tajine from time
to time during the cooking process
to keep it from breaking.
Guests have the option to try
camel meat. Chicken or beef is
provided for the less adventurous.
Many tour guides will allow travellers to make their own tajine prior
to the trip.
If escaping the mirage-inducing
heat isn’t enticing enough, at the
end of the year Douz hosts the culture-melding extravaganza called
the International Festival of the
Sahara.
This 4-day celebration of the arts
and traditions of North Africa takes

place at the end of December and
features a little bit of everything,
from daring acrobatic performances on horseback to traditional Berber fare. For those in need of little
more excitement, the festival offers horse races, rabbit chases and
camel fights.
When the desert sun becomes
too much, attendees can find solace in the smoky tents dispersed
throughout the grounds. Inside
there are Berber women in traditional robes, their faces etched with
tattoos, cooking loaves of stuffed
bread they call “Berber pizza.”
Despite its image as a summer
destination, tourists flock to southern Tunisia in December to open
the Door of the Desert.
Kyle Arensdorf is a staff writer for
The Arab Weekly in Tunis.

Dubai Opera is hosting New
Year’s Eve celebrations with a
night of music, dancing and a
view of Burj Khalifa’s brilliant
fireworks and water fountain
show.
Muscat:
January 10-February 9
Lasting a month, the annual Muscat Festival will feature nightly
fireworks, a replica of an Omani
village with halwa-making and
craft displays, exhibitions from
regional countries and events
such as laser shows and traditional dancing.
Tizi Ouzou:
During February
The National Amazigh Film
Festival in Tizi Ouzou, in northcentral Algeria, showcases fulllength feature films, documentaries, shorts and animation that
celebrate the Amazigh culture in
Algeria.
Beirut:
February 12-March 17
Al Bustan International Festival
of Music and the Performing Arts
is a musical celebration that takes
place in various venues in Beirut
and promotes music from all over
the world. The festival includes
orchestral concerts, choral music,
opera and dance performances.
Luxor:
March 15-21
The eighth Luxor African Film
Festival will screen long and
short films produced in African
countries in competitions for
Long Narratives, Long Documentaries and Short Films.

A camel caravan in Douz.
(Ministry of Tourism)

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

