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U 

N-backed peace talks be-
tween Yemen’s warring 
parties ended with hand-
shakes, not signatures, 

but an unexpected ceasefire over 
the strategically important port of 
Hodeidah raised hopes for peace 
and important confidence-building 
measures ahead of talks regarding a 
political framework agreement.

“The agreement means a lot. This 
can be a starting point for peace,” 
UN Secretary-General Antonio Gu-
terres said at a news conference. 
“[This] gives us the hope that this 
process will now be moving step 
by step and that we’ll be able to 
overcome all the obstacles that we 
face.”

The two sides agreed on a cease-
fire in the rebel-held Red Sea city of 
Hodeidah and its three key ports, 
with both sides agreeing to with-
draw combatants within two weeks 
and designate the area a neutral 
zone.

UN Envoy to Yemen Martin Grif-
fiths told the UN Security Council 
on December 14 that a “robust and 
competent monitoring regime” for 
implementation of the redeploy-
ment agreement is “not just essen-
tial — it is urgently needed.”

Hodeidah is the main entry point 
for food and other aid for Yemen. 
There are plans to establish hu-
manitarian corridors to ensure the 
provision of aid across the country.

In addition to providing humani-
tarian relief, the internationally 
recognised government of Yemen 
led by President Abd Rabbo Man-
sour Hadi also hopes the agree-
ment over Hodeidah will prevent 

the Houthis from being resupplied 
with arms and ammunition via the 
port.

The Hadi government, along with 
the Saudi-led coalition backing it, 
accused the Iran-backed Houthis 
of receiving military supplies from 
Tehran through Hodeidah. A confi-
dential UN report revealed that coa-
lition forces discovered two Iran-
made missile launchers in Yemen. 
Tehran has denied providing mili-
tary support for the Houthis.

Warring sides reached a “mutual 
understanding” on Yemen’s third 
city of Taiz, Griffiths said, although 
details were scarce. Both sides 
agreed to a prisoner swap, with 
thousands of detainees and pris-
oners to be exchanged in another 
measure aimed to build confidence 
between the two sides ahead of fur-
ther talks in January.

An agreement to reopen the 
Sana’a airport for domestic flights 
faltered, as did consultations over 
attempts to improve Yemen’s econ-
omy, although an agreement was 
made to shore up the country’s cen-
tral bank.

The deal comes as the culmina-
tion of pressure against the Houthis 
by the Saudi-led coalition, as well 
as broader pressure from regional 
and Western allies, especially the 
United States, against the Houthis’ 
main backer, Iran. Hodeidah had 
been encircled by coalition forces 
preparing a major offensive before 
the talks were convened in Rimbo, 
Sweden.

US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo called it a “crucial first 
step,” while Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz expressed “support for 
a political solution” to the Yemen 
war.

UAE Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs Anwar Gargash thanked 
coalition forces, including 5,000 
Emirati soldiers, for their efforts to 
liberate Hodeidah. “The coalition’s 
fundamental argument that mili-
tary pressure will bring political 
results and that Hodeidah is critical 
to the process has proven right,” he 
posted on Twitter.

Attention turns to how the Ho-
deidah ceasefire unfolds and the 
next round of talks on reaching a 
political framework to end the con-
flict.

Analysts and officials welcomed 
the Hodeidah ceasefire, saying it 

was both more than they had ex-
pected but also much less than will 
be required if an overall solution is 
to be found.

“This is a minor breakthrough. 
They have been able to achieve 
more than anyone expected,” Eliza-
beth Dickinson, a senior analyst for 
the Arabian Peninsula at the Inter-
national Crisis Group, told Reuters.

“The road ahead remains bumpy 
but this significant breakthrough 
will make peace possible,” Gargash 
said. “The day after Sweden brings 
hope to Yemen. A first and impor-
tant step towards a sustainable po-
litical outcome. We will continue to 

support the political and humani-
tarian process as well as plans for 
reconstruction.”

The United States also welcomed 
the Hodeidah ceasefire. “The work 
ahead will not be easy but we 
have seen what many considered 
improbable begin to take shape,” 
Pompeo said in a statement. “Peace 
is possible. The end of these con-
sultations can be the beginning of 
a new chapter for Yemen.”

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

‘First step’. Yemeni Foreign Minister Khaled al-Yaman (L) shakes hands with head of Houthi delegation 
Mohammed Abdulsalam (R) while UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres looks on during the Yemen 
peace talks closing news conference in Rimbo, north of Stockholm, December 13.       (AFP)

Hodeidah ceasefire deal clinched 
but Yemen peace not there yet

The two sides agreed on a ceasefire in the 
rebel-held Red Sea city of Hodeidah and 
its three key ports.
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he French “yellow vest” 
protests grabbed the at-
tention of many in the 
Maghreb, including those 

who wondered whether the “Arab 
spring” had migrated north with 
scenes of Arabic graffiti on walls in 
Paris reminiscent of slogans from 
Arab streets eight years ago.

There was relief in the Maghreb 
when it was determined that those 
blamed for pillaging and vandalism 
during the French protests were not 
ethnic Arabs from Paris’s disadvan-
taged suburbs.

“This time the suburbs remained 
silent and no politician has dared 
demonise foreigners or French 
youth of Maghreb origin,” said Al-
gerian political writer Nidal Alaoui.

Maghrebi intellectuals attempted 
to draw political and economic les-
sons from the French movement 
and how they might be used to help 
the region, including regarding eco-

nomic reforms and the role that po-
litical parties and trade unions play 
in dealing with popular grievances.

However, some intellectuals 
and politicians in the Maghreb ex-
pressed fear the French protests 
might be a last cry to save France’s 
traditional values of freedom and 
social justice before a victory by 
populist and far-right forces.

In Spain, the rightists’ election 
victory in Andalusia in regional 
parliamentary elections has possi-
ble repercussions in relations with 
southern Europe and the Maghreb.

“No specialist can claim he had 
predicted such a development as 
this kind of mayhem was supposed 
to be an exclusive landmark of pro-
tests in Arab lands,” said Moroccan 
political scientist Khaled Fathi.

“The movement is the last cry out 
for help before Deep France hits the 
wall and embraces the far right and 
the chaos.”

Moroccan writer Tahar Ben Jel-
loun said the issue in France was 
not one of a choice between rightist 
and leftist politics. It is an economic 
dilemma. “The problem in France 

stems from its welfare system, 
which is the best in the world but 
this system has a very high cost,” he 
added.

For some, the protests raised sen-

sitive questions beyond France.
“What will happen in Algeria 

when time comes to revise the sub-
sidy system? The opposition also re-
peats calls for reforms and includes 

them in its programmes but when 
a reform is launched, the opposi-
tion takes advantage of the popular 
discontent to stop the reform,” said 
Algerian writer Abed Charef.

Unlike the May 1968 French social 
revolt that was emulated by elites in 
the Maghreb with lasting effects for 
societies, including broadening po-
litical and intellectual secularism, 
only small youth groups expressed 
an intention to take a cue this time.

“We are aware of the violent char-
acter of the ‘yellow vests’ in France, 
our situation is difficult and cannot 
bear similar violent protest here in 
Tunisia,” said parliament member 
Mustapha Ben Ahmed in reaction 
to a statement from a newly creat-
ed youth group calling themselves 
“red vests.”

The “red vests” said they intend 
to protest deteriorating living con-
ditions in Tunisia. Thousands of red 
vests were seized December 13 in 
the Tunisian city of Sfax.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Lamine Ghanmi

Trepidation and relief in Maghreb over ‘yellow vest’ protests

Cri de coeur. A French student shouts slogans during a protest 
against the government and education reforms, December 11. 

(Julien Mattiale Pictorium)
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Riyadh makes ambitious 
push for new Red Sea bloc
Dubai

S 

audi Arabia is leading ambi-
tious efforts to bring together 
coastal states of the Red Sea 
basin, which have long suf-

fered from complex rivalries, into 
a strategic cooperation bloc.

Riyadh recently hosted the for-
eign ministers of Egypt, Djibouti, 
Somalia, Sudan, the deputy foreign 
minister of Yemen and Jordan’s 
secretary-general of foreign affairs 
and expatriates for high-level dis-
cussions on enhancing cooperation 
and building supporting mecha-
nisms. The ministers met with 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud, who said he sees huge poten-
tial for the idea. Technical discus-
sions are expected to continue in 
Cairo.

International interest in the Red 
Sea intensified as extra-regional 
powers such as the United States, 
China, France, Italy, Japan and Tur-
key cultivated a strategic presence 
in the basin. Arab Gulf nations, 
such as Saudi Arabia and the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates, have developed 
deeper ties to the region, focusing 
on economic and security dimen-
sions in bilateral relationships.

International interest in the Red 
Sea is far from new. In the 1970s, 
Cuba’s Fidel Castro made hush vis-
its to Red Sea states as an emissary 
amid intense Cold War competi-
tion. The Soviet Union was pushing 
for a bloc of four radical Arab states 

to form a federation that could 
dominate the Red Sea against the 
US-aligned moderate bloc of Arab 
states, which was led by Saudi Ara-
bia.

With the explosive history and 
complex rivalries on the Red Sea’s 
African side, international part-
nerships have traditionally been 
viewed as ways to secure competi-
tive advantage rather than collec-
tive progress. Recent diplomatic 
pushes by Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE resulted in important break-
throughs but much work remains.

The Saudi rationale behind a co-
operation bloc is that it could help 
provide a multilateral framework 
to manage disagreements that fre-
quently take on a regional context. 
Left alone, the disputes, which 
have sometimes led to prolonged 
military confrontations, threaten 
the future of a highly strategic area.

Since the opening of the Suez 
Canal, the Red Sea has been highly 
strategic to global shipping and en-
ergy supplies. About 10% of global 
trade is connected to it and almost 
5 million barrels of oil per day flow 
through its choke points.

Now Riyadh’s plans for NEOM, a 
$500 billion cross-border business 
zone and leisure destination that 
ties in Egypt and Jordan, presents a 
new strategic dimension to the Red 
Sea for the Saudis at a time when 
pirates, Iran-backed Houthis and 
other competitors are active in the 
maritime theatre.

Mediation efforts by Riyadh and 
Abu Dhabi helped broker a ground-
breaking truce between Eritrea 
and Ethiopia. Eritrea seceded from 
Ethiopia in 1991 after a 3-decade 
war for independence and the two 
countries have often taken oppos-
ing sides on regional disputes since.

Other complex disagreements re-
main, however. Ethiopia and Soma-
lia share a historic rivalry with terri-
torial disputes and competition for 
influence over Djibouti, which be-
came Ethiopia’s main outlet to the 
sea following Eritrea’s secession, 

where the population is predomi-
nantly Somali-related.

Egypt has longstanding disagree-
ments with Ethiopia, most recently 
over the Grand Ethiopian Renais-
sance Dam that would affect water 
flows into the Nile, along which as 
much as 90% of Egypt’s popula-
tion resides and depends on for 
livelihood. The dam is backed by 
Sudan, which Egypt charges with 
being sympathetic to the Muslim 
Brotherhood and that has recently 
had warming ties with Qatar and 
Turkey.

Late in 2017, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan concluded 
a deal with Sudan to take control of 

the Red Sea island of Suakin and its 
port for 99 years. Turkey is to con-
struct a naval base on Suakin after 
also finalising an agreement for a 
military base in Qatar.

Saudi-backed Egypt responded 
to the Sudan-Turkey deal on Suakin 
by reportedly dispatching troops to 
Eritrea. In March, Qatar announced 
a development package of almost 
$4 billion for Suakin.

Given that historical backdrop 
and uncertainty around emerging 
international context, Riyadh real-
ised the need to cool rivalries and 
political differences among African 
partners across the Red Sea with 
the promise of enhanced security, 

stability and shared economic ben-
efits.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir summed up the aims of the 
meeting he hosted when he said 
they formed “part of the kingdom’s 
efforts to protect its interests and 
those of its neighbours” by trying 
to “create synergies,” adding that 
with more cooperation among re-
gional states it could become pos-
sible to reduce “negative outside 
influence.”

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai 
and maintains a cross-disciplinary 
focus in international security, 
defence policy and strategic issues.
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Creating synergies. Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir (C) and Yemen’s Deputy Foreign Minister 
Mohammed Hadrami (R) arrive to attend a meeting of foreign ministers of countries from seven Arab 
and African states surrounding the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden, December 12.                                    (AFP)

The Saudi rationale 
behind a cooperation 
bloc is that it could help 
provide a multilateral 
framework to manage 
disagreements that 
frequently take on a 
regional context.

R 

esorting to war and 
violence in settling 
political differences can 
only lead to terrorising 
civilians, killing many 
of them and destroy-

ing their environment. Nothing can 
result from armed confrontation 
besides destruction, chaos, organ-
ised crime, famine, homelessness 
and epidemic diseases.

More important, wars destroy so-
cial order to the benefit of warlords, 
who become masters of the land. 
Society is reorganised so that eco-
nomic, cultural and social structures 
are put in the service of the war and 
the fighters. This is precisely what 
is happening today in my stricken 
homeland, the Republic of Yemen.

Since World War II, there have 
been approximately 144 armed con-
flicts in the world. More than two-
thirds of the countries that resorted 
to peace to manage the interests of 
the conflicting forces slipped back 
into the square of violence because 
they did not have well-designed, 
agreed-upon recovery and recon-
struction programmes.

The priority of the economic poli-
cies for recovery and reconstruction 
in Yemen must take these risks into 
consideration, especially because 
the country has been and is still con-
sidered a fragile low-income country 
and among the poorest in the world. 
Yemen is ranked near the bottom 
among nations in terms of human 

resources development indicators.
The difficulties of Yemen are 

compounded by the fierce war rag-
ing there that complicated the task 
of ensuring proper requirements 
for stability and development. 
Therefore, designing a recovery 
and reconstruction programme 
for Yemen must focus on finding 
the right approaches, policies and 
ways to reduce the risk of renewed 
conflict and restore confidence in 
the economic, social and political 
institutions.

There is also a need for strength-
ening the capacity of the state to 
provide security for individuals, 
families and communities, includ-
ing economic security, through the 
enforcement of the rule of law and 
the provision of social services.

At the same time, the priorities 
of the economic recovery should 
focus on employment, promotion of 
productive investments, reduction 
of business environment risks and 
addressing social and regional ineq-
uities, especially gender inequality.

To avoid the failures of previous 
post-conflict recovery and recon-
struction programmes in many 
countries, Yemen’s recovery and 
reconstruction plan should accom-
modate three conditions:

— The interests of all forces and 
influential social groups in Yem-
eni society that are seeking peace, 
recovery and reconstruction in a fair 
and balanced manner.

— The plan should be the out-
come of a disinterested national and 
collective effort. There should be 
a strong consensus on the compo-
nents and objectives of this docu-
ment and the mechanisms of its 
implementation.

— The plan should be based on a 
true and equal partnership between 
all parties, whether local, regional 
or international, and its clear ulti-
mate objective should be to serve 
the goal of building a lasting peace, 
stability, prosperity, justice and 
equality in Yemen.

These conditions inevitably lead 
to three approaches:

— The need to study, with objec-
tive and practical minds, internal 
engines for recovery and recon-
struction, including the pivotal role 
of the Yemeni private sector, not 
only as a partner in the recovery 
and reconstruction process but — 
and this is even more important 
— as a beneficiary of recovery and 
reconstruction.

— The need to look carefully at 
the macroeconomic policies that 
mobilise post-war Yemen for recov-
ery and reconstruction. This refers 
to overcoming widespread unem-
ployment, especially among young 
people, reducing soaring inflation 
rates, stabilising the rial against a 
basket of major foreign currencies, 
controlling the deficit in the state 
budget, trade balance and balance 
of payments and domestic and 

external debt and boosting internal 
revenues.

— The third approach — the most 
important — consists of under-
standing the role of the state in the 
process of economic recovery and 
reconstruction.

After any war or conflict, the state 
often finds itself weak in one way or 
another because its institutions are 
exhausted, shattered and scattered. 
Therefore, rehabilitating the state 
and its institutions and agencies 
becomes crucial for recovery and 
reconstruction.

Peace-building and sustainability 
require a strong and efficient state 
because the state is the regulator 
and organiser of community life 
and the glue that binds the various 
groups of society and its forces and 
interests to the building of a single 
system moving and interacting 
harmoniously towards a known and 
accepted goal.

Without recreating, re-energising, 
revitalising and consolidating an 
inclusive national state, achieving 
a lasting political and social peace 
will not be possible, let alone im-
plementing the most basic require-
ments of a comprehensive recon-
struction and national recovery 
programme.

Mohammed al-Maytami is Yemen’s 
minister of Industry and Trade and 
a professor of economics at Sana’a 
University.

Rebuilding Yemen requires consolidating the state
Viewpoint

Mohammed
al-Maytami

Without recreating, 
re-energising, 
revitalising and 
consolidating an 
inclusive national 
state, achieving a 
lasting political 
and social peace 
will not be 
possible.
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A 

former high-ranking UN of-
ficial has been accused of 
receiving millions of dollars 
from Qatar for orchestrating 

a campaign to discredit an influential 
US critic of the Gulf country by hack-
ing and releasing the critic’s e-mail.

The former official, Jamal Benom-
ar, was the United Nations’ special 
envoy to Yemen from 2011-15 and 
tried to negotiate a political settle-
ment as Iran-backed Houthi rebels 
were taking over parts of the coun-
try. Benomar, a Moroccan-born Brit-
ish citizen, had other senior posi-
tions during a 25-year career at the 
United Nations.

Around the time he left the United 
Nations in July 2017, Benomar alleg-
edly began working secretly with 
Qatar and its lobbyists in the United 
States to publicly embarrass a busi-
nessman who had close ties to US 
President Donald Trump and was 
highly critical of Qatar, court filings 
indicate.

The businessman, Elliott Broidy, 
was a leading fundraiser for Trump 
in the 2016 presidential campaign 
and held a senior post raising mon-
ey for the Republican Party. Broidy 
became publicly critical of Qatar in 
June 2017 when a quartet of Arab 
countries, led by Saudi Arabia, im-
posed an economic boycott of Qatar 
over its alleged support of Islamic ex-
tremism and close ties to Iran.

After Broidy urged the Trump ad-
ministration to take a hard stand 
against Qatar, Trump expressed 
support for the boycott and publicly 
criticised Doha’s policies. He subse-
quently wavered in his stance.

Early in 2018, Broidy was silenced 
and forced to quit his position with 
the Republican Party after the pub-
lication of a series of embarrassing 
articles based on e-mail hacked from 
his accounts. One article reported 
that Broidy, who is married, paid a 
former Playboy magazine model $1.6 
million to remain silent about their 
sexual relationship.

Since then, Broidy has filed law-
suits accusing Qatar, its US lobbyists 
and Benomar of orchestrating the 
hack and releasing the e-mail mes-
sages.

Broidy says in court papers that 
Benomar “helped to mastermind” 
the release of the e-mails and re-
ceived millions of dollars from “Qa-
tar or affiliated entities for his efforts 
to punish and silence a perceived an-
tagonist of Qatar, Mr Broidy.”

Broidy was considered “a signifi-
cant impediment” to Qatar’s for-
eign policy objectives in the United 
States, which aimed mostly to end 
the boycott, because he is influential 
in Republican and Jewish circles.

In September 2018, Benomar 
was appointed to the supervisory 
board of Lagardere, a multinational 
media corporation in Paris. Qatar’s 
sovereign-wealth fund, the Qatar 
Investment Authority, owns 13% of 
Lagardere, the Financial Times re-
ported.

Broidy’s lawsuit claims that 
Benomar was appointed “at the be-
hest of the Qatar Investment Au-
thority” and that the appointment 
was compensation for Benomar’s 
involvement in Qatar’s campaign to 
disenfranchise Broidy.

The lawsuits produced a trove of 
telephone and messaging records 
suggesting that Benomar had ex-
tensive contact with Qatari lobby-
ists who were allegedly involved in 
the hack and dissemination of the 
e-mail.

One Qatari lobbyist allegedly in-
volved in the hack acknowledged in 
a deposition that he exchanged mes-
sages and e-mail with Benomar from 
June 2017-March 2018. The lobbyist, 
Joseph Allaham, described Benomar 
as “an ally” in the deposition.

Broidy says in legal filings that 
Benomar and Allaham spoke by tele-
phone “at least 80 times” from June-
November in 2017 as they developed 
a strategy to improve Qatar’s stand-
ing with the United States as part of 
efforts to end the boycott of Doha by 
its neighbours.

Broidy’s lawsuit also says Benomar 
was biased in favour of Qatar while 
he was working for the United Na-
tions trying to broker a political set-
tlement in Yemen.

“During his tenure at the United 
Nations, Benomar utilised his offi-
cial position to advance the Qatari 
agenda,” the lawsuit states. “While 
serving as the United Nations envoy 
for Yemen, Benomar invariably sided 
with Houthi rebels backed by Qatar 
and Iran against the lawful Yemeni 
government.”

Benomar has denied any involve-
ment in hacking or releasing Broidy’s 
e-mail. His lawyer said in court fil-
ings that Benomar “continues to be 
a respected, internationally recog-
nised diplomat who has devoted 
his life to the peaceful resolution of 
conflict.”

Benomar acknowledged in a re-
cent court filing that he advised Qa-
tar after he stopped working for the 
United Nations and joined the UN 
mission of Morocco but he said he 
offered the advice only “as a Moroc-
can diplomat” and only on the sub-
ject of how to “resolve” the anti-Qa-
tar boycott and “bring an end to the 
war in Yemen.”

“This was one of many issues that 
I became involved with when I began 
my work at the [Moroccan] Mission 
in November 2017,” Benomar wrote 
in a 10-page declaration he filed in 
court on October 31. Benomar says 
he joined Morocco’s UN mission in 

November 2017 as “minister pleni-
potentiary,” which ranks just below 
the ambassador.

Benomar’s assertion that he ad-
vised Qatar in his diplomatic capacity 
is a key legal point because Benomar 
says he should be protected from 
Broidy’s claims based on diplomatic 
immunity.

It does not, however, shield him 
from political and ethical accusa-
tions of conflict of interest as he pro-
vided consulting services to one for-
eign client suspected of taking sides 
in the Yemen war so soon after the 
end of his UN assignment as a media-
tor in that same war.

Benomar asked a judge to dismiss 
Broidy’s lawsuit in October, short-
ly after the United States granted 
Benomar “diplomatic privileges with 
immunity” based on his work for 
Morocco.

“Mr Benomar is absolutely im-
mune from suit in this country as 
a diplomat of the Kingdom of Mo-
rocco,” Benomar’s attorney wrote in 
recent court papers.

Earlier this year, Qatar convinced 
a judge to throw out Broidy’s lawsuit 
against it based on diplomatic immu-
nity.

Broidy says Benomar should not 
receive diplomatic immunity from 
Broidy’s lawsuit because he was not 
working for Morocco when he was 
advising Qatar and helping orches-
trate the hack and release of e-mail. 
Broidy says Benomar sought diplo-
matic accreditation from Morocco 
only after Broidy filed his lawsuit 
against Benomar, in July.

Broidy’s court filings say that nei-
ther the United States nor the United 
Nations recognised Benomar “as a 
diplomat entitled to any form of im-
munity” until October 2018.

The UN Blue Book, which lists dip-
lomatic personnel from each of the 
United Nations’ 193 members as of 
August 2018, does not list Benomar 
as among Qatar’s nine-member del-
egation, although the book notes 
that it does not contain names of all 
diplomatic and administrative staff. 
Diplomatic protocol experts say it is 
highly unusual for a diplomat with 
the rank of “minister plenipotenti-
ary” not to be on a country’s official 
list of diplomats.

The US government registered 
Benomar as a representative to Mo-
rocco’s UN mission “with diplomatic 
privileges and immunities” on No-
vember 13, 2018, a US State Depart-
ment e-mail that Benomar’s lawyer 
filed in court indicated. In court pa-
pers accompanying the e-mail, the 
lawyer does not say when Benomar 
sought accreditation but says that 
because Benomar is a diplomat with 
legal immunity, “the case must be 
dismissed.”

Thomas Frank is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

The strange case of UN 
envoy turned-Qatar lobbyist
Thomas Frank

Under 
scrutiny. 

Former 
UN official 

Jamal 
Benomar. 

(AP)
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Q 

atar made a surprise 
announcement De-
cember 3 that it would 
pull out of OPEC, a 
move seen as aimed at 
provoking Saudi Ara-

bia, the organisation’s top exporter. 
A week later, Qatari Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani skipped 
the annual Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil summit in Riyadh, shunning an 
invitation from Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud.

Not only did the Qatari moves 
underline simmering tension 
within the Arab Gulf region, they 
demonstrated Doha’s risk of break-
ing away from the Arab-Sunni orbit.

While the Qatari moves have 
been depicted as “symbolic” by 
Doha and as “insignificant” politi-
cal manoeuvres by its embittered 
neighbours, they reflect Qatar’s 
shifting foreign policy that has 
been dubious and counterintuitive.

Boycotted by a quartet of Arab 
states — the United Arab Emirates, 
Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and Egypt — 
over its alleged support for terror 
groups, Doha has gradually slid into 
an unofficial yet open alliance with 
Iran, the arch-rival of Saudi Arabia, 
and Turkey, one of the few remain-
ing havens for Islamist groups, 
notably the Muslim Brotherhood.

Iran, Turkey and Qatar quietly 
struck a deal in late November in 
Tehran to create a “joint working 
group to facilitate the transit of 
goods between the three coun-
tries.” While the agreement seemed 
like a modest effort to streamline 
trade flow to Qatar, which can 
no longer access air, land and 
sea routes to neighbouring Arab 
countries, it has proven to be a 
mechanism to further the agendas 
of Ankara and Tehran, which are at 
loggerheads with Saudi Arabia.

It showed that the Qatar-Iran 
entente, previously concealed, is 
out in the open. To put it simply: 
Qatar has irrevocably joined with 
Ankara and Tehran against its 
former Arab allies. It has conclu-
sively positioned itself in a regional 
alliance that pursues geopolitical 
dominance by driving instability.

Relations between Iran and Tur-
key are more complicated. The two 
countries’ foreign policy agendas 
have sometimes collided, includ-
ing in Syria, and they each aim to 
preserve the glory of their former 
empires.

While Tehran has tried to resur-
rect a Persian Shia empire through 
supporting proxies in Syria, Yemen, 
Lebanon, Iraq and elsewhere, 
Ankara has struggled to rediscover 
the glory of the Ottoman Empire 
by supporting the Muslim Brother-
hood and other Islamist groups as 
they sow division in Arab countries 
and weaken their social fabric.

However, economic interests and 
a shared antipathy to Saudi Arabia 
and other Gulf countries, brought 
Iran and Turkey closer together. 

The two countries’ trade volume 
topped $8 billion over the May-Oc-
tober 2018 period and is expected 
to rise to $12 billion by March next 
year, Chairman of Iran-Turkey 
Chamber of Commerce Reza Kami 
said.

Beyond trade, Ankara and Teh-
ran share key political objectives. 
Both countries, for example, view 
the Kurdish presence near their 
borders as a threat to their strategic 
interests and territorial integrity. 
They are engaged in fierce competi-
tion with Riyadh over primacy in 
the Arab Gulf and the wider Middle 
East, a battle that has played out in 
Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon and 
Africa.

Both states hope to continue 
playing their respective roles as 
key powers in the region and they 
regard their cooperation as a means 
to this end, at least in the short 
term.

What is in this power game 
for Qatar, which has no history 
of empires or prospects of world 
dominance? Some say that Doha’s 
rapprochement with Ankara and 
Tehran is an inevitable outcome 
of its rift with Arab neighbours. 
The truth, however, is that Qatar 
desperately strives to achieve the 
rank of regional power. It has pur-
sued this unlikely objective since 
the turn of the century, especially 
following the events of the “Arab 
spring,” by funding devious media 
campaigns, pursuing carrot diplo-
macy, investing in global sports and 
ramping up its foreign aid.

Most troublingly, Qatar has in-
vested billions of dollars in Islamist 
groups across the region, despite 
the chaos and instability they 
wrought following the Arab upris-
ings. This is an indication that Doha 
is betting on the re-emergence of 
the Muslim Brotherhood and its 
affiliates in Egypt, Tunisia, Syria 
and Libya.

By continuing this course, 
Qatar is playing with fire, not only 
because its foreign policy objec-
tives are precarious but because it 
is antagonising its neighbours and 
driving the country into isolation.

Qatar faces another conundrum 
as it moves closer to Ankara and 
Tehran. Both of those capitals are 
at odds with the United States and 
could undermine Doha’s stand-
ing with Washington, which it has 
spent millions on lobbying over 
the past year ($16.3 million in 2017, 
a report by the Wall Street Journal 
stated).

Intentionally or unintentionally, 
Qatar is funnelling its resources 
into the hands of unreliable allies 
that could turn against it at any mo-
ment and pushing away its tradi-
tional allies, foolishly undermining 
the country’s national interest.

Or is it that Doha does not care 
about its national interest at all? 
That those in control are merely 
concerned with preserving the 
current power system, at the helm 
of which is the ruling branch of the 
al-Thani family?

Iman Zayat is Managing Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Qatari ties to Iran, Turkey 
undermine regional security

Troubling entente. Qatari Foreign Minister Mohammed bin 
Abdulrahman bin Jassim al-Thani meets with Turkish Foreign 
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu in Doha, last November.               (Reuters)
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Drawing lessons from France’s yellow vests

S 

ince the start of the 
“yellow vest” rebellion 
in France in November, 
many of the Maghreb’s 
politicians and experts 
have spent their Satur-

days glued to their TV sets watch-
ing the demonstrations in Paris and 
other French cities and listening 
to officials and pundits discuss the 
dramatic events.

Obviously, there were the Face-
book jokes about French President 
Emmanuel Macron seeking refuge 
in one Arab capital or the other and 
humorous spoofs of the French 
taking to rickety boats to cross the 
Mediterranean.

The recurring question in the 
Maghreb, the rest of the Arab world 
and even in France was whether 
these protests were the harbinger of 
a French or a European “winter” in 
the image of the 2011 “spring” up-
heaval in the Arab world. Also, did 
the Arab region have any lessons to 
draw from the French unrest? Peo-
ple saw similarities but also many 
differences in form and substance.

Some of the atmospherics were 
reminiscent of the 2011 drama in 
the Arab world.

Former socialist presidential 
candidate Benoit Hamon told Le 
Monde newspaper: “Regardless 
of which spark set off the current 
movement, there is a double en-
gine that speaks to all the French: 
Inequalities and the feeling to be 
considered insignificant. In some 
ways, this movement, which mixes 
social and democratic demands, 
resembles the ‘Arab spring’.”

Many analysts in the Maghreb 
and the rest of the Arab world were 
curious to see how the French 
would deal with upheaval in their 
midst compared to how the Arab 
world dealt — or still deals — with 
its own waves of unrest.

What struck many of the observ-
ers was the clear determination of 
the French police to contain the 
riots without fatal clashes by rely-
ing on its time-honoured security 
doctrine and often-tested profes-
sionalism.

Many in the Arab world found it 
an educational experience to see 
rowdy crowds not being treated as 
the enemy. There were occasional 
chants calling for Macron to resign 
but demonstrators were not try-
ing to violently topple the regime 
and much less to start a civil war. 
The lack of democratic traditions 
in restless parts of the Arab world 
and authorities’ propensity to 
unrestrained violent reaction have 
too often taken protests to a lethal 
curve.

There were those in the region 
with an axe to grind against the 
West, notably Turkish and Iranian 
leaders. They accused French au-
thorities of egregious violations of 
human rights but their arguments 
were too self-serving to be credible.

They seemed to miss the fact 
that the electoral legitimacy of the 
French president as well as the 
French public’s trust in the ability 
of institutions to accommodate 
change, do set France apart from 
most MENA countries.

The “yellow vest” protests did, 
however, make clear that France 
is suffering from a deep malaise. 
What started as a fuel-tax revolt 
morphed into a popular uprising 
against socioeconomic inequalities, 
the flagrant urban-rural divide 
and deteriorating quality of life for 
many segments of the population.

There were more than 120,000 
“yellow vests” on the streets of 
Paris and other French cities on 
December 8 and nationwide sup-
port, across social classes, was for 
many weeks more than 70%, as 
determined by opinion polls. It is 
interesting that migration was not a 
focal point of the unrest. The Arab 
diaspora in France was wary about 
being associated with the ambient 
turmoil and violence, especially 
that migration issues were not part 
of the debate.

In fact, despite the high number 
of far-right sympathisers among 
the yellow vests (about 42% of the 
protesters asked said they voted for 
far-right candidate Marine Le Pen 
in last year’s presidential election), 
the “M word” — “migration” — was 

not often mentioned in the list of 
demonstrators’ demands. Macron 
barely paid lip service to the issue 
in his December 10 speech.

Maghrebi and African residents 
of the poor suburbs of Paris were 
conspicuously reluctant to take 
part in the demonstrations. “What’s 
at stake for the inhabitants of the 
suburbs is jobs before anything 
else,” Anasse Kazib, a rail workers’ 
trade union activist, told Le Monde. 
“There is a lot of pent-up anger 
in the suburbs but mobilisation is 
very difficult.”

Whatever the reason for it, the 
lack of mobilisation revealed the 
lack of integration of Arab and Af-
rican ethnic minorities in France’s 
social and political landscapes. 
They did not see the demonstra-
tions that drew a preponderance 
of right-wing sympathisers as their 
type of crowd.

Macron, personally, and much of 
the ruling class, in general, being 
considered as uncaring about the 
poor and the marginalised was a 
major catalyst for the protests. Ma-
cron’s governing style has received 
much attention — negative atten-
tion. The technocratic president, 
who thought he knew best how to 
singlehandedly transform his coun-
try, exuded condescension. The 
yellow vests were “an obstacle to 
the transformation of the country” 
from above, wrote columnist Ivan 
Rioufol in Le Figaro.

Suspicion of disrespect from the 
rulers can only spark and com-
pound social 
tensions 
anywhere, 
includ-
ing North 
Africa and the 
Middle East. 
“Hogra,” mean-
ing “disrespect,” 
was an Algerian 
colloquial term subse-
quently borrowed by other 
Maghrebi crowds, especially in 
Tunisia, during the last decade, to 
justify their unhappiness over their 
rulers’ attitude towards the poor, 
the unemployed and disenfran-
chised youth.

An unexpected lesson from the 
French upheaval is that Macron’s 
top-down transformational 
politics is not necessarily what 
the Arab region needs. Tunisian 
newspaper editor Hechmi Nouira 

Many in the Arab world found it 
an educational experience to see 
rowdy crowds not being treated 
as the enemy.

cautioned that, if transferred to the 
Tunisian political landscape, the 
French president’s policy of exclud-
ing trade unions and mainstream 
political parties “could push a 
country like Tunisia straight into 
destruction and despotism, under 
one guise or the other.”

The French, like many in the 
West, seem to realise the limits 
of their socioeconomic contract. 
Nobel Prize-winning economist 
Laureate Jean Tirole wrote in Le 
Journal du Dimanche that a “new 
social contract” was needed in 
France for “a population that votes 
for an interventionist state but for 
little taxes.” But the North African 
and Arab young men and women 
of the street in 2011 wanted both a 
new social and political contract for 
societies that had outgrown their 
systems of government.

Until today, they are still likely to 
be driven to the street by the lack 
of any new viable contract that de-
fines the responsibility of the state 
in guaranteeing jobs and opportu-
nities for their citizens. In MENA’s 
economically challenged countries, 
the state will be at a loss finding an 
answer to bottom-up unrest.

Activists in places such as Tuni-
sia, Egypt and other Arab countries 
might take inspiration from the 
French demonstrations for the next 
wave of protests at home. In most 
parts of the Arab world, however, 
most of the public could see the 
huge difference separating their 
much more critical plight from 

that of the dissatisfied French 
demonstrators.

The Arab world will prob-
ably have to reckon with 

the “yellow vests” if, as 
predictions have it, they 
constitute an electoral 
slate and run for Europe-
an Parliament next year. 
It remains to be seen 
whether the unstruc-
tured movement will 
manage to do that but 
recent surveys indicate it 

could garner about 12% of 
the vote. Enough to make it, 

under any colour, a new polit-
ical actor that could influence 
the populism-washed shores 
of the Mediterranean.

Oussama Romdhani
is Editor-in-Chief of 
The Arab Weekly.

Oussama 
Romdhani

Ripples across the sea. A man wearing a yellow vest holds a French flag on the Champs-Elysees in Paris, December 8.                                                                                                                                         (AFP)
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Perspective French Protests            
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Roman Catholic church beatifies 
martyrs in Algeria in historic first

Tunis

A 

total of 19 clergymen and 
women were honoured at 
Roman Catholic beatifica-
tion ceremonies that paid 

tribute to martyrs killed during the 
Algerian civil war.

More than 1,300 people, includ-
ing ambassadors from several 
countries and various religious dig-
nitaries, attended events Decem-
ber 8 in Oran, which made Algeria 
the first Muslim country to host a 
Roman Catholic beatification cer-
emony.

Beatification, different from 
sainthood, is the Catholic Church’s 
recognition of a person’s entrance 
into Heaven and capacity to inter-
cede for people who pray in the 
person’s name.

“It is a sign of fraternity from Al-
geria to the world,” Roman Catholic 
Pope Francis said in a message read 
by Cardinal Angelo Becciu, prefect 
of the Congregation for the Causes 
of Saints. “We believe that this 
event, which is unprecedented in 
your country, will draw a great sign 
of brotherhood in the Algerian sky 
for the whole world.”

The beatified Catholics included 
seven French Trappist monks who 
were abducted from the monas-
tery at Tibhirine, south of Algiers, 
in 1996. Their skulls were discov-

ered buried nearby but their bodies 
were never found. The events were 
depicted in the 2010 film “Of Gods 
and Men.”

The radical Armed Islamic Group 
of Algeria, known by its French ini-
tials GIA, claimed responsibility for 
the beheadings but guilt was never 
substantiated.

Pope Francis, on the same day 
as the ceremonies in Algeria, told a 
crowd of about 30,000 in Saint Pe-
ter’s Square in the Vatican: “These 
martyrs of our times were faithful 
announcers of the Gospel, humble 
builders of peace and heroic wit-
nesses to Christian charity.”

“Their courageous witness is 
a source of hope for the Algerian 
Catholic community and a seed 
of dialogue for the entire society,” 
he added, saying he hoped the be-
atifications would be “a stimulus to 
build together a world of brother-
hood and solidarity.”

Catholics, including Becciu, 
joined Muslims at Oran’s Ibn Badis 
mosque to pray for the memory of 
400 Algerian imams killed by radi-
cal Islamists during what Algerians 
call the “black decade,” a civil war 
that pitted the Algerian military 

against Islamist jihadists.
The civil strife died down in the 

early 2000s after almost 250,000 
people had lost their lives.

Algerian Religious Affairs Min-
ister Mohamed Aissa hailed the 
ceremonies that brought together 
Muslims and Christians as “a uni-
versal message for peace and a 
confirmation that living together in 
harmony in Algeria is possible.”

“Algeria and the Catholic church 
(received) great lessons from this 
experience to continue their dia-
logue to further strengthen the co-
operation between the two sides,” 
Aissa said.

Algeria and the Catholic Church 
have exhibited close ties in the 
past. The church supported Alge-
ria’s push for independence from 
1954-62, prompting Algerian inde-
pendence fighters to recognise the 
church’s top official at the time, 
Cardinal Leo Etienne Duval, for 
his support to their cause, dubbing 
him Mohamed Duval.

Relations soured in the 1990s 
with the resurgence of political 
Islamists and jihadists, who were 
blamed for the killing of dozens 
of Algerian Christians. Most Chris-
tians then left the country.

Algeria is working on a law to al-
low freedoms to Christian associa-
tions as a gesture of good faith and 
tolerance.

“During my stay and meeting 
with the Algerian Prime Minister 
Ahmed Ouyahia, I saw the readi-

ness of the Algerian government 
to cooperate with the Holy See 
and the Church here in Algeria to 
expand cooperation within the 
framework of living together in 
peace and fraternity,” said Becciu.

Reaching out to Muslim faithful 
and their leaders in Islamic states 
is a mark of Francis’s tenure, a 
contrast to previous popes who 
engaged with Islam mostly on the 
theological level.

While many hailed the pope 
for building bridges and interact-
ing directly with Islamic leaders, 
some right-wing conservatives in 
the church, as well as Muslim con-
verts to Catholicism, questioned 
the approach.

As part of his drive to build 
bridges with Islam, Francis re-
fused a bulletproof car and con-
ducted an open-air mass from a 
topless golf buggy in Cairo in 2017. 
He plans to visit the United Arab 
Emirates in February and Morocco 
in March.

“We welcome the news of Pope 
Francis’s visit to the United Arab 
Emirates next February — a visit 
that will strengthen our ties and 
understanding of each other, en-
hance interfaith dialogue and help 
us to work together to maintain 
and build peace among the nations 
of the world,” said Sheikh Moham-
med bin Rashid al-Maktoum, dep-
uty president and Dubai ruler.

News & Analysis Maghreb          
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W 

hen armed men forcibly 
stopped production at 
Libya’s largest oilfield 
and staff members had 

to be evacuated, it was a major blow 
to the country’s renascent oil indus-
try.

Until it was closed December 8, 
the Sharara field, in south-western 
Libya, was producing 315,000 bar-
rels of oil a day (bpd), a significant 
part of the national production of 
1.2 million bpd. Despite the political 
divisions in Libya, oil output has in-
creased from less than 400,000 bar-
rels bpd in 2016.

The National Oil Company (NOC) 
said the shutdown, along with one 
at the nearby 73,000-bpd El Feel 
field, which depends on Sharara for 
its electricity supply, is costing the 
country $32.5 million a day in lost 
revenue.

The NOC has described the attack-
ers as criminals and the attack as an 
attempt at extortion. It demanded 
the “militia” quit the oilfield.

The UN support mission in Libya 
denounced the attack and the one 
that took place at Al Hasawna water 
distribution complex 600km to the 
north. Those involved had to imme-
diately and unconditionally with-
draw, the NOC demanded.

The European Union said the shut-
down would make matters worse 
and, while highlighting the need to 
address the problems in southern 
Libya, also insisted that the field re-
turn to NOC control.

The problem is not going to be re-
solved that simply.

Those who forced the closure of 
the field are some of the same peo-
ple who are supposed to protect it, 
members of the 30th Battalion of the 
Petroleum Facilities Guard (PFG).

In October and November, dem-

onstrators from a new protest move-
ment in the south called Fezzan 
Rage tried to get into the oilfield 
but were stopped by the PFG. The 
relatively few demonstrators said 
closing Sharara was the only way 
to make the country’s leaders in 
northern Libya — the Tripoli-based 
Presidency Council and its Govern-
ment of National Accord, the Libyan 
National Army in the east led by 
Khalifa Haftar or the House of Rep-
resentatives in Tobruk — address the 
dire situation in the south.

There is deep anger in Libya’s 
southern Fezzan region over abys-
mal living conditions. Health-care 
provision is at its worst in half a cen-
tury because of lack of staff, medi-
cation and supplies. Crime is ram-
pant. There are no jobs. The region’s 
airports are closed and travel is dif-
ficult, expensive and dangerous. 
Travellers cannot rule out the pos-
sibility of being kidnapped by mer-
cenaries from Chad and Sudan or at-
tacked by Islamic State gunmen.

Prices in shops are exorbitant 
and there is generally little on the 
shelves to buy. Fuel can cost be-
tween $1.40-$1.75 a litre, compared 
to $0.11 a litre in northern Libya. It 
is also a rare commodity. Southern 
Libya had been receiving 2 million 
litres of fuel from Misrata but there 
have not been deliveries for several 
weeks, Sebha Mayor Khalil Rafeh al-
Khayali said.

Fezzan Rage was formed by young 
activists who said they were con-
vinced that economic disruption 
was the only way to get the region’s 
complaints addressed.

The difference between previous 
attempts to enter Sharara and the 
recent successful break-in is that the 
activists and oil field guards have a 
common cause.

The PFG 30th battalion is manned 
mainly by Tuaregs, one of Libya’s 
three ethnic minorities. Some of 
them claim they have not been paid 
for three or four years, an allegation 
denied by the NOC but backed by 
others, including Khayali.

The problem dates back to when 
Muammar Qaddafi was trying to ex-
tend his influence among the Tuareg 
people in Mali, Niger and Algeria 
and claiming that the Tuaregs were 
originally Libyans. Qaddafi recruited 
several thousands of them, mainly 
from Mali, as soldiers.

They were promised Libyan na-
tionality but it never came. They 
were given an administrative num-
ber, which allowed them to live and 
work in Libya. In 2014, state salary 
payments were tied to a new nation-
al identity number system. Without 
Libyan nationality, many Tuaregs 
did not have one despite being legal-
ly employed. As a result, their sala-
ries were not paid. Despite promises 
from authorities to resolve the issue, 
that is still the case.

An estimated 18,000 Tuaregs in 
southern Libya are in this situation, 
including many in the 30th Battal-
ion.

Within the wider Tuareg commu-
nity, among those who are Libyans 
and have identity numbers, there 
is a strong sense of second-class 
citizenship. This is partly because of 
Tuareg support for the Qaddafi re-
gime, especially during the revolu-
tion. It was a support that cost them 
dearly. In Ghadames, on the border 
with Tunisia and Algeria, many Tu-
aregs were forced out of the town af-

ter the fall of the Qaddafi regime and 
had to resettle further east. They 
have not been allowed to return to 
their homes.

Fezzan Rage is sympathetic to the 
Tuaregs’ complaints, hardly surpris-
ing given that many of its coordinat-
ing committees include Tuaregs. 
It has other demands, too, includ-
ing reopening the region’s airports; 
opening a new power station at 
the Tuareg-majority town of Ubari; 
cash deliveries to banks in south-
ern Libya; plus other changes that 
the movement says will benefit all 
Libyans, such as a single rate of ex-
change for all at 3.90 Libyan dinars 
to the dollar, (rather than the current 
system in which some have access to 
the rate of 1.40 dinars to the dollar) 
and national ID numbers to be veri-
fied by biometrics.

There is widespread support for 
the movement in the south and that 
appears to extend to the shutdown 
of Sharara.

“They just want their salaries,” 
Khayali said of the PFG, while listing 

the complaints in the region: lack of 
medicine, broken roads and dam-
aged infrastructure, lack of jobs, 
lack of fuel. “We are being ignored,” 
he said.

Since the Sharara closure, it has 
been reported that the NOC’s Brega 
Oil Marketing Company is to send 
3.8 million litres of petrol, 1.2 million 
litres of diesel and 80,000 tonnes of 
liquefied cooking gas to the south 
starting December 18.

That should help stem the wide-
spread anger in the region but it will 
probably convince protesters that 
drastic action brings results. That 
means that without determined 
support to end the region’s prob-
lems, there will be similar actions.

Khayali, who said he is waiting to 
see if the fuel deliveries materialise, 
remains deeply worried.

“They have now promised us a de-
livery. It will be a disaster if it does 
not come,” he said.

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

Deep anger in south-western Libya fuels unrest

Lamine Ghanmi

Michel Cousins

Within the wider Tuareg 
community, among 
those who are Libyans 
and have identity 
numbers, there is
a strong sense of 
second-class citizenship. 

Unaddressed grievances. A Libyan Tuareg man sits at a passport control post near the border with 
Algeria.                                                                                                                                                                         (Reuters)

Honouring victims. Mohammed Isa (C-L), Algerian Minister of 
Religious Affairs and Endowments, welcomes Papal Envoy
Cardinal Angelo Becciu (C-R) at the Chapel of Our Lady of Santa 
Cruz in Algeria’s northern city of Oran, December 8. (AFP)Algeria is working on a 

law to allow freedoms to 
Christian associations as 
a gesture of good faith 
and tolerance.



6 December 16, 2018

Opinion

Empty rhetoric did not save Saddam
or Qaddafi, it will not save Iran

T
he newly released Zogby opinion poll 
throws light on significant trends in the 
Arab world and the Middle East.

Eight Arab countries were polled for 
the survey: Tunisia, Egypt, Lebanon, the 
Palestinian territories, Jordan, Iraq, 

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. It 
might seem surprising — and can be misleading 
— at first sight that democracy is not listed at the 
top of the Arab public’s priorities. In seven of the 
eight Arab countries, it is listed among the bottom 
three priorities of the public.

This might give the false impression Arab 
citizenry has no interest in the attainment of 
political freedom or in the pursuit of sound govern-
ance but that is not the case. The same poll 
indicates that Arab respondents place a premium 
on “political and government reform” as well as on 
fighting corruption and nepotism.

The failure to prioritise democracy seems related 
to two concomitant public opinion traits reflected 
in the survey: waning confidence in public 
institutions and the feeling that the respondent’s 
own country is “on the wrong track.”

The most notable exception in the Arab region 
seems to be Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates. “Respondents in Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE have the highest levels of confidence in their 
institutions, with at least eight-in-ten respondents 
expressing confidence in every institution,” the 
survey points out.

Distrust of politicians and public institutions 
goes hand in hand with unhappiness about 
deteriorating living conditions and the inability of 
institutions to deliver required services. It is 
significant that none of the publics polled, except 
for Emiratis, say they are “better off” than five 
years ago.

The top priority for Arab respondents is jobs. 
Employment ranks as the top priority for most of 
those asked in the eight Arab countries surveyed. 
As logic dictates, employment is coupled with 
another top-tier priority: education.

Employment and education encapsulate the 
ambitions as well as the pent-up frustrations of 
large segments of Arab populations. Not enough 
jobs are created to accommodate young people’s 
yearning for a better life. The shortcomings of 
education and employment policies can only build 
up the reservoir of discontent in the MENA region; 
by the same token, they discredit policymakers.

C
ompounding the anxieties of Arab 
populations are regional factors that 
cause tension. Among them, the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict and Iran’s 
threat to peace and security in the 
region.

In the Arab world at large, scepticism, if not plain 
hostility, marks the attitude towards any idea of an 
Arab-Israeli “partnership” to fight extremism of 
Iranian interference. Still, more than one-third of 
respondents in the UAE (42%), Egypt (40%), 
Lebanon (38%), Saudi Arabia (37%) and Iraq (36%) 
said “should Israel end the occupation and fulfil 
the terms of the Arab Peace Initiative, such a 
partnership would be desirable.”

The Palestinian population is divided over a 
possible solution to the conflict with Israel. A large 
segment said they see no light at the end of the 
tunnel. About 50% said they “don’t believe a 
settlement between Palestinians and Israelis is 
possible.”

Strong resentment of Iranian designs permeates 
Arab public opinion. Varying degrees of scepticism 
mark attitudes about a possible “coexistence” 
between Arabs and Iran. These vary from 74% in 
Tunisia and 70% in Egypt to 36% in Saudi Arabia 
and 34% in Jordan.

There is also a pervasive wariness about Iran’s 
nuclear activities and its ballistic missile pro-
gramme. The poll shows that “a verifiable Iranian 
commitment to end its ballistic missile pro-
gramme” is favoured by majorities in five Arab 
countries, including 93% in Egypt, 84% in Tunisia, 
83% in Saudi Arabia, 81% in the UAE and 60% in the 
Palestinian territories.

Editorial
The unsurprising priorities 
of the Arab world

Tehran has the opportunity to spare its people unnecessary hardships before 
it goes down the same fateful road of Tripoli and Baghdad but will it listen?

A 

s they face the 
impasse of US 
sanctions and their 
aftermath, inces-
sant protests and 
internal unrest, the 

Iranian rulers are behaving like 
Saddam Hussein did at the end 
of his rule in the face of a loom-
ing American invasion of Iraq. So 
did Muammar Qaddafi, for that 
matter, when clashes broke out 
in Benghazi between his army 
and its popular committees and 
the Islamic opposition backed 
by “our brethren in Qatar,” as he 
had put it.

Iranian leaders are doing the 
exact same thing as those two. 
They are trying to convince the 
Iranian citizen that he is the 
first and last victim of America’s 
sanctions, that he is the target of 
its aggressive policies and that he 
must increase his commitment 
to the Iranian government, bear 
all his bitterness and renounce 
his freedom, security and the 
survival of his children for the 
nearly sure victory over the 
Americans and their allies. The 
Iranian citizen won’t be fighting 
for just his present and his future 
but for the pride of his long 
history and heritage.

Just like Qaddafi and Saddam 
before them, the Iranian rulers 
are the ones who should bear 
the biggest share of the blame 
for the plight of their people 
because of their stubbornness 
and arrogance. They opted 
for policies of defiance and 
confrontation but armed only 
with muscle flexing and slogans, 
the same weapons that were of 
no good use to anyone before 
them.

In a conference on terrorism 
and regional cooperation 
attended by the speakers of the 
parliaments of Afghanistan, 
China, Pakistan, Russia and 
Turkey, Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani threatened European 
countries and the United States 
with a “flood” of drugs, refugees 
and attacks should US sanctions 
weaken Iran’s ability to address 
these problems.

“We face a comprehensive 
attack that threatens not only 
our independence and our 

identity but also our historic 
relations,” he said of US 
sanctions. He renewed his threat 
to close the Strait of Hormuz 
should the United States try 
to prevent his country from 
exporting its oil.

Iranian news agency Tasnim 
quoted the head of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps 
General Mohammad Ali 
Jafari, as saying: “We have the 
scientific capability to increase 
the range of our missiles but 
this is not part of our current 
policy because most strategic 
enemy targets are already within 
2,000km. This range is enough 
to protect the Islamic Republic 
of Iran.”

Commander of the Iranian Air 
Force General Aziz Nasirzadeh 
went one notch above Jafari’s 
threat and announced that Iran 
was endeavouring to increase 
the range of its missiles. “One of 
our most important programmes 
is to increase the range of 
missiles and ammunition. We do 
not see any restrictions on us in 
this area,” Nasirzadeh said.

The insistence of the Iranian 
rulers on escalation through 
defiance and stubbornness and 
on rejecting negotiations and 
dialogue as they face the risk 
of catastrophic consequences 
for their own regime and their 
people is beyond reason or 
wisdom.

They know the safest and 
most effective way for them to 
save face before their people 
and the world is to stop useless 
defiance and adopt a policy 
of compromise internally and 
of rational dialogue with the 
outside world. It’s as simple as 
that. They’ve got to let go of 
their supremacist dreams of 
national superiority, for such 
dreams died and disintegrated 
centuries ago and are no longer 
suitable for the age of roaming 
on Mars.

Rather than persist in 
arrogance and stoking 
simmering fires, Iran’s al-Wali 
al-Faqih can, with a single pen 
stroke, halt all funding of the 
gangs of murderers, arsonists 
and looters in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, 
Lebanon and the Palestinian 

territories. And that’s just abroad.
Inside Iran, he can easily stand 

up to corrupt associates and 
agents. He can order Iran’s riches 
be spent helping the millions 
of poor Iranian citizens, on 
infrastructure and construction 
projects, on revitalising Iran’s 
trade and industry and on 
restoring Iran’s friendly relations 
with its neighbours. Wouldn’t 
that be much more beneficial to 
the Iranians, the region and the 
world?

If Saddam had spent half of the 
revenues of the Iraqi treasury 
on improving infrastructure, 
boosting the economy, 
facilitating the lives of Iraqi 
citizens and guaranteeing their 
dignity and livelihood, millions 
of Iraqis would have sprung 
to defend him and his regime. 
He would still be smoking his 
Cuban cigars and celebrating the 
coronation of his faithful son 
Qusay.

Qaddafi was no different. Had 
he discarded his Green Book, 
cancelled his “People’s Republic” 
and established a state based on 
the rule of institutions, justice 
and the law and had he been 
generous to his opponents before 
his supporters with just half the 
fortune that he and his children 
stashed abroad or wasted on 
arming guerrillas and political 
parties here and there, he would 
still be reclining in his tent now 
and watching his faithful son, 
Saif al-Islam, run the Qaddafi 
family kingdom safely.

It is too late for Saddam and 
Qaddafi to regain some degree 
of rationality and realism, after 
having ruled for a long time and 
imagined themselves as Antarah 
Ibn Shaddad or Khalid Ibn al-
Walid or Omar Mukhtar.

The Iranian regime, however, 
has time to reconsider its 
approach and grab the safety 
lifeline available to it. Tehran 
has the opportunity to spare its 
people unnecessary hardships 
before it goes down the same 
fateful road of Tripoli and 
Baghdad but will it listen?

Ibrahim Zobeidi is an Iraqi 
writer and US publisher of 
The Arab Weekly.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Ibrahim Zobeidi

A recent survey by Al-Fanar Media and 
InfoTimes, an independent data 
analysis company, stated that less 
than 7% of Arab universities have 
women presidents. Only 48 of the 702 
universities surveyed were led by 

women.
Nine Arab countries have no female academic 

leaders: Bahrain, Comoros, Djibouti, Kuwait, 
Libya, Mauritania, Qatar, Somalia and Yemen. 
There is some progress in the Gulf region, where 
women lead more than 13% of universities, and in 
Saudi Arabia, where they lead more than 11%.

The issue is about fairness to women whose 
academic and leadership achievements qualify 
them for such positions. As they become the 
majorities in many, if not most Arab universities, 
female students need role models.

Jouhaina Gherib, president of Manouba Univer-
sity in northern Tunisia, says seeing women in 
academic leadership roles “increases female 
students’ confidence in their abilities and pro-
motes their ambition to reach an advanced 
position.”

Regional tensions 
add to concern

Arab women deserve to be 
academic leaders
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Bilateral arrangements could 
be the future of Gulf cooperation

Poll reflects anxiety, frustration in the Arab world

Today’s circumstances do not seem to be better off than the uncertain 
and anxiety-ridden times of the birth of the GCC. 

In six of the eight Arab countries, “employment” ranked first when respondents 
were asked to identify the most important issues facing their nation.

Omar Ali al-Badawi
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T 

hrough the great 
care it showed in 
hosting the Gulf 
summit, Riyadh 
seemed to want to 
have the defini-

tive word on the future of Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC), 
especially considering predic-
tions and questions about 
the group’s effectiveness and 
stability.

In his inaugural speech, Sau-
di King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud stressed his keenness 
to see the council maintained 
and strengthened. Kuwaiti 
Emir Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-
Sabah built on King Salman’s 
address by calling for a halt to 
defamatory media campaigns.

Qatar’s attempts to margin-
alise the summit, because it 
was in Riyadh, do not depart 
from the core of the role it 
played for decades now in 
downplaying the value of the 
opportunities to move forward 
with the region.

Qatar’s reactions were in 
line with the agenda for which 
huge resources and energies 
were pledged and for which 
it allowed itself to promote 
the goals of capitals that are 
hostile to any Arab role or any 
legitimate Arab interests in the 
region. This dubious behaviour 
led Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates and Bahrain to 
boycott Qatar.

Doha has increased the cost 
of reconciliation. It widened 
the gap to the extent that it is 
no longer amenable to ending 
the crisis. Qatar’s provocative 
handling of the case of Saudi 
journalist Jamal Khashoggi’s 
death is proof of its ill inten-
tions. It has expanded great 

efforts and expended much 
money to mar Saudi Arabia’s 
image and insult its leaders 
while keeping the fires of dis-
cord burning.

Bahraini Foreign Affairs 
Minister Sheikh Khalid bin 
Ahmed al-Khalifa described 
the conflict between Qatar and 
other Gulf countries as at a low 
never reached before in any 
dispute between the members 
of the GCC. 

Expectations are slim, that a 
new window for action would 
be opened by the efforts by 
Sheikh Sabah to bring about 
reconciliation considering 
Doha’s intransigence to accept 
the conditions for reconcilia-
tion.

Doha had thought that the 
protocol-dictated invitation to 
Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani to attend the 
Riyadh summit was a sign of 
a softening in the boycotting 
countries’ position but Bahrain 
and Egypt announced renewed 
insistence on the conditions of 
any reconciliation.

Given the undeniable weak-
ness in the GCC structure, 
bilateral efforts to build 
strategic alliances are growing. 
Coordination councils have 
been formed at the highest 
level between Saudi Arabia 
and several individual Gulf 
countries and this approach 
seems much more effective 
and dynamic.

It was Riyadh’s dream to see 
the GCC entity move beyond 
the stage of “cooperation” to 
the stage of “union.” The late 
King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud had declared at one of 
the pivotal summits in the his-
tory of the region his wishes 

and those of all people of the 
Gulf to see their leaders rise 
above the marginal differences 
and strive for unity to provide 
a common front to the chal-
lenges lying ahead.

However, disagreements 
and conflicting agendas foiled 
those calls and made unity 
much more difficult to achieve. 
The region was at the time fac-
ing its darkest moments. Many 
Arab capitals withdrew from 
the scene and the Arab League 
failed to show behaviour 
indicating that some life still 
coursed in its veins.

Instead of being the Arabs’ 
last oasis and sanctuary, the 
Gulf institution was tested at 
its core by the opposing posi-
tions of its members regarding 
the region’s conflicts and 
issues, in addition to the deep-
ening Qatari crisis. The idea 
of a “Gulf union” is becoming 
more difficult and more com-
plex to realise.

The tempest hitting the Gulf 
entity cannot be separated 
from the fragility of the Arab 
reality in general. The events 
and volatility of the past eight 
years have been spewing hot 
lava over all Gulf states, which 
cannot afford to remain neu-
tral with respect to what was 
happening in their backyards.

Despite that, there is a 
need to maintain the council, 
even partially, because of the 
roles some of its members are 
expected to play in coming 
challenges. Some international 
forces are relying on a bigger 
future role of the Gulf states in 
fixing the damage that befell 
Yemen, Iraq, Egypt, Libya, 
Syria and Lebanon. Many 
Arab and regional capitals are 

A 

public opinion 
poll conducted 
in August and 
September indi-
cated that many 
concerns and 

frustrations that sparked the 
“Arab spring” in 2011 continue 
to plague many Arab societies.

The poll by Zogby Research 
services surveyed 8,628 adults 
in Tunisia, Egypt, Lebanon, the 
Palestinian territories, Jordan, 
Iraq, Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates as well as 
Turkey and Iran.

In six of the eight Arab coun-
tries, “employment” ranked 
first when respondents were 
asked to identify the most 
important issues facing their 
nation. In Egypt, “ending cor-
ruption” was first and “personal 
rights” was the highest-ranking 
answer in the United Arab 
Emirates. Other responses 
frequently mentioned included 
“education” and “political 
reform.”

Contrary to common wisdom 
about the strong yearning of 
Arab masses for more political 
freedom, “democracy” ranked 
far down the list of priorities for 
most Arab countries.

Even Tunisians, who have 
been most successful in demo-
cratic political transition since 
2011, ranked “democracy” as 
their least important concern. 
That could be because they feel 
they have essentially achieved 
that goal. More likely, however, 
is their realisation, eight years 

after the uprising, they are not 
seeing the benefits of democ-
racy in terms of their everyday 
lives.

In a similar Zogby poll in 2011, 
“democracy” ranked second 
among Tunisians’ priorities. Re-
cent domestic surveys in Tuni-
sia indicate that large majorities 
of respondents are sceptical — if 
not distrustful — of politicians.

“Democracy” was among the 
bottom three (of ten) priorities 
in every Arab country except 
the United Arab Emirates, 
where it ranked fifth. “Politi-
cal reform,” however, ranked 
among the top three priorities 
in Egypt, the Palestinian territo-
ries, Jordan and Iraq (and fourth 
in Tunisia and Saudi Arabia).

Combined, these two 
responses suggest that, while 
many people in the Arab world 
desire political reform, they 
do not see it necessarily in the 
form of Western-style liberal 
democracy. Perhaps the gov-
erning chaos in many Western 
liberal democracies, as well 
as the perceived inability of 
democratic politics to improve 
the lives of people in the Arab 
world or to stem violence and 
chaos in the region, dulled the 
lustre of democratic political 
systems.

When asked whether their 
country was on the “right track” 
or the “wrong track,” most 
respondents in five of the eight 
Arab countries said “wrong” 
— with Tunisia (69%), the Pal-
estinian territories (65%), Egypt 

(55%) and Iraq (52%) leading the 
way. Majorities of respondents 
in Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and — surprisingly — 
Lebanon said their countries 
were on the “right track.” Emi-
ratis were the most optimistic 
at 80%.

A related question — “Are you 
better off or worse off than you 
were five years ago?” — yielded 
similar results. Tunisians, Egyp-
tians and Iraqis resoundingly 
answered “worse off” (64% 
in Egypt, 59% in Tunisia, 55% 
in Iraq) while 68% of Emiratis 
polled said they are better off. 
In Saudi Arabia, 72% said they 
consider themselves better 
off or “about the same” as five 
years ago, as did 60% of Leba-
nese respondents.

One of the poll’s most dis-
turbing results concerns levels 
of confidence in a country’s 
institutions. Majorities of re-
spondents in Egypt, Tunisia and 
Iraq expressed a lack of confi-
dence in every listed institution 
— military, police, judiciary, 
religious establishment, media 
and legislature. The highest 
score for any institution in Tuni-
sia was for the judiciary (41%); 
the religious establishment was 
the most trusted institution in 
Egypt (50%) and Iraq (28%).

A cause of concern is the 
lack of confidence expressed in 
the military and the police in 
Tunisia, Egypt and Iraq: 59% of 
Egyptians said they are not con-
fident in the military, despite 
its dominant role in Egyptian 

thirsty for a role by the Gulf 
states to help them out of their 
harsh reality and give them 
hope for a better future.

The United States has 
stepped up pressure on the 
Gulf parties to achieve the 
minimum level of consensus, 
at least as part of Washington’s 
quest to form a united regional 
front against Iran.

Turkey’s ambitions in the 
region also cannot be over-
looked. Ankara has shown its 
fangs in the northern territo-
ries of Iraq and Syria but also 
through its systematic attack 
against Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz over Khashoggi’s 
death in the Saudi Consulate in 
Istanbul.

Four decades and one year 
after its birth, the GCC faces a 
fateful moment. Many in the 
Gulf remember the declaration 
made in 1981 by the late Prince 
Saud al-Faisal bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud, the Saudi foreign minis-
ter at the time, announcing the 
birth of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council. One of the council’s 
goals was to present a unified 
front in the face of the threats 
resulting from Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini’s seizing 
power in Iran and his policy of 
exporting the Islamic revolu-
tion.

Today’s circumstances do 
not seem to be better off than 
the uncertain and anxiety-
ridden times of the birth of the 
GCC. Qatar has flung its GCC 
gate open to the destructive 
winds to bring defeat right to 
the heart of this institution.

Omar Ali al-Badawi is a Saudi 
journalist.

society and the fact that it was 
widely admired and lauded 
after orchestrating the ouster of 
former President Muhammad 
Morsi in 2013. A Zogby poll 
in 2013 indicated that 94% of 
Egyptian respondents said they 
supported the military. In Iraq, 
80% expressed no confidence 
in the military, despite its role in 
defeating the Islamic State.

By contrast, respondents in 
Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates stated the high-
est levels of confidence in their 
institutions — 80% or higher for 
each. Surprisingly, Palestinians 
expressed confidence in all of 
their institutions, although 
by lower percentages than in 
the Gulf states. In Jordan, only 
the media and the parliament 
scored negative numbers and in 
Lebanon, only the parliament.

Paul Salem, president of the 
Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington, speaking at an event to 
mark the release of the poll re-
sults, said “the [factors] we saw 
in 2011 have not gone away.”

He pointed out that the 
results from Tunisia and Egypt 
— two countries that followed 
“opposite tracks: one democrat-
ic, one authoritarian” — reveal 
that neither society is happy 
with its circumstances.

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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y announcing a new mili-
tary intervention into 
Syria, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan put 

relations between his country and 
the United States at a “crossroads,” 
analysts said.

Following incursions into Syria 
west of the Euphrates River in 2016 
and this year, Turkey was planning 
to send troops into a Syrian region 
east of the river “in the coming 
days,” Erdogan said during a tel-
evised speech December 12 in An-
kara.

The statement caused concern 
in Washington because the region 
is the deployment area of approxi-
mately 2,000 US troops who have 
been fighting the Islamic State 
with the help of the People’s Pro-
tection Units (YPG), a Kurdish mili-
tia. Turkey says the YPG is a terror-
ist organisation.

Erdogan’s announcement was 
both a sign of frustration by Tur-
key over the US alliance with the 
YPG and a rhetorical warning shot. 
Ankara has asked Washington for 
years to stop supporting and arm-
ing the Kurdish group but has been 
ignored.

Now Erdogan wants to force 
Washington to decide on its coop-
eration with the YPG, said Celal-
ettin Yavuz, a professor at Istan-
bul’s Ayvansaray University. “We 
have reached a crossroads with the 
United States,” Yavuz said.

Erdogan was not bluffing, he 
added. “At the very least, we will 
see Turkish air strikes” east of the 
Euphrates, Yavuz said. “Maybe 
there will be more.”

Reports in pro-government me-
dia in Turkey said tanks, armoured 
personnel carriers and crack army 
units had been deployed near the 
Syria border. Syrian rebels allied 

with Turkey said up to 15,000 of 
their fighters were ready to join the 
advance against the YPG.

Analysts said Erdogan wants the 
United States to force the Kurd-
ish militia to withdraw from the 
border region. Ankara was trying 
to put significant pressure on the 
United States to enable Turkey to 
create a buffer zone 15-20km into 
Syrian territory to push back the 
YPG, Aaron Stein, a senior resident 
fellow at the Rafik Hariri Centre 
for the Middle East at the Atlantic 
Council in Washington, wrote on 
Twitter.

Erdogan said another aim of the 
new incursion would be to drive 
the YPG out of Manbij, a town 
20km south of the Turkish border 
on the west bank of the Euphra-
tes. Turkey and the United States 
agreed on a plan for a YPG with-
drawal in June but Erdogan said it 
had not been implemented.

“We will start the operation to 
clear the east of the Euphrates 
from separatist terrorists in a few 
days,” Erdogan said in his speech 
at a defence industry meeting.

“Our target is never US soldiers,” 
he said. However, he did not hide 
his disappointment with Washing-
ton. “They are not being honest. 
They are still not removing terror-
ists (from Manbij),” Erdogan said. 
“Therefore, we will do it.”

Describing Manbij as a place 
where the Arab population had 
surrendered “to the terror organi-
sation” YPG, Erdogan, speaking 
December 14 at a meeting of the 
Organisation of Islamic Coop-
eration in Istanbul, said: “We are 
saying that you should cleanse, 
remove them or else we will enter 
Manbij.” He repeated that Turkey 
was determined to bring “peace 
and security” east of the Euphra-
tes where the YPG controls area 
stretching more than 400km along 
the border towards Iraq.

Turkey is also unhappy with a 
US decision to set up observation 

posts in northern Syria. Ankara 
says the posts are aimed at shield-
ing the YPG from Turkish attacks. 
“We know that the aim of the radar 
and observation posts set up by 
the United States is not to protect 
our country from terrorists, but to 
protect the terrorists from Turkey,” 
Erdogan said.

Three observation posts have 
been set up, a US official told Reu-
ters. The official said the positions 
were clearly marked and any force 
attacking them “would definitely 
know they are attacking the United 
States.”

Within hours of Erdogan’s an-
nouncement, the US Defence 
Department warned that any 

unilateral military action would 
undermine the shared interest of 
securing the border between Syria 
and Turkey in a sustainable way.

“Unilateral military action into 
north-east Syria by any party, 
particularly as US personnel may 
be present or in the vicinity, is of 
grave concern,” US Navy Com-
mander Sean Robertson, a Pen-
tagon spokesman, said in a state-
ment. “We would find any such 
actions unacceptable.”

Turkey is unlikely to be im-
pressed by such warnings, Yavuz 
said. Ankara regarded the YPG 
presence in northern Syria as a 
threat to Turkey’s national security 
and was determined to do some-
thing about it. “This determination 
is not limited to the government,” 
Yavuz said.

Erdogan’s political partner in 
parliament, the right-wing Nation-
alist Movement Party, as well as 
Turkey’s biggest opposition group, 
the Republican People’s Party, 
shared the government assess-
ment.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent.

Erdogan’s threat of Syria intervention 
puts Turkey, US at ‘crossroads’
Thomas Seibert

News & Analysis Syria

Tunis

T 

he United States issued a 
stinging rebuttal to Syria’s 
claim of having suffered 
a chemical attack on the 

loyalist city of Aleppo, laying the 
blame instead on Damascus and 
Moscow for staging the attack.

Chemical weapons have been an 
almost constant feature of Syria’s 
seven years of civil war, with vari-
ous sides in the conflict accusing 
others of having resorted to their 
use. However, only the Islamic 
State and the Syrian government 
have been found responsible by 
UN investigators for deployment 
of chemical weapons.

Attribution for an attack in No-
vember is clouded. Both Moscow 
and Damascus accused Idlib’s 
rebels of carrying out the attack 
but the United States charged that 
Russia and Syria staged it.

Which chemical was used in 
the Aleppo attack is also unclear. 
Syrian authorities said rebels de-
ployed chlorine gas in the city. 
However, the Americans said tear 
gas was used. While some chemi-
cal weapons, such as chlorine gas, 
remain legal, nerve agents of all 
types are strictly prohibited.

The repercussions of the No-
vember attack could prove criti-
cal. At stake is the future of Idlib 
province, the last rebel stronghold 
in Syria and a constant reminder 
to Syrian President Bashar Assad 

that his war is yet to be won.
Idlib, protected by a ceasefire 

agreed between Turkey and Rus-
sia, stands as a tangible repudia-
tion of Assad’s desire to retake 
“every inch” of Syria. Turkey re-
mains highly active in Idlib and is 
attempting to form several of its 
militias into a single unit to de-
fend the country’s border.

Despite Turkey’s presence in 
the province, pro-regime forces 
continued to subject Idlib to a 
near constant artillery barrage in 

recent months. After the recent 
alleged chemical attack in Alep-
po, Moscow joined the attack, 
with Russian warplanes striking 
rebel-held areas in the province, 
after first warning Turkey.

Syrian government forces have 
a record of using chemical weap-
ons against their own population, 
as well as claiming such attacks 
were carried out by rebel forces. 
Most notable was the April de-
ployment of chemical weapons 
in the Damascus suburb of Duma, 

where 70 people died.
Columb Strack, a principal Mid-

dle East and North Africa analyst 
at IHS Market, said: “It’s entirely 
possible that the Syrian govern-
ment conducted this attack to un-
dermine Turkey’s efforts to unite 
the Syrian opposition and to sabo-
tage the current ceasefire.

“It’s equally plausible that the 
attack was carried out by Hayat 
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), which are 
violently resisting attempts by 
the Turkish army to form a uni-

fied Syrian opposition and have 
clearly demonstrated intent to 
derail the Sochi agreement.”

“We recorded several incidents 
of HTS engaging government 
forces with artillery from the 
Khan Tuman area (where the sus-
pected chemical shells were fired 
from) in the weeks leading up to 
the November 24 attack and pre-
vious incidents suggest that HTS 
has the capability to use chemical 
agents, including chlorine, as a 
weapon,” he said.

While both explanations may 
be plausible, the US charge of 
Russia having participated in the 
attack has confused many. The 
statement said the United States 
has information indicating Rus-
sian as well as Syrian personnel 
were involved in the attack and 
“believes that both countries are 
using it as an opportunity to un-
dermine confidence in the cease-
fire in Idlib.”

“Russia has been a driving 
force behind the Idlib ceasefire. 
It has no obvious motivation for  
sabotaging it.” Strack said.

Simon Speakman Cordall
is a freelance journalist.

US accusations over chemical attack crucial for Idlib battle
Simon Speakman Cordall Fear tactics. 

Children try 
improvised 
gas masks in 
their home 
in Binnish in 
Syria’s Idlib 
province, last 
September.  
     (AFP)

Erdogan wants to force 
Washington to make a 
decision on its cooperation 
with the YPG.

The heat is on. A military vehicle is transported as part of a convoy on the outskirts of the city of Kilis 
in south-eastern Turkey near the border with Syria, December 13.                                           (Ismet Bicen/IHA)

At stake is the future of Idlib 
province, the last rebel 
stronghold in Syria and a 
constant reminder to Syrian 
President Bashar Assad that 
his war is yet to be won.
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T 

he year 2018 kicked off on 
a high note for Syria, her-
alding cautious optimism, 
when more than 1,000 

delegates assembled last January 
in Sochi, Russia, attending peace 
talks hosted by President Vladimir 
Putin.

For the first time, prominent op-
position figures such as Ahmad Jar-
ba and Haitham Manaa sat across 
the podium with delegates from 
Damascus. Apart from breaking the 
psychological barrier between the 
two sides, the conference achieved 
little for the war-torn nation.

By year’s end, however, the 
peace process had morphed from 
“Assad must go” into simply draft-
ing a new constitution for Syria, in 
accordance with UN Resolution Se-
curity Council 2254.

The first six months of 2018 were 
marked by major battlefield devel-
opments, all to the favour of the 
Russians and their Syrian allies. On 
January 25, they launched a major 
ground offensive to retake Eastern 
Ghouta, held by the armed opposi-
tion since 2012. By mid-April, they 
declared victory.

Those who refused to join the 
Russia-led reconciliation were 
shipped off to northern Syria under 
auspices of the United Nations. It 
was the single most important bat-
tlefield development for the Rus-
sian and Syrian armies since the 
December 2016 capture of Aleppo.

On April 19, a new operation 
started, this time against the Yar-
mouk camp and its nearby Hajar al-
Aswad neighbourhood, also in the 
hands of Islamic rebels since 2012. 
By late May, both areas had been 
levelled to the ground and cleared 
from the armed opposition as well.

On June 22, the last major mili-
tary operation was begun, now 
against rebel-held areas in southern 
Syria, around the strategic city of 
Daraa, considered the birthplace of 
the revolution by the Syrian oppo-
sition. That operation ended July 6, 
with the recapturing of the Syrian-
Jordanian Nasib border. Busloads 
of militiamen were shipped off to 
Idlib in north-western Syria, where 
they assimilated with thousands of 
fighters.

The year was catastrophic for 
the Syrian opposition, which lost 
all major territory and with it, any 
ability to influence the peace pro-

cess begun four years ago under 
the unspoken slogan of “Negotia-
tions under Fire.”

US assistance to the armed op-
position abruptly ended in 2018, 
along with financial aid to the 
White Helmets. The only party 
still a recipient of military aid were 
Kurdish fighters in the Syrian Dem-
ocratic Forces dotted across cities 
and towns east of the Euphrates 
River. When the Daraa operations 
started, the United States warned 
its proxies in southern Syria that 
it would not intervene on their be-
half.

Syrian Kurds were definite losers 
in 2018 after both the Americans 
and the Russians looked the other 
way as Turkey-backed forces re-
took the city of Afrin, within Rus-
sia’s sphere of influence, last Feb-
ruary. The opposition argued that 
a deal had been struck between 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan and Putin, swapping Afrin 
for East Ghouta.

On March 29, US President Don-
ald Trump announced that his 
troops would be leaving Syria “very 
soon,” shocking Kurdish militants 
who had relied heavily on US pres-
ence in cities such as al-Hasakah 
and Qamishli.

If the Americans withdrew, the 
Turks would certainly march across 
the border to end Kurdish forces in 
eastern Syria. No withdrawal hap-
pened, however, due to continued 
Iranian presence in Syria. As the 
year closes, Erdogan is amassing 
troops for a new offensive, target-
ing Kurdish groups east of the Eu-
phrates.

The second half of the year was 
relatively less eventful, focused 
mainly on political talks, by the 
Russians, Turks and Iranians with 
notable participation of France and 
Germany in Istanbul in October. In 
September, Putin agreed to halt an 
upcoming offensive against Idlib, 
which would have aggravated the 
massive refugee problem for the 
European Union and Turkey.

In return, Erdogan promised to 
let his proxies, now looped into the 
“National Liberation Front,” to free 
the area from Hayat Tahrir al-Sham 
and the Islamic State (ISIS). Each 
of the militant groups is estimated 
at 15,000 strong in Idlib. Meeting 
in Sochi, the two presidents set a 
deadline for mid-October but Er-
dogan failed to deliver, prompting 
an “extension” by the Russians, 
with backing from France and Ger-
many.

Once controlling vast territory 

bestriding Syria and Iraq, ISIS is 
confined to Idlib and small pock-
ets in the countryside of Deir ez-
Zor and Abu Kamal. Along with 
the Syrian armed opposition and 
Kurds, they are the certain losers of 
2018 if Erdogan goes ahead with his 
military operation.

The biggest winner no doubt is 
Putin. All benchmarks set after 
his 2015 intervention in the Syrian 
conflict have been met. The threat 
to his allies in Damascus has been 
eliminated. The UN-mandated Ge-
neva peace talks are dead, with the 
November departure of their engi-
neer, Staffan de Mistura. So is all 
talk about creation of a Transition-
al Government Body to rule with 
“full executive powers” during the 
“transition period” as outlined by 
the first session of Geneva in the 
summer of 2012.

The talk of the town is the con-

stitutional committee, expected 
to be announced before the end 
of this month and to start work in 
early 2019. Also, Arab countries are 
inching towards rapprochement 
with Damascus, music to the ears 
of Putin, who is glad to see historic 
allies of the United States, such as 
Kuwait and Bahrain, mend fences 
with Syrian President Bashar As-
sad.

It would be wrong to assume that 
the Syrian conflict, which started 
in 2011, ended in 2018. Far from it, 
a large chunk of territory is in the 
hands of the United States and its 

Kurdish proxies. Turkey occupies 
border cities such as Jarabulus 
and Azaz, and inland ones, includ-
ing Afrin and al-Bab. The Russians 
promised to repatriate approxi-
mately 2 million Syrian refugees by 
year’s end but only a tiny fraction 
of that amount has returned.

The elephant in the room re-
mains where to raise money for 
Syria’s reconstruction, funds Rus-
sia cannot give and nor can Iran, 
certainly not after US sanctions 
were renewed last November.

A rapprochement with the Gulf 
might help but the European Un-
ion won’t pitch in before a political 
process kicks off and that cannot 
start before all the guns go silent on 
the Syrian battlefield.

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

The 2018 winners and losers in Syria war
Sami Moubayed

Biggest winner. A Russian soldier (C) places the national f lag at the Abu Duhur crossing on the 
eastern edge of Idlib, September 25.                           (AFP)

Syrian Kurds were definite 
losers in 2018 after both the 
Americans and the Russians 
looked the other way as 
Turkey-backed forces 
retook the city of Afrin.

A 

year ago, the Neth-
erlands Institute 
of International 
Relations Clingendael 
published a detailed 
report on what it 

thought Syria would look like in 
2019. It said any of four scenarios 
could come to pass: a fragile peace, 
a high-intensity conflict after a 
palace coup topples Bashar Assad, 
the prevalence of warlordism or 
a low-intensity frozen conflict. 
The fourth scenario, the report 
averred, would be tied to large-
scale ethnic cleansing.

A year since the report’s release, 
we can say with relative certainty 
that none of the four outcomes are 
likely. So, what should we expect 
over the coming 12 months for 
Syria?

For starters, the regime is likely 
to become a more central player 
than in recent years. Throughout 
2017 and 2018, it stood on the side-
lines, allowing sponsors Iran and 
Russia to dominate the military 
and diplomatic narratives. Next 
year, it may go on the offensive, 
putting the question of Idlib 
province to bed with the help of 
Russia’s airpower. It will also look 
to pressure Lebanon, Jordan and 

certain Gulf countries to rebuild 
Syria by offering lucrative con-
struction contracts.

A major reconstruction effort 
— with public services provided 
to civilians in pro- and anti-gov-
ernment areas alike — would put 
Damascus on the path to better 
ties with Western capitals. To fur-
ther the rapprochement, Assad’s 
regime may offer to end its ban 
on foreign aid groups and could 
approve visa requests by interna-
tional humanitarian agencies. This 
could allow renewed diplomatic 
relations between Syria and West-
ern countries, which might lead to 
a massive injection of aid, includ-
ing for reconstruction.

Will the West play ball? Perhaps 
not in 2019 or even the following 
year but at some stage it seems 
likely Damascus’s sins will be 
forgiven — if not forgotten. Given 
its record, however, none of this 
is to suggest the regime is likely 
to end the sectarian violence and 
repression that have served it well 
for more than half a century.

Russia aside, Turkey is the only 
foreign country that has significant 
interest on the ground in Syria. 
It opened a university campus in 
Jarabulus, northern Syria, in Octo-

ber. This was a sign Ankara intends 
to be around for the long term.

Some suspect this may be a 
smokescreen because Ankara has 
few long-term options in north-
ern Syria. It has little to gain from 
continuing to support Hayat Tahrir 
al-Sham and will probably aban-
don the extremist group in 2019. 
Instead, it may opt to double down 
on Kurdish elements in the region.

It is likely that 2019 will be the 
first full year since 2010 that Syria 
broadly experiences peace. That 
said, what remains is a shattered 
economy with few socioeconomic 
opportunities for its exhausted 
inhabitants.

The Netherlands institute’s Syria 
report, which covered trade and 
the economy, noted that infla-
tion was flat in 2017 and prices of 
some products even fell. While 
this doesn’t necessarily mean the 
economy is set to improve, it does 
point to its cataclysmic decline 
bottoming out.

While the Clingendael Institute’s 
report may turn out to be wide of 
the mark, elements from each of 
its proposed scenarios resonate 
significantly. It correctly posits 
that the threat posed by jihadist 
terrorism will endure because its 

underlying causes remain.
“The lack of inclusive govern-

ance and equal opportunities un-
der the Assad regime are the roots 
on which the conflict and [the 
Islamic State] were able to grow,” 
the Clingendael report states.

While the Islamic State has dissi-
pated, the conditions that led to its 
rise have not. Conversations with 
contacts inside the country reveal 
that life in Syria continues to be 
an exercise in endurance. The 
government has made no genuine 
attempt to rein in localised black 
economies, which hurt all but the 
most loyal of regime lackeys. As 
such, the gap between the regime 
and the general population will 
solidify and become more pro-
nounced in 2019.

While the worst of the conflict 
is over, the coming year throws 
up many imponderables for Syria. 
It may be driven further down 
the road to economic basket-case 
status. Without major injections 
of foreign cash, it will remain a 
country that is wasting away.

Stephen Starr is the author of 
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to 
the Uprising” and has lived in 
Syria and Turkey since 2007.

What will Syria look like in 2019?
Viewpoint

Stephen Starr

While the worst of 
the conflict is over, 
the coming year 
throws up many 
imponderables for 
Syria. 
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The not-so-trivial pursuit of Hezbollah

T 

he greatest trick the 
devil ever pulled was 
convincing the world 
he did not exist, a 
quote credited to 
French essayist and 

poet Charles Baudelaire, that ac-
curately depicts Hezbollah’s role 
in derailing the formation of the 
Lebanese cabinet, a process that 
has stalled since May.

Lebanese Prime Minister-
designate Saad Hariri’s pursuit to 
form the government has been an 
uphill battle ostensibly plagued 
with the refusal of the many fac-
tions to compromise over certain 
portfolios, ones they deem crucial 
to maintaining their clientelist 
provisions. However, this horse 
trading and imagined obstacles 
mask the fact that Hezbollah is the 
main impediment to this simple 
governance measure.

Hezbollah, similar to the devil’s 
actions, convinced part of the 
Lebanese public that it is uninter-
ested in partaking in the corrupt 
acts of government and that its 
participation in cabinets was done 
out of national duty rather than 
political expediency.

Consequently, Hezbollah 
permitted its main Christian ally, 
President Michael Aoun’s party, 
the Free Patriotic Movement, to 
conjure up arbitrary conditions, 
starting with what became known 
as the Druze complex and later a 
Maronite one, all with the inten-
tions of weakening an already 
feeble Hariri.

Horse trading 
and imagined 
obstacles 
mask the fact 
that Hezbollah 
is the main 
impediment to 
the formation 
of 
government. 

Israel wants to expose the 
Lebanese state as incapable 
of assuming sovereignty over 
its territory and it wants to 
expose Hezbollah as a rogue 
armed force.

Hezbollah continues to disregard 
the economic challenges and 
persists in investing in its own 
infrastructure of offensive 
tunnels into Israel as well as 
missile factories.

show that it is a state under attack 
but Hezbollah observed complete 
silence.

During a visit to the southern 
border areas, silence reigned su-
preme. There were neither defiant 
speeches nor boasting about tun-
nels. Rather, there were indications 
of shirking responsibility, espe-
cially Hezbollah’s.

Hezbollah must have issued a 
clear message in the area not to 
comment on what is happening. If 
worse comes to worst, people must 
imply that these tunnels belong 
to drug smugglers or that they are 
remnants from the period of the 
Palestinian resistance movement in 
the 1970s.

Hezbollah’s abdication or non-
acknowledgement of the tunnels is 
proof that it does not really intend 
to walk its talk of forging a road to 
Jerusalem through occupied Pales-
tinian territories. On the contrary, 
the party is being extremely careful 
not to move beyond its populist 
and resistance rhetoric to actual 
military engagement with Israel.

In the affair of the tunnels 
between Gaza and Egypt and 
between Gaza and the occupied 
territories, Palestinian resistance 
groups never evaded their respon-
sibility for digging the tunnels. 
They were very proud of what they 
achieved in this regard.

Hezbollah seems to be in a dif-
ferent state of mind. The party is 
mighty proud of what it accom-
plished in the name of Palestine 
against armed resistance move-
ments in Syria. It considered the 
destruction of Syrian cities and the 

Once these trivial hitches were 
presumably resolved, Hezbol-
lah introduced a new hurdle by 
demanding the inclusion of a pro-
Assad Sunni minister representing 
a makeshift parliamentary bloc 
whose members were relics of Syr-
ian hegemony before 2005.

Hariri, who was so close to an-
nouncing his cabinet, categorically 
refused Hezbollah’s curveball, 
which, above all, wanted to em-
barrass him in front of the interna-
tional community and Gulf states 
that are alarmed at Iran’s unmiti-
gated control over Lebanon.

Constitutionally as prime 
minister-designate, Hariri has 
full authority to refuse Hezbol-
lah’s bullying or even Aoun’s. The 
post-war Taif Agreement grants 
him that prerogative and does not 
specify a time limit for his mis-
sion.

Subsequently, Hariri’s defiance 
saw Hezbollah unleash one of its 
sinister mouthpieces, Wiam Wah-
hab, whose verbal attack included 
Hariri’s late father, former Prime 
Minister Rafik Hariri. Wahhab’s 

displacement of their inhabitants a 
proper way towards the liberation 
of Jerusalem. In fact, Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Hassan Nasral-
lah explicitly declared that the 
road to Jerusalem passes through 
Aleppo, Homs and the Qalamoun.

However, when it comes to the 
reality of facing up to Israel, Nas-
rallah hides in total silence behind 
the Lebanese Foreign Ministry. 
This shows he is dealing with the 
tunnels issue as if it were an ac-
cusation instead of something to 
be proud of, as was the case when 
he was “liberating” Homs, Daraya, 
al-Zabadani or the Qalamoun.

To justify keeping its armed 
militias, Hezbollah has said time 
and again that the Lebanese state 
is weak and helpless. It does not 
hesitate a second in accusing any-
one who speaks of the necessity to 
coordinate with the international 
community and abide by the in-
ternational resolutions concerning 
Lebanon of complicity with Israel.

This kind of discourse, which the 
party relied on to strengthen its 
armed presence in Lebanon, was 
also deployed during the Syrian 
war when Hezbollah claimed it was 
protecting Lebanon from terrorism 
to justify its transgression of inter-
national borders and the flagrant 
violation of the Lebanese govern-
ment’s official policy of staying 
neutral in the Syrian crisis.

Such violations and boldness in 
dealing with the Syrian revolution 
are contrasted by this deafening si-
lence over the tunnels or over what 
Hezbollah has always decried as 
international conspiracies against 

reckless — yet calculated — act 
incited sectarian tensions and 
Sunnis took to the streets to show 
support for Hariri.

Having failed to achieve its goal, 
Hezbollah pressured Aoun, who 
declared that he would turn to 
the parliament to revoke Hariri’s 
commission, a threat he did not 
carry out. Aoun’s sacrilegious and 
erroneous reading of the constitu-
tion was a manoeuvre to pressure 
Hariri, who, in his unwavering 
stance, refused to grant the so-
called independent Sunni MPs an 
audience.

Despite the imaginative sugges-
tions to resolve the standoff over 
the government by expanding or 
greatly reducing its number, the 
task does not seem to be an easy 
matter to resolve and will only 
happen after Hezbollah and its al-
lies get the following concessions.

Hezbollah needs Hariri to 
grant it implicit assurances that 
he will not fully cooperate with 
the Trump administration on 
enforcing sanctions on Iran and 
its network of operators. Perhaps 

the resistance. However, while 
Hezbollah is protecting itself with 
the Lebanese state, government 
institutions seem to be the last 
to know what the party is doing. 
Hezbollah has always refused to 
acknowledge that these institu-
tions are the primary reference 
terms for Lebanese sovereignty.

Israel seems to be able to expose 
both the Lebanese state and 
Hezbollah. It wants to expose the 
Lebanese state as incapable of 
assuming sovereignty over its terri-
tory and it wants to expose Hezbol-
lah as a rogue armed force acting 
without legitimacy and breaching 
international resolutions without 
acknowledging such breaches, al-
though it proudly displays its overt 
military incursions in more than 
one Arab country.

Hezbollah’s tunnels eventually 
revealed the tunnel in which this 
party has trapped Lebanon. This 
party is neither serious about its 
claims of resisting occupation and 
of liberating Jerusalem nor is it 
capable of respecting a state that 
it has long accused of weakness. 
Instead, it persists in doing what 
Iranian interests demand, even if 
the cost is more sociopolitical and 
economic crises for the Lebanese 
state and society.

As the Lebanese state is thrust 
into one more dilemma, Netan-
yahu is laughing his head off as 
he watches how Hezbollah has 
trapped Lebanon in a tunnel from 
which it can neither get out of nor 
stay in.

Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.

this process of wishful thinking by 
Hezbollah wrongfully presumes 
that the US administration will 
not impose sanctions on Lebanon 
because Beirut receives consider-
able US aid for its armed forces 
and is deemed too valuable to the 
stability of the region.

More important, Hezbollah 
wishes to publicly discuss the 
amendment of the constitution 
and the Taif Agreement through 
which the system would be divid-
ed to three factions — Christian, 
Sunni and Shia — rather than the 
existing bipolar Muslim-Christian 
arrangement. Such a system has 
no political implications for Hez-
bollah, which is not really inter-
ested in pursuing politics the sake 
of politics but because it virtu-
ally grants Hezbollah veto power 
crucial to protect and legitimise its 
military activity. 

Leaving the ruckus of the 
government formation aside, 
what could Hariri’s cabinet do to 
rescue Lebanon and its failing 
economy? When Hariri went to the 
CEDRE economic aid conference 
last April, he asked for funds to 
overhaul Lebanon’s non-existent 
infrastructure and to stimulate 
the economy, one that is doomed 
unless all local factions come 
together and provide a tranquil 
political environment to attract 
investors.

Hezbollah, however, continues 
to disregard the economic chal-
lenges and persists in investing in 
its own infrastructure of offensive 
tunnels into Israel as well as mis-
sile factories it intends to use in its 
next conflict with Israel.

The tunnels, which were re-
cently exposed by the Israelis, go 
beyond embarrassing the Leba-
nese government for not abiding 
by UN Security Council Resolution 
1701 but affirm that no forthcom-
ing cabinet can derail or convince 
Hezbollah to abandon its devilish 
suicidal venture.

Makram Rabah is a lecturer at 
the American University of Beirut 
and author of “A Campus at War: 
Student Politics at the American 
University of Beirut, 1967-1975.”

Makram Rabah

T 

he existence of under-
ground tunnels on the 
Lebanese-Israeli border, 
which Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu spoke about 

to foreign diplomats, revealed 
Hezbollah’s fearful unwillingness 
to admit its responsibility in dig-
ging them.

The report of the UN Interim 
Force in Lebanon confirmed the ex-
istence of the tunnels and blamed 
Lebanon. The report considered 
them to be a violation of UN 
Security Council Resolution 1701, 
which authorises the presence of 
only the international forces and 
the Lebanese Army in the area of 
the southern border, the so-called 
South of the Litani area.

Hezbollah has not issued any 
statement regarding the tunnels 
and has neither confirmed nor 
denied its responsibility. Israel en-
gaged in a diplomatic campaign to 

Ali al-Amin

Lebanon

Hidden depths. Lebanese President Michel Aoun (L) whispers to 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri during a military parade in downtown 
Beirut, last November.         (AP)

How Lebanon was trapped in Hezbollah’s tunnels
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Mosul

O 

ne year has passed since 
Iraq declared victory over 
the Islamic State (ISIS) but 
residents of Mosul say 

medical facilities in the northern 
Iraqi city are far from adequate.

Patients complain of a shortage 
of medicine, doctors and medical 
staff as well as hospital beds. Many 
hospitals destroyed during the war 
to dislodge ISIS from Mosul have 
not been rebuilt.

Majdaldean Qusay, a 32-year-old 
patient, was sitting on the ground 
outside Mosul General Hospital, 
holding his medical reports. “The 
MRI exam is only available in pri-
vate hospitals but it costs $80. How 
can I pay for treatment when all I 
could afford is paying for a taxi (to 
get to the hospital)?” he asked.

Saadallah Abdulaziz Khuder, the 
director of the Mosul General Hos-
pital, said ISIS destroyed advanced 
medical devices in the hospital, 
including MRI and Echo machines.

The hospital also reports a short-
age of medicine and anaesthetic 
drugs, said Khuder, who appealed 
for government aid.

“We received support from many 
international organisations, some 
of which sent patients outside Iraq 
to get treatment, but this is short-
term support. We need the help of 
government support because it is 
long term,” Khuder said.

The UN Population Fund (UNF-
PA) is supporting the work of mo-
bile clinics in Mosul.

“We offer a free medical treat-
ment for civilians who visit us in 
our mobile clinics in Mosul,” said 
Sadiq al-Rumaithi, a coordinator 
for a medical programme support-
ed by UNFPA. “Whether it’s in the 
summer heat or winter cold, our 
motives to support affected people 
didn’t diminish.”

Batool Naeem is a Karbala-based 
doctor who worked for a year on a 
project, backed by the UNFPA, fo-
cusing on sexual health and repro-
duction in Mosul.

She said she never thought of go-
ing to Mosul until she saw on tel-
evision a woman delivering a child 
in the city without medical care. 
She decided to help despite reser-
vations from her family.

“It was not easy to convince my 
family to go to unsafe areas be-
cause society does not accept the 
idea of a young woman travelling 
alone to a war zone but, in the end, 
I managed to gain their support,” 
said Naeem.

Naeem said she saw people suf-
fering from various physical ill-
nesses but she was particularly 
shaken when a young girl, in tears, 
asked for pain relief.

“I’m not physically sick. I am in 
pain because I lost my seven broth-
ers and my father in one day at the 
hands of ISIS. Can you relieve me 
of that pain?” Naeem recalled the 
girl pleading. “I’ll never forget that 
situation. I’ll remember it my en-
tire life,” said Naeem.

Aside from international bodies, 
Mosul has received help from vol-
unteers.

Sorror Abdulkareem al-Hus-
seiny, a 23-year-old nurse from 

Mosul, said because of the lack of 
medics, she voluntarily trained 
hundreds of people on first aid so 
they could help themselves and 
others in emergencies. She also led 
a volunteer campaign to recover 
bodies buried in the rubble.

“Corpses under the rubble 
caused many diseases for the lo-
cals and I called on the local gov-
ernment to dig the bodies out. 
However, when I got no response 
from the government, I decided to 
form a voluntary team called ‘Sor-
ror’ and we unearthed more than 

1,350 bodies in five months,” Hus-
seiny said.

Adel Mahmoud, an X-ray tech-
nician at Ibn al-Atheer teaching 
hospital, one of the largest health 
facilities for children in eastern 
Mosul, said the government had  
not replaced medical facilities 
burned by ISIS.

“The government is unable to 
provide the basic medical needs. 
The hospitals need to be rehabili-
tated because it is not suitable to 
receive patients,” said Mahmoud.

Inside Mosul General Hospital 

waits Omar Sami, a 35-year-old pa-
tient who had lost his hearing.

“US aircraft bombed a place near-
by my house. I was just 50 metres 
away,” he said. “I lost conscious-
ness and I woke up to see myself in 
a hospital bed, having lost hearing 
in both my ears. I cannot describe 
how I felt that moment.”

“I asked the Iraqi government 
for compensation but to no avail,” 
Sami added.

Azhar al-Rubaie is a freelance 
journalist in Iraq.

Mosul residents decry poor medical conditions
Azhar al-Rubaie

O 

n December 10, 2017, 
former Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider 
al-Abadi declared 
victory in the battle to 
liberate Iraqi territo-

ries from the Islamic State (ISIS). 
The Iraqi Army, special forces and 
federal police, supported by the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces and 
the peshmerga, fought for every 
inch of territory that was occupied 
by the group.

Iraq was not alone in this fight. 
An international coalition, led by 
the United States, offered signifi-
cant military help in the form of 
air support, logistics and advisory 
assistance on the ground.

During the 3-year battle, the 
Iraqi armed forces were not only 
fighting to reclaim lost territory 
and restore security; they were bat-
tling for the very existence of the 
country. Many analysts predicted 
the end of Iraq as a nation-state 
and others declared the end of the 
Sykes-Picot border between Iraq 
and Syria.

Iraqi soldiers were also fighting 
to restore their self-confidence and 
the trust of the country, which they 
lost after the catastrophic defeat on 
June 10, 2014, that left ISIS in con-
trol of more than one-third of Iraq’s 
territory. Iraq, however, proved its 
resilience, restored its sovereignty 
and bolstered national unity.

In the post-ISIS era, Iraq worked 
to strengthen its defence capabili-
ties, improve security by signifi-
cant measures — November 2018 
witnessed the lowest violent death 
toll in six years — and had two 
elections: May 12, 2018, national 
elections and the September 30, 
2018, Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment elections.

Despite disputes over the elec-
tion results, the Iraqi parliament 
convened September 3 and voted 
to appoint a new Iraqi president, 
a new prime minister and 14 
ministers within constitutional 
deadlines. The post-2003 peaceful 

transition of power took place for 
the fourth time in a country that 
was known for violent coups.

Despite these positive develop-
ments, Iraq has a lot of short-term 
work to do to set the stage for the 
fulfilment of strategic long-term 
objectives such as effective govern-
ance and service provision.

The victory over ISIS was not 
cost-free. Thousands of young Ira-
qis lost their lives in battle, billions 
of dollars were spent on military 
equipment and billions of dollars 
will go to reconstruction costs, not 
to mention the irreparable dam-
age to Iraq’s cultural heritage and 
the long-term impairment of social 
norms.

More than 2 million Iraqis are 
internally displaced (IDPs) or 
refugees abroad. The return of 
IDPs will require massive efforts to 
rebuild towns, restore security and 
services and provide their commu-
nities with economic viability.

All of this requires significant 
funds, time and government 
capacity. Iraqi Prime Minister 
Adel Abdul-Mahdi is struggling to 
finalise his cabinet as he faces a 
parliamentary stalemate over the 
highly coveted security ministries 
— the Ministry of Defence and the 
Ministry of Interior. The failure to 
agree on candidates for those two 
ministries held up the confirma-
tion of six other ministers whose 
candidacy and qualifications are 
not in dispute.

On the governance front, Abdul-
Mahdi’s government needs to 
pursue an aggressive agenda to 
meet the post-ISIS challenges of 
reconstruction, reconciliation and 
reducing the epidemic of corrup-
tion to manageable levels.

The Iraqi economy needs im-
mediate attention to diversify 
revenues and create employment 
opportunities. Iraq’s relatively large 
oil exports are not enough to meet 
the country’s economic needs and 
the fluctuation of oil prices  
keeps Baghdad  

in a constant predicament.
The coming years require crea-

tive planning to create a vibrant 
private sector to increase national 
productivity and curb the over-
saturation of Iraq’s public sector. 
This will require many supporting 
steps — from the creation of a func-
tional banking system to business 
and investment-friendly laws and a 
myriad of infrastructure projects.

Another chronic challenge is 
electricity. Despite large expendi-
tures on a multitude of projects, 
Iraq’s electricity supply remains 
inadequate for meeting the basic 
needs of consumers and is unable 
to support productive industrial 
projects. The new government has 
only a few months before boiling 
summer temperatures inflame 
popular resentment over power 
cuts.

Success on this front would 
earn the government a great deal 
of goodwill that can overshadow 
other shortcomings and buy the 
government time. However, the 
budget of Iraq’s Ministry of Elec-
tricity will only fund operations at 

the current performance level. To 
meet the actual needs of electric-
ity generation and distribution, 
the budget needs to be increased 
significantly.

Overall, Iraq’s trajectory is 
positive. It is taking steps towards 
democratising and, considering 
the tremendous external factors 
that interfered with this process, 
we can be very optimistic that 
Iraqis are determined to continue 
until they reach the finish line. The 
outcome of various state actors’ 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 — and its 
subsequent regime change — came 
at a great cost. The international 
community, and especially these 
state actors, need to continue to 
support Iraq’s nascent democracy.

Abbas Kadhim is a senior fellow 
and director of the Iraq Initiative 
at the Atlantic Council. Follow him 
on Twitter @DrAbbasKadhim. This 
article originally appeared on the 
Atlantic Council’s MENASource 
blog (http://www.atlanticcouncil.
org/blogs/menasource) and is 
reprinted with permission.

One year after ISIS: Iraq is on the right path but must take further steps
Viewpoint

Abbas Kadhim

The coming years 
require creative 
planning to create a 
vibrant private sector 
to increase national 
productivity and curb 
the oversaturation of 
Iraq’s public sector.

Broken system. A view of Mosul General Hospital.        (Azhar al-Rubaie)

Many hospitals destroyed 
during the war to dislodge 
ISIS from Mosul have not 
been rebuilt.

Positive trajectory. People walk on a bridge in Baghdad, November 16. 
(Reuters)
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gypt brought troops from 
several Sahel and Sahara 
countries together for the 
first joint counterterrorism 

training at a Western Desert mili-
tary base.

The 6-day training exercises, 
which wrapped up December 14, 
aimed to harmonise the capabili-
ties, tactics and response of the 
countries’ special combat units to 
help establish a unified counterter-
rorism force.

The first phase of the training, 
which took place at the Mohamed 
Naguib Military Base in Matrouh 
governorate, involved troops from 
Egypt, Sudan, Nigeria and Burkina 
Faso. They trained in countering 
terrorist threats and freeing hos-
tages, Egyptian Army spokesman 
Colonel Tamer al-Rifae said.

The troops also worked on swift 
response to security emergencies, 
he added.

Egypt, military analysts said, 
wanted to pass on the expertise 
acquired while fighting a branch of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) based in the 
Sinai Peninsula.

“The Egyptian Army has exper-
tise fighting dangerous terrorist or-
ganisations,” said security analyst 
Gamal Eddine Mazloum. “This ex-
pertise can be very useful to Sahel 

and Sahara states, given that they 
fight the same terrorist groups.”

The training exercise went be-
yond that aspect because of con-
cerns that terrorist groups in the 
Sahel and Sahara region could ally 
with those in North Africa, includ-
ing Libya.

There are many radical organi-
sations that threaten the secu-
rity in the region. The nature of 
the militaries of the region mean 
they might be more effective if 
they coordinate to deal with larger 
threats.

Following the defeat of ISIS in 
Iraq and Syria, battle-hardened 
jihadists fleeing that arena remain 
a major global threat and there is 
increasing evidence that some of 
them have taken refuge in the Sa-
hel and Sahara region. Analysts 
point to porous borders between 
Sahel and Sahara countries, the 
lack of experience of its security 
apparatus and the presence of 
ideological offshoots of ISIS as rea-
sons why the region could become 
the terror group’s haven.

“These are conditions that turn 
the countries of the region into 
fertile soil for the presence of radi-
cal Islamist organisations,” said 
Khaled Okasha, a member of the 
Supreme Anti-Terrorism Council, 
an advisory security body of the 
Egyptian presidency. “This is why 
Sahel and Sahara states are badly 
in need of help.”

Egypt sent a high-level delega-

tion to the G5 Sahel conference 
in Mauritania on December 7 and 
pledged support to the countries 
of the region. This was part of an 
international drive to stamp out 
the terrorist threat and prevent it 
from seeping into the Mediterra-
nean region.

Sahel and Sahara states were 
promised billions of dollars in 
support from European and Arab 
nations.

Egypt has been trying to boost 
the militaries of the region and 
bring them together since 2016 
when it invited Sahel and Sahara 
army chiefs to meetings in Sharm 

el-Sheikh.
Soon after the meeting, Egypt 

began building a major counter-
terrorism centre in what is to be-
come the country’s new adminis-
trative capital. The centre, whose 
construction was completed in 
November, could become the 
command centre of the Sahel and 
Sahara joint military force.

Egypt also pledged 1,000 schol-
arships for army officers from the 
countries of the region.

The training at the Moham-
ed Naguib Military Base, ana-
lysts said, was the first practical 
move on the road to establishing  

the force.
“The belief in Cairo is that the 

countries of the region cannot 
eradicate the terrorist groups’ ac-
tive in them without the presence 
of a viable military force,” Ma-
zloum said. “This is why the for-
mation of the joint counterterror-
ism force will be the key to putting 
the Egyptian vision into practice.”

The training exercises were two 
weeks after Chadian President Id-
riss Deby visited Tel Aviv, the first 
such visit to Israel in 46 years. 
Deby called for support to stamp 
out terrorist threats. Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu was 
to visit N’Djamena but develop-
ments on Gaza and Lebanon fronts 
and an inquiry into his financial 
integrity delayed the trip.

Egypt does not view Israeli in-
volvement in the Sahel and Sahara 
region with comfort, analysts said. 
Egyptian support to the countries 
of the region, they said, may in-
duce them to slow their coopera-
tion with Israel.

“Nevertheless, Egypt will face a 
challenge as it tries to do this,” said 
Samir Ghattas, the head of Egyp-
tian think-tank Middle East Centre 
for Strategic Studies. “Egypt suf-
fers tough economic conditions 
at home and this can hold it back 
from offering enough support to 
these countries.”

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

Egypt trains Sahel, Sahara militaries on fighting terror
Amr Emam
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ifts are appearing inside 
the Wafd Party, threaten-
ing to derail one of the 
country’s most historic po-

litical movements and cement the 
view that party politics is dead in 
Egypt.

The fallout from internal party 
elections in November is threaten-
ing to tear Wafd apart. More than 
two dozen prominent Wafd mem-
bers have filed a grievance contest-
ing the election results of the Wafd 
Supreme Council.

Instead of addressing the prob-
lem, the party’s leadership sacked 
the dissenters, who are contesting 
the decision and fighting for the fu-
ture of Egypt’s oldest party.

“The vote was rigged for the sake 
of a select group of candidates,” 
said Yasser Qoura, a spokesman for 
the removed party members. “This 
was why we had to resort to the ju-
diciary.”

Wafd is the oldest liberal po-
litical party in Egypt. It enjoyed 
unprecedented popular support 
and political influence until it was 
increasingly sidelined during the 
1980s when former President Hos-
ni Mubarak’s National Democratic 
Party rose to power.

Founded in 1918 by Egyptian 
lawyer Saad Zaghloul, the Wafd 
Party was at the centre of the 1919 
revolution and the struggle against 
the British occupation of Egypt.

It formed a government in 1924 
and remained one of the most in-
fluential political parties until the 
1952 revolution. Political parties 
were banned immediately after the 
revolution but Wafd returned in 
1978 under a new name — the New 
Wafd. It was banned once again but 
revived following the assassination 
of President Anwar Sadat in 1981.

The Wafd Party won 45 seats in 
the 2015 parliamentary elections, 
the largest number of seats in the 
legislature after the Free Egyptians 
Party and Nation’s Future Party. 
There were signs that Wafd was re-
surging.

About three years later, however, 
that resurgence had failed to mate-
rialise amid the apparent demise of 
partisan politics in Egypt, particu-
larly after similar internal divisions 

hit other political parties, including 
the Free Egyptians Party and the 
Constitution Party (al-Dostour).

Wafd’s problems can be traced to 
a series of crises over the past year.

In April, opposition to the results 
of internal elections for secretary-
general threatened to widen di-
visions inside the party. Three 
months earlier, cracks appeared 
when some leading party mem-
bers, including then-chief Sayyid 
al-Badawi, proposed to field a can-
didate in last March’s presidential 
election.

Those who opposed that plan 
saw it as an attempt by Badawi 
and other party leaders to flatter 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, par-
ticularly given that Egypt’s elec-
toral authorities had banned sev-
eral heavyweight candidates from 
standing. Some political parties 
and figures urged a boycott of the 
elections but Wafd was not among 
them. Sisi considered the lack of 
opponents an embarrassment for 
the Egyptian policy system.

Badawi was replaced as party 
leader by Bahaa Abo Shoqa in 

March and has been under inves-
tigation by Abo Shoqa for alleged 
financial violations and stoking in-
ternal divisions.

Lawsuits filed by Qoura and his 
colleagues seek to nullify the par-
ty’s November 9 elections and re-
verse the leadership’s action that 
removed them.

“We will not stand idly by and 
allow those who do not deserve 
to be in decision-making positions 
inside one of our country’s most 
important political parties,” Qoura 
said.

Party spokesman Yasser al-Ho-
deibi said party members who have 
been sacked are wasting their time.

“There was nothing wrong with 
the results of the elections,” Hodei-
bi said. “Those filing the lawsuits 
will get nothing at the end and 
Wafd will keep going.”

Rifts in the Wafd Party reflect de-
teriorating conditions of Egyptian 
politics. There are more than 100 
registered political parties in the 
country but few have any popular 
support.

Egyptian law reserves 120 seats 

in the 596-seat legislature for po-
litical parties, which must put 
forward lists of candidates that 
include stringent quotas for young 
people, women, Christians, farm-
ers and people with disabilities and 
Egyptians residing abroad.

An additional 448 MPs are elect-
ed through an individual candi-
dacy system and the president di-
rectly selects 28 lawmakers. Those 
elected as part of the “individual-
seat” system must be independ-
ents even if they are from Egypt’s 
political party system. Once in 
parliament, those members cannot 
declare a party affiliation or change 
their status.

Even political parties that have a 
presence in parliament are for the 
most part supportive of the gov-
ernment’s policies. Abo Shoqa has 
continued to align Wafd with gov-
ernment policies, with many say-
ing he is even more supportive of 
Sisi than Badawi.

There are fears that the exist-
ence of the party could be at risk, 
particularly with Qoura and his 
colleagues seeking to get endorse-

ments from 500 party members to 
have a general assembly meeting 
to possibly withdraw confidence 
from Abo Shoqa. They reportedly 
have signatures from 150 mem-
bers.

These developments, political 
observers warned, could lead to 
the suspension of the party. Egypt’s 
courts can suspend the party until 
it resolves its leadership issues.

“This [the suspension of the par-
ty] will be a huge loss for Egypt’s 
political life as a whole,” said Saad 
al-Zunt, the head of local Strategic 
Studies Centre think-tank. “For 
many of the political parties on the 
political stage, Wafd is a role model 
and this is the problem.”

However, there is denial in the 
Wafd Party’s headquarters that this 
could happen, with more focus on 
preparations for the party’s 100th 
anniversary. The party’s leader-
ship hopes the anniversary will 
trump talk about problems inside 
the party.

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Divisions threaten future of Egypt’s Wafd Party
Ahmed Megahid

Political grievances. Former chief of the Wafd Party Sayyid al-Badawi (C) and other leading party members during a news conference in Cairo. 
(Twitter)

Useful expertise. Egyptian and African forces at the start of the 
military exercises at Mohamed Naguib Military Base in Matrouh 
governorate, December 9.  (Egyptian armed forces spokesman’s Facebook account)
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Arab-Israeli Peace Debate

Israel’s actions speak louder than its talk of regional peace
Since the start of direct negotiations 

between Israel and the Palestinians, 
which began in the early 1990s, a 
pattern was set in which negotia-
tions were driven by Israel’s wish list 
and vision for peace rather than the 
implementation of international law 
and the tens of UN Security Council 
resolutions.

Attempts at helping the two sides 
come to an agreement failed to 
address the core issues of borders, 
settlements, refugees and Jerusalem’s 
fate. Indeed, they have been kicked 
into the long grass as final status 
issues.

An objective assessment of the 
situation would highlight that the 
Palestinians have made substantial 
concessions on their legal and historic 
rights. Palestinian leaders accepted 
a state on only 22% of their historic 
homeland with East Jerusalem as 
their capital, accepting sharing the 
holy city with Israel for its capital.

In sharp contrast, Israel annexed 
East Jerusalem and declared the 
whole city as its “united and eternal 
capital.” US President Donald Trump 
acceded to this, recognising it as so 
a year ago and then moving the US 
Embassy from Tel Aviv last May.

On borders, Israel chooses where to 
place these in complete disregard to 
international law. It talks about a bor-
der with Gaza but not with the West 
Bank. As far as Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu is concerned, Is-
rael’s borders extend from the Jordan 
River to the Mediterranean, excluding 
Gaza. He couches this in terms of the 
need for security over the whole land 
to remain in Israeli hands.

The Palestinians do not have a sin-
gle border-crossing, seaport or airport, 
they operate independently and none 
has ever been on the table except 
for the Gaza airport, which operated 

for two years from 1998 before Israel 
destroyed it.

Israel does not recognise illegally 
occupied Palestinian land as having 
this status and continues to build 
illegal colonies for Jews only, strategi-
cally placed to make the prospect of 
a contiguous Palestinian state impos-
sible. This is deliberate. There is also 
regular talk by senior Israeli officials 
of annexation of major parts of the 
West Bank.

Israel refuses to recognise the right 
of the Palestinian refugees, expelled 
in 1948, and their descendants, to 
return to their homes in accordance 
with UN General Assembly Resolu-
tion 194. It claims that the return of 
the 5 million refugees would destroy 
the nation as a Jewish state and 
has actively been pressing its allies, 
particularly the United States, to only 
recognise the few tens of thousand 
refugees alive in 1948 as refugees but 
not their descendants and to close 
the UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East, 
which it claims perpetuates the refu-
gee issue.

Israel never accepted the Arab 
Peace Initiative, offered in 2002 by 
Saudi Crown Prince Abdullah bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud, based on an end to its 
occupation of Arab land in exchange 
for full normalisation with all Arab 
and Muslim countries, a prize it could 
have attained speedily had it taken 
that opportunity.

Israel continues to challenge the 
sovereignty of the Palestinian territo-
ries or Jordan over holy places. Both 
al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem and the 
Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron continue 
to be points of tension as Israel uses 
regular settler break-ins to create a 
permanent presence despite both 
being in illegally occupied Palestinian 
land.

Israel’s passing of the nation-state 
law in July sent the clearest possible 
signal of its intentions. Only Jews 
have a right to self-determination in 
Israel, whose borders are undefined. 
The right to live in Israel is exclu-
sively for Jews, thus eliminating the 
Palestinian refugees’ right of return. 
The settlements are a “national 
value,” which will be supported and 
encouraged, and Arabic is no longer 
an official language of the state.

Even within Israel’s internationally 
recognised borders, Jews and Pales-
tinians do not enjoy equal rights and 
admissions committees can decide 
who moves into more than 200 com-
munities to maintain their culture.

It is clear that Israel is unwilling to 
meet the legitimate demands of the 
Palestinians for peace or those of the 
wider Arab world. It is unwilling to 
return lands it occupies illegally to 
Syria and Lebanon.

It wants to turn the Arab Peace 
Initiative on its head by securing 
normalisation with Arab states first, 
kicking the Palestinian issue further 
into the long grass.

It wants co-existence on its terms. 
Those considering going along with 
this should reflect on its record and 
intentions. It will take whatever it 
can but give nothing in return.

There is no evidence that this 
leopard will change its spots and 
create a climate conducive to peace 
but will take the opportunities to 
normalise and prevaricate. Only 
external pressure can help bring 
this about. The Arab world should 
not make it easier for it to achieve 
its objectives at the expense of the 
Palestinian people.

Kamel Hawwash is a 
British-based Palestinian 
university professor and writer.

S 

ecuring a comprehensive 
peace in the Middle East is 
a prize that has eluded the 
region since the creation of 
the state of Israel.

The reality is that, 71 
years after Israel’s creation, regional 
wars, Israel’s invasion of Lebanon and 
a subsequent war in 2006, repeated 
attacks on the besieged Gaza Strip and 
an entrenching of Israel’s occupation 
of illegally occupied Palestinian land, 
we are no closer to peace.

The Palestinians have not suc-
ceeded in freeing their homeland 
from the river to the sea nor to free 
the internationally recognised occu-
pied land of the West Bank, including 
East Jerusalem and Gaza. Further, the 
illegally occupied Golan Heights have 
not been returned to Syria nor have 
the remaining occupied Lebanese 
lands been returned to Lebanon.

On the other hand, Israel has not 
succeeded in pushing the Palestin-
ian people out of their homeland to 
achieve Zionism’s aim of a Jewish 
homeland from the Jordan River to 
the Mediterranean.

While each side blames the other 
for the impasse, the readiness of the 
Palestinians and the Israelis to negoti-
ate a peace deal can be judged by their 
actions over decades.

Pragmatic paradigm shift will help resolve Palestinian-Israeli conflict

A 

fter too many lives lost 
and too many oppor-
tunities squandered, 
pragmatic governments 
in the Middle East and 
North Africa have ab-

sorbed the adage that the definition 
of insanity is doing the same thing 
over and over again and expecting a 
different outcome. Some, however, 
are charting a new course to peace 
and a better life for their people, 
applying the lesson that, with pa-
tience and level-headed leadership, 
national interest can triumph over 
ideological rigidity.

This is the lesson Israel and some 
of its neighbours are learning — and 
teaching the world — 70 years after 
the founding of the Jewish state and 
more than half a century after the 
Arab League’s “three no’s” forbade 
contact with the unlikely winner of 
the Six-Day War.

It’s a lesson learned unevenly. 
Suspicion and resentment of Israel 
remain common on the Arab street, 
in the media and in professional 
associations. Anti-Israel resolutions 
and programmes sponsored by Arab 
countries and NGOs clutter the agen-
das of international organisations. 
State and non-state Middle East 
actors stockpile weapons with the 
hope of one day driving Jews from 
their ancient homeland. Virulent 
rejectionism has adherents across 
the region.

However, geostrategic realities — 
notably Iran’s territorial ambitions 
and cascading fallout from the Iraq 
War and the 2011 “Arab spring’ — 
combined with awareness of Israeli 
technological prowess and cultural 

compatibility are shaping a new  
narrative.

High-level contacts that once 
took place privately are now public 
events. Meetings of Middle East 
neighbours that used to be hidden in 
European hotels are now conducted 
in the region’s capitals. Exploratory 
visits once out of the question or 
requiring years to gain authorisation 
are increasingly run-of-the-mill.

That these instances of outreach 
and cooperation occur in the absence 
of an Israeli-Palestinian peace 
process — indeed, in the context of 
sharply curtailed contact between 
Jerusalem and Ramallah and es-
sentially zero contact between Pal-
estinian leaders and the traditional 
promoters of that process, the United 
States — is particularly striking.

Relationship-building and even 
public encounters between officials 
of Arab countries and Israel were in 
the past conditioned on commit-
ments to address core issues in the 
conflict; with universal awareness 
that neither side is ready or able to 
trust its counterpart sufficiently to 
take the necessary risks for peace 
and universal impatience over lost 
opportunities to enhance regional 
security and prosperity as the freeze 
persists, that condition has been 
largely abandoned.

That pragmatic decision to engage 
Israel may be read as a signal of Arab 
states’ frustration with Palestinian 
leadership but it would be a mistake 
to interpret it as their retreat from 
the cause of justice and political 
autonomy for the Palestinian people 
or an endorsement of Israeli policies 
towards the Palestinians.

It can be argued, instead, that it 
reflects an understanding that dec-
ades of Arab efforts to delegitimise 
Israel have done nothing to either 
make Palestinian statehood a reality 
or the achievements of the young 
democratic Israeli state any less 
spectacular.

These countries are testing a new 
approach, one that the American 
Jewish Committee has been advo-
cating for the last quarter-century 
across North Africa and the Middle 
East: engage Israel, confront com-
mon threats and seize mutually ben-
eficial opportunities in concert with 

Israel, break down misunderstand-
ings and distrust and thus establish 
a more favourable climate for Israeli-
Palestinian peace.

Arab engagement with Israel, 
with inherent potential benefits, can 
be critically supportive of Israeli-
Palestinian progress. It needn’t be 
dependent on it.

A dramatic demonstration of 
this paradigm shift occurred in 
October when Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Minister Netanyahu paid 
a well-publicised visit to Oman, a 
country with which Israel has no for-
mal diplomatic relations. Netanyahu 
spent hours in close consultation 
with Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said 
on regional issues, including ways 
to advance Israeli-Palestinian peace. 
Sultan Qaboos had received Palestin-
ian President Mahmoud Abbas the 
previous week.

Addressing a regional secu-
rity conference days later, 
Omani Foreign Minister 
Yusuf bin Alawi spoke of the 
warm and utterly natural 
reception accorded 
Netanyahu as 
both a belated 
recognition of 
the reality of 
Israel’s exist-
ence and an 
endorsement 
of the poten-
tial benefits of 
Arab openness 
to the Jewish 
state, which, he 
says, “will greatly 
serve the interests 
of both the Pal-
estinians and the 
Israelis and… bring 
stability to the Mid-
dle East.”

That Sultan 
Qaboos, a champion 
of moderation and 
one of the few Arab 
League rulers not to 
sever relations with 
Egypt after President 
Anwar Sadat’s 1977 
peace mission to 
Jerusalem, took this 
bold step should come 
as no surprise.

Steadily and skilfully, Israel is 
reaching out to the Gulf and 
seeking to build on connections 
in North Africa and elsewhere in 
the Arab world.

Similarly gratifying were lower-
level but significant signs from other 
Gulf Arab countries: visits to the 
United Arab Emirates by two 
Israeli ministers (one attending an 
international sporting event, the 
other addressing an international 
telecommunications conference); 
an invitation to an Israeli minister 
to participate in an international 
“start-up nations” forum in Bahrain 
in early 2019.

Worth noting, as well, were Net-
anyahu’s appeal to the White House 
not to allow the killing of dissident 
Saudi columnist Jamal Khashoggi 
in the Saudi Consulate in Istanbul 
to undermine the “stability” of 
Saudi Arabia and Israel’s ongoing — if 
guarded — cooperation with Qatar in 
humanitarian assistance to Gaza.

Steadily and skilfully, Israel is 
reaching out to the Gulf and seeking 
to build on historic kinships and 
connections in North Africa and 
elsewhere in the Arab world. The 

news is that the region, without 
relinquishing its traditional con-
cerns — in fact, in ways that can 
address those very concerns — is 

beginning to reach back.
Large and small, the 

cracks in the Arab “anti-
normalisation” wall are 
spreading, revealing a 
promising future — one 
that offers a counter-
narrative to the region’s 
nihilist fanatics, new 
tools to resolve the 
Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict and security 
and prosperity to all the 
children of Abraham.

Jason Isaacson is 
the American Jewish 
Committee’s associate 
executive director for 
policy.

Jason Isaacson

It is clear that Israel is unwilling 
to meet the legitimate demands 
of the Palestinians for peace or 
those of the wider Arab world.

Kamel Hawwash

New dynamics? 
Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu (L) meets 
with Omani Sultan 
Qaboos bin Said Al 
Said, October 23.                             

(AFP)
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urkey’s official Islam 
watchdog has come un-
der fire for suggesting that 
children who do not read 

the Quran will become victims of 
the devil, a statement that critics 
say is an indication of Ankara’s in-
tention to weaken secularism and 
to strengthen the role of religion in 
the country.

Reports quoted Ali Erbas, the 
head of the Directorate of Reli-
gious Affairs (Diyanet), as saying 
during a visit to the south-eastern 
city of Mardin that children who 
lived without the Quran would re-
main “with the devil and devilish 
people.” Suggesting that religious 
education should start at the age of 
7, Erbas added that “as their char-
acter form, our children will have a 
Muslim personality.”

Such statements are explosive in 
Turkey, a predominantly Muslim 
country with a secular constitution 
and a government that is accused 
by its critics of having an Islamist 
agenda. Opposition officials and 
media condemned Erbas’s state-
ment as a sign that the government 
is chipping away at secular pillars 
of the state.

Mahmut Tanal, a lawmaker of 
the secularist Republican People’s 
Party, the biggest opposition group 
in Turkey’s parliament, said Erbas 
violated the constitution that pro-
tects freedom of religion, bans ef-
forts to compel citizens to worship 
in a certain way and makes it illegal 

to “exploit religion” for political 
purposes.

“We expect the prosecution to 
take steps against him,” Tanal said 
in a telephone interview. He added, 
however, that the judiciary was 
unlikely to move against Erbas be-
cause the religious chief reflected 
government positions.

The opposition newspaper Cum-
huriyet accused Erbas of having 
started an “attack on children and 
secularism.” Ihsan Eliacik, a promi-
nent Islamic scholar known for his 
anti-government views, tweeted 
that the Quran said religious au-
thorities in the service of a ruler 
were “with the devil.” The Diyanet 
responded by saying it was only 
natural that Erbas would invite 
Muslims to read the Quran and 
“stay away from the devil.”

Critics of the ruling Justice and 
Development Party, an organisa-
tion rooted in political Islam, say 
the government of President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan wants to make 
Turkey more religious, a charge 
Ankara denies. “The joint goal of 
all education and our teaching sys-
tem is to bring up good people with 
respect for their history, culture 
and values,” Erdogan said earlier 
this year.

Erdogan’s detractors point out 
that the president, an observant 
Muslim whose affinities are with 
the Muslim Brotherhood, has de-
clared an aim to raise a “pious 
generation.” Spending for religious 
high schools, so-called Imam Hatip 
schools, for boys and girls aged 14-
18, has increased drastically. The 
schools receive 23% of state fund-
ing for high schools even though 
they have only 11% of the students.

The Diyanet is a state institution 
that administers the approximately 
85,000 mosques in Turkey, pays 
the salaries of the Muslim clergy 
and sends imams abroad to serve 
in Turkish mosques in Europe 
and elsewhere. The government 
is to boost the Diyanet with a 34% 
increase in its budget next year, 
reaching nearly $2 billion, news re-

ports said. Opposition media said 
the Diyanet’s budget was about 
four times as big as the amount al-
located to the Ministry for Science, 
Industry and Technology.

Opposition officials say the Di-
yanet has become an arm of gov-
ernment policies. Tanal accused 
the Erdogan government of trying 
to gain votes by playing the reli-
gious card. “Everything Erbas says 
as the head of the Diyanet is an offi-
cial statement,” Tanal said. “They 
are exploiting religion” for political 
ends.

The Diyanet has also raised sus-
picions beyond Turkey’s borders. 
Earlier this year, Germany placed 
a dozen Turkish imams under in-
vestigation on suspicion that they 

were spying on followers of US-
based cleric Fethullah Gulen at the 
request of the Ankara government, 
which accuses him of mastermind-
ing a military coup attempt in 2016. 
The charges against the imams 
were dropped because some of the 
suspects had left Germany or be-
cause prosecutors could not find 
evidence that they had agreed to 
requests by the Diyanet to spy on 
Gulen supporters.

Another reason that Erbas’s 
statement was controversial is that 
officials at Imam Hatip schools and 
religious officials have been ac-
cused of child abuse. In February, a 
janitor in an Imam Hatip school in 
the south-eastern province of Adi-
yaman was sentenced to 572 years 

in prison for abusing 18 students. 
Last year, an imam in the western 
Turkish city of Aksehir was arrest-
ed for sexually abusing two girls in 
a Quran course.

In January, the Diyanet caused an 
outcry when it said girls could mar-
ry at the age of 9 and boys at the age 
of 12, in contradiction to Turkey’s 
laws that say the minimum age is 18 
in general and 16 in exceptional cas-
es with approval by the courts. Er-
bas denied that the department had 
supported such a suggestion but 
he fanned the flames of criticism 
himself by visiting Kadir Misiro-
glu, an author and critic of modern 
Turkey’s founder, Mustafa Kemal 
Ataturk, who gave the republic its 
secularist outlook.

Thomas Seibert

Reshaping society. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (R) and Ali Erbas, the head of Diyanet, last 
September.                                           (Reuters)

Ali Erbas, the head of the 
Directorate of Religious 
Affairs (Diyanet), said 
that children who lived 
without the Quran would 
remain “with the devil 
and devilish people.”
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Turkish critics fear Erdogan’s Islamist 
agenda shaping children’s education

“E
ast of Euphrates” has 
become the newest 
term in the rough 
and tumble between 
Turkey and the United 

States. It signals a dramatic change 
in the Syrian endgame. The count-
down is on for the American pres-
ence in north-eastern Syria.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan announced an imminent 
incursion into Syria. It was 
apparently said in retaliation for 
a Pentagon announcement on the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) militia. The Pentagon has said 
that up to 40,000 YPG personnel 
would work with US troops in the 
battle against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and other jihadist groups in 
the region.

Erdogan was clearly angered 
by the increase. He said the US-
Kurdish alliance should cease 
immediately.

That two NATO partners are at 
odds with each other is extremely 
unusual. The tensions between 
Ankara and Washington have 
escalated for some time and the 
fault line speaks to the growing 
volatility of world politics and a lack 
of Western leadership.

That’s not the only reason for 
Erdogan’s move to expand military 
operations into Kurdish-controlled 
parts of north-eastern Syria and the 
north-western border region of Iraq. 
Ankara’s turbulent internal power 
politics means Erdogan’s Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) 

has been forced to make common 
ground with the nationalists and 
militarists.

Erdogan seems to have calculated 
that his tougher stance will be 
politically helpful but he is also 
seeking greater international 
legitimacy through his usual 
brinkmanship. So far, the overall 
Turkish pattern remains tactical vis-
a-vis Syria: the AKP and its coalition 
partner, the far-right Nationalist 
Movement Party and its backers in 
the bureaucracy, have not reached a 
consensus on whether to approach 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Erdogan knows he represents 
the “last bastion of the Muslim 
Brotherhood,” which he has 
declared as “the sole hope for the 
Sunni world.” He resists the idea of 
rapprochement with Assad, even as 
the nationalists and “Eurasianists” 
push for it. This explains the lack 
of a Syrian strategy in Ankara. The 
battle against the Kurdish Workers’ 
Party (PKK) and its affiliates’ 
derivatives in Syria, which the 
Pentagon sees as the only reliable 
force against the jihadists, has been 
tactical and nothing more.

This much is clear: Ankara is 
determined to establish a 30km-
wide buffer zone all along its Syrian 
border, between the Tigris and 
Euphrates and beyond. It wants to 
settle Arab populations in those 
areas, if possible, to disperse YPG 
militia and dismantle its structures. 
It wants to push the Americans 
to the limit: In terms of alliances, 

it’s time to choose. Will it be us or 
them?

The more dramatic fact is the lack 
of an American strategy on Syria. 
It was blurred during the Obama 
era but is even more floating since 
Donald Trump entered the White 
House. James Jeffrey, the US special 
representative on Syria, seems to 
be alone in his attempts to rescue 
and restore whatever remains 
of US policies on the ground but 
his staunchly pro-Turkish stand 
and shortsightedness on regional 
matters have not been helpful. 
Keep in mind, too, that the US State 
Department has for months lacked a 
Middle East policy chief.

It’s increasingly obvious that 
Washington is playing for time. It 
has been trying to appease Ankara 
by going along with some of its 
demands, such as joint patrols 
along the Turkish-Syrian border 
and putting a price on the heads 
of three leading PKK figures. The 
Pentagon has also been increasing 
its logistical support for the Kurdish 
fighters.

US decision makers are following 
a limited guidebook based on the 
objective of fighting ISIS, putting 
the brakes on Iran’s advances in the 
region and invalidate the Astana 
peace process on Syria to renew the 
Geneva talks.

Then what? Neither the Turkish 
nor US pattern of behaviour is 
helpful in discerning an endgame, 
at least from NATO’s point of view.

In fact, the situation is ideal for 

Russia to extend its diplomatic 
influence in the region, consolidate 
the Damascus regime and, most 
importantly, make the US military 
increasingly unwelcome in Syria, 
while weakening its presence in the 
region as much as possible.

At that level, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s and Erdogan’s 
road maps converge. Trump is in 
deep trouble at home; German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel is 
leaving in slow motion; Emmanuel 
Macron’s France is beset by 
growing instability; the United 
Kingdom is coping with the folly 
of Brexit and the entire European 
Union’s view of the Syrian 
quagmire is focused on the refugee 
inflow, period.

Erdogan, who is ambitious about 
expanding his power at home and 
abroad, will try to push Washington 
into a corner. For Putin, this is 
an excellent gambit. The stage is 
perfectly set.

When elephants fight, it is 
the ants that die. Erdogan, who 
abandoned a peace process with 
the Kurds for personal reasons, sees 
them as a soft target. For Putin, 
the Assad regime’s survival is in 
Russia’s interests. The Americans, 
directionless and without a 
discernible strategy, are left with 
an existential choice: the Kurds or 
Turkey.

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

Syria endgame: Turkish tactics, American disarray
Viewpoint

Yavuz Baydar

Erdogan knows he 
represents the “last 
bastion of the Muslim 
Brotherhood,” which 
he has declared as 
“the sole hope for the 
Sunni world.”
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Rohani tells EU: If we go down, we will drag you with us!

Iranian President Hassan Rohani’s 
indirect warning to the European 
Union. If we go down, Rohani said, 
we will drag you down with us. 
Rohani was addressing visiting 
parliamentary speakers from Af-
ghanistan, China, Pakistan, Russia 
and Turkey.

Rohani’s message was not 
delivered in those exact words 
but there is little doubt he shares 
Khamenei’s fear of Washington’s 
designs for Tehran and felt com-
pelled to warn the Europeans 
against the prospect of regime 
collapse in Tehran.

There may be some truth in 
Rohani’s warning but European 

governments should probably ask 
whether the threats raised by the 
Iranian president have not already 
materialised during the past four 
decades of the Islamic Republic.

Let us examine Rohani’s exact 
words: “If we want to stop the 
flood of the refugees, we must 
hinge violence and war. If we de-
sire to defeat terrorism, we should 
fight against dirty money. In such 
a struggle, we must defend each 
other’s governance so there is no 
more room for evil.”

More directly, Rohani said: “We 
are warning those who sanction 
us. If our ability to fight against 
narcotics and terrorism is weak-

ened, you cannot escape intact 
from under the ruin of narcotics, 
refugees, bombs and terrorism. 
Many will not be safe if Iran is 
weakened by sanctions. Those 
who do not believe us are advised 
to look at an atlas.”

It would have been more ac-
curate if Rohani had warned of 
an increased threat of narcotics 
trafficking, floods of refugees and 
terrorism in Europe because the 
Europeans already face all those 
threats,

Antonio Maria Costa, head of 
the UN Office of Drugs and Crime, 
said 60% of Afghanistan’s opium 
is trafficked across Iran’s border 
and much of it is in transit to 
Europe. As for asylum seekers, the 
EU Asylum Office on December 
11 said 3,170 Iranian nationals ap-
plied for asylum in the European 
Union in October, the highest 
number in more than two years. 
As for terrorism, the Europeans 
may be better served protecting 
Iranian-European dual nationals, 
who have been targeted by Teh-
ran’s intelligence agencies. That 
should be the focus rather than 
fearing radical Islamists hiding 
among asylum seekers.

If Khamenei and Rohani truly 
desire to convince European lead-
ers of the dire consequences 
of the collapse of the regime in 
Tehran, they should persuade the 
European Union of the regime’s 
usefulness by demonstrating the 
benefits of its survival.

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

S 

ince its establishment 
in 1979, the Islamic 
Republic of Iran’s leader-
ship has accused the 
United States of engag-
ing in a ceaseless effort 

to overthrow the revolutionary 
regime in Tehran. The regime 
maintained those accusations even 
when Washington was engaged in 
defending it, as was the case under 
the Iran-Contra affair and the 
Reagan administration’s strategic 
opening towards Iran.

In recent months, however, ac-
cusations by the regime’s leaders 
may reflect their actual threat per-
ception. They don’t just reflect the 
regime’s usual need for an external 
enemy to secure internal cohesion.

Addressing relatives of those 
killed in the war with Iraq, 
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei 
warned: “[The United States] is 
making a lot of noise but they 
are plotting. I’m urging the entire 
nation: Be vigilant. America is a 
wicked and cunning enemy.”

Khamenei delivered his address 
December 12, a few days after 

Iran’s latest missile test isn’t ordinary

I 

ran’s ballistic missile test 
December 1 served as notice 
of the continuing develop-
ment of Tehran’s missile 
programme. There is little 
doubt that its nature and 

timing were intended to send a 
message of defiance during grow-
ing tensions directly and indi-
rectly connected to Iran’s regional 
role.

Iranian Brigadier-General Amir 
Ali Hajizadeh, the commander of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps Aerospace Force, was cited 
in Iranian media as saying: “We 
are continuing our missile tests 
and this recent one was a signifi-
cant test.”

Without articulating specifics 
of the test, which is believed to 
have involved a medium-range 
ballistic missile, Hajizadeh added 
that the US response “shows that 
this test was very important for 
them and that’s why they were 
shouting.”

Hajizadeh earlier warned that 
Iranian missiles with improved 
accuracy had US targets around 
the Gulf within their range. 
The December 1 test reportedly 
involved multiple independent 
re-entry vehicles (MIRVs), which 
gives missiles a higher probability 
of success against defence sys-
tems. MIRV technology enables 
a single missile to strike multiple 
targets or make multiple strikes 
on a single target.

It is important to not un-
derstate the significance such 
advancements in Iranian ballistic 
missile capabilities represent. US 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
led criticism of the test, saying it 
“risks an escalation of conflict in 

the region. UK Foreign Minister 
Jeremy Hunt labelled the test as 
“provocative” and “threatening.”

The United States, the United 
Kingdom, Germany and France 
have all called the tests inconsist-
ent with UN Security Council 
Resolution 2231, which requires 
Iran “not to undertake any activ-
ity related to ballistic missiles de-
signed to be capable of delivering 
nuclear weapons.” Karen Pierce, 
UK ambassador to the United Na-
tions, argued that the test went 
“way beyond legitimate defensive 
needs” that Iran may have.

Without crossing explicit red 
lines, Iran has increased the 
temperature in the region and 
issued a provocation that requires 
a response that must be far more 
calculated. For example, the 
wording of Resolution 2231 is 
contested by Iran because it does 

not explicitly forbid missile test-
ing. Tehran’s signalling that it is 
pushing what it regards as its le-
gitimate defensive needs deeper 
into a grey area has more serious 
implications for its foes and for 
regional security.

With the United States pulling 
out of the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA) and re-
imposing sanctions, the Trump 
administration sought to turn the 
heat on Iran on its regional role 
and ballistic missile programme. 
However, Iran has pursued a 
strategy that separates interna-
tional concerns over its nuclear 
programme and the JCPOA to 
its regional role and missile pro-
gramme.

The latest UN report on the 
JCPOA said Iran has stuck by 
its conditions but also alludes 
to “considerable challenges” 

Iranian missile technology 
has, in the last two decades, 
driven a major transformation 
of the balance of power and 
threat environment in the 
Middle East.

brought about by the US with-
drawal from the agreement. 
Although the JCPOA hangs in the 
balance, Iran is seeking to use its 
growing ballistic missile capabili-
ties to demonstrate defiance to 
US demands in the face of grow-
ing pressure.

Iranian missile technology has, 
in the last two decades, driven 
a major transformation of the 
balance of power and threat 
environment in the Middle East. 
With well-established Iranian 
assistance, Hezbollah increased 
its arsenal of short-range missiles 
from 10,000 in 2006 to more than 
150,000, including weapons with 
greater accuracy and destructive 
power.

Hezbollah Deputy Secretary-
General Sheikh Naim Qassem, 
recently claimed “there is not a 
single point in the occupied terri-
tories out of reach of Hezbollah’s 
missiles” as the Israeli military 
began Operation Northern Shield 
to destroy cross-border tunnels 
used by the group. Hezbollah in 
Lebanon, Hamas in the Palestin-
ian territories and Iran together 
form an unprecedented missile 
threat to Israel.

A recent report from staff at the 
office of the UN secretary-general 
concluded that containers car-
rying guided anti-tank missiles 
seized by the Saudi-led coalition 
in Yemen “had characteristics of 
Iranian manufacture.” The report 
derived similar conclusions from 
assemblies of surface-to-air 
missile seized earlier, adding 
to concerns about the extent of 
Iranian support to Houthi rebels 
in Yemen’s civil war.

Looking into 2019, the escala-
tion of conflict in the region that 
Pompeo warned about becomes 
more likely if current trends 
continue. However, in the current 
scenario, Iran’s ballistic missile 
programme is unlikely to have 
any diplomatic solution and is 
extremely difficult to target mili-
tarily whereas Western sanctions 
could well destroy what remains 
of the JCPOA. Europe’s role could 
prove decisive in the emerging 
environment as could American 
self-confidence in forcing regime 
change in Iran.

Sabahat Khan

Europeans may be better served 
protecting Iranian-European 
dual nationals, who have 
been targeted by Tehran’s 
intelligence agencies. 

Unrestrained buildup. A Sayad missile fires from the Talash missile system during an 
air defence drill in an undisclosed location in Iran, November 5.            (Iranian Army Office)

Warnings and threats. Iranian President Hassan Rohani speaks during a public 
gathering in the northern city of Shahroud, December 4.                           (Iranian Presidency)

Ali Alfoneh
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UN migration conference widens divisions

Migration

I 

t’s being billed as the first 
international deal on the 
migration crisis but it’s not 
really an agreement to do 
much of anything.

The UN Global Compact for 
Migration, the formal name 
for the document adopted 
December 11 in Marrakech, makes 
several declaratory statements. 
It also offers many sweeping 
suggestions but the compact 
does not specify the mechanism 
for delivery. The document has 
been called historic. It might 
have been but it isn’t.

What happened in Marrakech 
was the adoption by 164 
countries of a symbolic statement 
of good intent towards migrants. 
It was a start. The UN General 
Assembly is to formally endorse 
the compact. And that will 
be that. The migration issue 
will be back where it has been 
since 2015 when Syria started 
haemorrhaging people and 
Europe began to feel the effects.

So, where are we on migration? 
European politics has changed 
in three years and the discourse 
is hateful. The far-right is 
ascendant in several European 
countries and its laser focus 
is on migrants. Unfortunately, 
the UN Global Compact doesn’t 

help the debate. It doesn’t make 
distinctions between migrants, 
refugees and asylum seekers 
clear.

Let’s start with figures, as 
laid out by the United Nations’ 
International Migration Report 
2017.

— The number of international 
migrants worldwide was 258 
million in 2017, up from 220 
million in 2010.

— In 2017, 67% of international 
migrants were living in 20 
countries, with the largest 
number in the United States. 
Saudi Arabia, Germany and 
Russia had the second, third 
and fourth largest numbers of 
migrants worldwide. The United 
Kingdom was fifth.

— In 2016, refugees and 
asylum seekers worldwide 
were estimated at 25.9 million, 
with Turkey hosting the largest 
number, followed by Jordan, the 
Palestinian territories, Lebanon 
and Pakistan.

It’s important to note the 
enormous difference between 
the number of migrants and 
refugees. Every refugee is a 
migrant but only some migrants 
are refugees. Not all asylum 
seekers will become refugees. 
The distinctions are increasingly 

lost in the fevered migration 
debate. Migration, refugee status 
and asylum claims have all been 
lumped together, sometimes 
mendaciously but more often 
due to misinformation.

The UN Global Compact for 
Migration does not provide much 
clarification, either. It states: 
“Refugees and migrants are 
entitled to the same universal 
human rights and fundamental 
freedoms, which must be 
respected, protected and fulfilled 
at all times. However, migrants 
and refugees are distinct groups 
governed by separate legal 
frameworks. Only refugees 
are entitled to the specific 
international protection defined 
by international refugee law. 
This Global Compact refers to 
migrants…”

The United States pulled out 
of the compact this time last 
year but that was only to be 
expected from its “America First” 
transactional president, Donald 
Trump. So, too, Australia’s 
stated concerns. Canberra 
has long enforced a tough, if 
controversially successful, 
migration and asylum policy, 
which the Australian government 
says the compact would 
undermine.

What of the 30 other countries 
that agreed to the pact but did not 
attend the Marrakech conference? 
What of the waverers? New 
Zealand, for instance, where the 
opposition raised concerns about 
the pact treating “illegal and legal 
migration the same.”

What of the generally 
principled Dutch, whose 
parliament granted approval 
to the compact even as the 
government insisted on a legal 
addendum expressly stating 
it wasn’t a viable juridical 
document?

The compact expresses the 
hope that migrants will be 
afforded the same basic services 
as citizens and it subsequently 
defines the following objective: 
the enhancement of available 
“pathways for regular 
migration… labour mobility” 
across regions.

Is it any wonder, in an 
increasingly nationalist age, that 
such an agreement — even if 
unenforceable — is viewed with 
suspicion?

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.

The migration compact doesn’t help a fraught debate
Viewpoint

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall

What of the 30 other 
countries that agreed 
to the pact but did not 
attend the Marrakech 
conference?

Casablanca

A 

UN conference seeking to 
strengthen cooperation 
on international migration 
ended with divisions be-

tween countries. The conference, 
however, did adopt a migration 
pact despite the withdrawal of sev-
eral countries, including the United 
States.

The non-binding Global Compact 
for Safe, Orderly and Regular Mi-
gration was approved by 164 coun-
tries in Marrakech during the 2-day 
conference.

“It is a sign that states have signed 
the Global Compact for Migration 
and it needs to be implemented 
now, including undocumented mi-
grants’ right,” Michele LeVoy, direc-
tor of the Platform for International 
Cooperation on Undocumented Mi-
grants, posted on Twitter.

The United States and 15 other 
countries either opted out or ex-
pressed concerns about the agree-
ment. Some said the pact would 
allow the United Nations to impose 
migration policies on its members 
and others claimed it will result in 
poverty and crime and steal jobs 
from taxpaying citizens.

Incoming Brazilian Foreign Min-
ister Ernesto Araujo said Brasilia 
would withdraw when the new 
government takes office in Janu-
ary. “Because immigration cannot 
be dealt with as a global issue but 
according to each country’s reality 
and sovereignty,” Araujo said on 
Twitter.

A lawmaker from France’s far-
right National Rally party lashed 
out at backers of the compact as 
“traitors of Marrakech,” echoing 
rising anti-immigration sentiment 
among populist governments.

However, UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres insists the agree-
ment is not legally binding. “It is a 
framework for international coop-
eration… We must not succumb to 
fear and false narratives,” he said.

Defenders of the pact argue that 
migrants deserve to be treated 
equally because they have played a 
significant role in the economic and 
social development of both rich 
and poor countries.

“What a shameful time to be 
alive, where International Human 
Rights Law is cast aside by far-right 
governments, where we turn our 
backs on those fleeing violence. 
The UN migration pact provides 
humane solutions to the biggest 
global challenge of the century,” 
tweeted Spanish activist Carlota 
Nunez Strutt.

The almost 40-page pact favours 
international cooperation on mi-
gration between all relevant actors, 
conceding that no country can han-
dle the issue of migration alone. It 
respects the sovereignty of coun-

tries and the obligations of interna-
tional law.

It details 23 objectives among 
which are the fight against the 
negative factors and the structural 
problems that push people to leave 
their country of origin, saving lives 
and the strengthening of the trans-
national action against migrant 
smuggling.

Moroccan Foreign Minister 
Nasser Bourita said: “We don’t 
want this compact just to be ink on 
paper.”

The conference took place as 
more African migrants, includ-
ing Moroccans, are attempting to 
cross the Strait of Gibraltar despite 
treacherous conditions.

More than 57,000 migrants have 
reached Spain this year, most of 
them by sea, the UN High Com-

missioner for Refugees said. That 
figure represents a 130% increase 
over last year, making Spain the 
main point for migrants entering 
Europe.

However, the overall number of 
migrants crossing the Mediterra-
nean has fallen approximately 30% 
from last year.

Morocco has seen a dramatic 
increase in the number of sub-Sa-
haran migrants seeking to use the 
North African country as a thresh-
old to reach Europe. However, 
thousands of those migrants have 
settled in Morocco in the last dec-
ade. Since September 2013 when 
Moroccan King Mohammed VI 
called for a new migration policy, 
Rabat has allowed thousands of 
migrants to regularise their status.

The Moroccan initiative to fight 

illegal immigration set a precedent 
in Africa.

A study by Moroccan think-tank 
OCP Policy Centre said seven out 
of ten migrants from West Africa 
remain on the continent.

Suliman, a 27-year-old from Cote 
d’Ivoire, is seeking to fulfil his 
dream of becoming a professional 
football player.

“I came to Morocco seven 
months ago to join a football team 
but the legal rules here are a bit dif-
ficult to accept a foreign player,” 
said Suliman who is working in the 
construction sector in Casablanca. 
“I will try hard to find a team al-
though it’s tough. At least I earn 
better here than in my country.”

Saad Guerraoui is an Arab Weekly 
contributor on Maghreb issues.

Saad Guerraoui

Regardless of divisions. Belgian Prime Minister Charles Michel walks past UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres (L) and Special 
Representative of the United Nations Secretary-General for International Migration Louise Arbor during the opening session of a UN 
Migration Conference in Marrakech, December 10.                                                                   (AP)

The pact favours 
international cooperation 
on migration between all 
relevant actors, 
conceding that no country 
can handle the issue of 
migration alone. 
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Trump hardly gets an A+ for his Middle East policy

Debate

The future of Trump’s ‘Deal of the Century’
of argument — let’s assume that 
Kushner and his pals produce a 
viable plan that calls for significant 
Israeli concessions on territory, 
puts East Jerusalem back on the 
table as the Palestinian capital 
and at least addresses the plight 
of Palestinian refugees. I admit we 
are entering fantasyland here but 
bear with me.

The question then would be: Are 
the current leaderships in Israel, 
the Palestinian territories, the Arab 
world and the United States in a 
position to hammer out the tortur-
ous details, sell compromises to 
their constituencies and guarantee 
any deal’s sustainability?

Consider the cast of characters:
Trump will enter 2019 and pos-

sibly the rest of his presidency 
fighting for his political life after 
revelations by Robert Mueller, the 
special prosecutor investigating 
his campaign’s interactions with 
Russian agents in 2016. One of the 
figures at the centre of these inter-
actions was Kushner. For Trump 
and Kushner avoiding impeach-
ment and staying out of jail will be 
more important goals in 2019 than 
bringing about Middle East peace.

Netanyahu is in a similar 
scandal-driven pickle. He has only 
a one-seat majority in the Knesset 
where his greatest political threat 
comes from parties even farther to 
the right than his Likud.

The Palestinian Authority’s 
Mahmoud Abbas is elderly, ailing, 
unpopular and in control of only 
parts of the West Bank. A recon-

ciliation agreement with Hamas 
remains illusory. The jockeying to 
replace Abbas began several years 
ago and will only intensify.

The much-touted friendship 
between Kushner and Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz was supposed to bring 
the Saudis and, thus, much of the 
Arab world to the table but the 
crown prince has image problems 
of his own and, in any event, 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud, who is still the boss, was 
not happy with Trump’s unilateral 
moves on Jerusalem.

Clearly, none of these leaders 
is in a position to take bold and 
daring steps for a viable and just 
peace. Even if Trump had the 
attention span to devote to this 
issue, if he were to do something 
constructive, he would risk losing 
a key constituency — Christian 
Zionists — that he will need if he 
runs for re-election in 2020.

Netanyahu’s government would 
fall if he so much as hinted at com-
promise and new Israeli elections 
could put into power a prime min-
ister even less amenable to peace.

Abbas is more focused on pre-
venting a popular explosion and 
holding onto control in the small 
part of the Palestinian territories 
he controls.

After Oslo, this conflict was for 
a brief period one between two 
national movements, the state 
of Israel and the nascent state 
of Palestine in the form of the 
Palestinian Authority (PA), whose 

leaders conducted negotiations 
with the mediation of the world’s 
greatest power (but not an unbi-
ased power). Today, the conflict 
can best be framed as between an 
Israeli state with unfettered power 
(thanks in large part to that biased 
mediator) and the Palestinian 
people (including those who hold 
Israeli citizenship), who, while 
not exactly leaderless, are leader 
deficient.

The United States is so unapolo-
getically biased that it is effectively 
irrelevant to any peace process. 
Not irrelevant to the conflict — as 
we have seen with Trump’s deci-
sions on Jerusalem, the UN Relief 
and Works Agency for Palestine 
Refugees in the Near East and 
economic aid to the PA — but irrel-
evant to peace. The former media-
tor now is the main disruptor.

Given Israel’s overwhelming mil-
itary power and its financial and 
political largesse from the United 
States, the most relevant questions 
at this point are: Is there anything 
Israel will not do to maintain its 
absolute control over the land and 
the peoples between the Mediter-
ranean Sea and the Jordan River? 
Is any power other than the United 
States — the European Union or 
Russia, for example — capable of 
altering Israel’s behaviour? Will 
the growing global movement in 
support of Palestinian rights reach 
such a critical mass that it is able 
to bring about change?

Those are the questions to focus 
on in 2019.

T 

o paraphrase Charles 
de Gaulle’s infamous 
quip about Brazil, 
US President Donald 
Trump’s “Deal of the 
Century” to resolve 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
has a great future… and always 
will. Every few months rumours 
surface in Washington that the 
deal will be rolled out soon. A few 
months later, the same rumours 
are heard.

Apparently, we are perennially 
a few months from Middle East 
peace.

Even if the White House rolls 
out a peace proposal in the waning 
days of 2018 or early in 2019, it is 
widely assumed that the frame-
work presented by Trump’s team, 
led by presidential son-in-law and 
fan-of-Israeli-settlements Jared 
Kushner, will be safely inside the 
comfort zone of Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin Netanyahu — which 
means far outside the comfort 
zone of the Palestinians and most 
of the Arab world.

To be fair — and for the sake 

I 

n an interview with Fox News 
— a media outlet that is often 
his applause station — US 
President Donald Trump rat-
ed his presidency an A+. For 
Trump-watchers in Washing-

ton, this was not surprising given 
his delusions of grandeur.

Trump did not distinguish 
between his foreign and domestic 
“achievements” but, after close ex-
amination, his policies on the Mid-
dle East leave a lot to be desired.

To Trump’s credit, he has ful-
filled some campaign promises. 
Unlike previous presidents who 
said they would recognise Jerusa-
lem as Israel’s capital and move the 
US Embassy there, Trump carried 
this out. The problem is that do-
ing so did nothing to advance the 
moribund Israeli-Palestinian peace 
process. In fact, it set the process 
back.

Trump said he took a conten-
tious issue “off the table” so the 
parties would concentrate on other 
issues but that is like saying, in a 
labour-management dispute, that 
workers’ wages are no longer going 
to be discussed.

Trump discovered that his 
Jerusalem decision, while winning 
praise from Christian evangelicals 
and right-wing elements in the 
Jewish community, is a highly 
charged issue in the Middle East.

Trump’s strategy was to obtain 
support for his still-unveiled peace 
plan from prominent Sunni Mus-
lim Arab countries in the hope they 
would pressure the Palestinians to 
accept a deal. However, once his 
Jerusalem policy was carried out, 
those countries, Saudi Arabia in 
particular, distanced themselves 
from Trump’s peace process  
policies.

In fulfilling this campaign 
pledge, therefore, Trump lost 
buy-in from those countries. Saudi 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
last summer declared he would 
not support a plan that does not 
include a Palestinian capital in East 
Jerusalem.

Trump’s so-called “Deal of the 
Century” is thus stuck hopelessly 
in second gear.

Concerning the campaign 
against the Islamic State (ISIS), 
Trump partially fulfilled his cam-
paign pledge to destroy the jihadist 
group. ISIS controls only a few 
pockets of land in Syria and Iraq.

However, despite his criticism 
of former US President Barack 
Obama’s “weak” response to ISIS, 
Trump essentially continued 
Obama’s policy of employing US air 
power against ISIS and supporting 
local forces in the ground war with 
a light US military footprint.

Trump’s overall Syria policy, like 
Obama’s, is confused. Although 

Trump did order air strikes against 
Syria in April 2017 and April 2018 
for its alleged use of chemical 
weapons, in large part to contrast 
his policies with those of Obama, 
he is nowhere near achieving 
his stated goal of removing Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad from 
power.

His initial desire to work with 
the Russians in Syria has not led to 
a settlement of the crisis because 
Moscow continues to strongly back 
Assad and wants to demonstrate 
that it is a major player in the Mid-
dle East.

As for the Iran nuclear deal, 
Trump did fulfil his campaign 
pledge to pull out of the agreement 
but this policy has little support 
in the international community 
and has yet to force Iran to buckle. 
The European partners in the deal, 
Britain, France and Germany, 
all say Trump was misguided in 
withdrawing, especially because 
Iran continues to fulfil its side of 

Trump and his team may be 
out for regime change in Iran 
but this policy is based on a lot 
of wishful thinking.

the bargain.
Although Trump’s economic 

sanctions against Iran’s oil exports 
and banks are likely to compel 
European companies to desist 
from investing in Iran out of fear 
that they will be penalised from 
doing business in the United 
States, Iran’s leaders are unlikely 
to agree to a new deal that would 
bring Tehran’s nuclear programme 
down to zero. Nor are they likely to 
stop their involvement in the Arab 
world, such as support for Hezbol-
lah in Lebanon, Shia militias in Iraq 
and the Houthis in Yemen.

Trump and his team may be out 
for regime change in Iran but this 
policy is based on a lot of wishful 
thinking. When faced with an out-
side threat, Iranians tend to rally 
around the flag.

Trump’s Yemen policy has not 
gone well, either. His unqualified 
support for the Saudi-led coalition 
has not led to significant gains 
against the Houthi rebels. Moreo-
ver, the high number of civilian 
deaths in Yemen and reports of 
near-famine conditions have sul-
lied the US reputation.

Indicative of this sentiment, 
Trump’s nominees to head US 
Central Command and serve as 
ambassador to Yemen recently 
faced sharp questioning from US 
senators upset over the admin-
istration’s Yemen policy. Senator 
Tim Kaine, a Democrat from Vir-
ginia, stated: “We don’t like being 
told we’re not involved in hostili-
ties when bombs that are falling… 
are made in the United States.”

There is a bipartisan movement 
in the Senate, even from Trump 
supporters, to only stop US mili-
tary involvement in the Yemen war 
and halt arms sales to Saudi Arabia 
altogether because of the humani-
tarian disaster in Yemen and the 
death of Saudi journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi in the Saudi Consulate 
in Istanbul.

For these reasons, Trump de-
serves at most a C- for his Middle 
East policies rather than his self-
declared A+.

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

Gregory 
Aftandilian

The United States is so 
unapologetically biased that 
it is effectively irrelevant to 
any peace process. 

Unimpressive accomplishments. US President Donald Trump speaks in the East Room of the White 
House in Washington, December 6.                                         (Reuters) 

Mark Habeeb
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Baghdad plans increased oil production and exports for 2019

B 

uilding on its oil produc-
tion growth this year, 
Iraq is to further expand 
its oil capacity in 2019 
as Baghdad contin-
ues to face economic 

challenges, including substantial 
reconstruction costs.

Iraq’s new oil minister has made 
it abundantly clear that little should 
stand in Baghdad’s path to boost-
ing its crude production capacity 
in 2019 to 5 million barrels per day 
(bpd), even though that agenda 
might run counter to plans by other 
oil producers for collaborative out-
put cuts in 2019.

Baghdad’s production capacity 
goals may come at the expense of 
its tenuous cooperation with the 
coalition of OPEC members and 
independent producers — referred 
to as OPEC+ — that is looking to 
bolster crude prices. As part of that 
coalition, Iraq agreed to participate 
in the group’s December 7 deci-
sion to reduce combined output 
by 1.2 million bpd for six months. 
One telling signal will be if Iraq’s 
government restores full volumes 
of Kirkuk crude through a pipeline 
crossing from northern Iraq through 
Kurdistan to the Turkish port of 
Ceyhan.

As OPEC’s second-largest pro-
ducer, Iraq’s booming oil output 
has come under increasing scrutiny 
from other producers. Baghdad has 
demonstrated weak compliance 
with implied production targets 
recommended by the OPEC+ alli-
ance by repeatedly overshooting its 
assigned level.

Iraq’s crude production jumped 
as much as 6% in 2018, thanks to 
strong output from its southern oil 
fields. Exports from those fields 
account for 95% of state revenues. 
Former Oil Minister Jabbar Al-Luai-
bi announced that Iraq produced a 
record 4.78 million bpd in October, 
though other industry estimates 
put that month’s output at 4.65 mil-
lion-4.69 million bpd.

Thamer Ghadban, who was 
approved in October by the Iraqi 
parliament as oil minister in the 
new Iraqi government led by Prime 
Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi, is fully 
backing Baghdad’s plans for achiev-
ing 2019 production capacity of 5 
million bpd and export capacity of 
3.8 million bpd.

After hitting a record export high 
of 3.58 million bpd in August, Iraqi 
export levels dropped the three 
months following, partly because 
bad weather impeded loadings 
at the southern ports. November 
exports averaged 3.37 million bpd, 
the lowest levels since April.

Such export challenges have 
regularly bedevilled Iraq as it seeks 
to increase its oil production capac-
ity. Ghadban said enhancing export 

capacity, particularly in the south, 
“is a top priority.”

He stated that by upgrading in-
frastructure, including diversifying 
export terminals and introducing 
new pipelines, Baghdad hopes to 
achieve an export capacity of 8.5 
million bpd. This would involve 
6.5 million bpd of capacity from 
southern fields with 1 million bpd of 
additional capacity from a second 
pipeline from Kirkuk to Ceyhan.

The resumption of limited vol-
umes of Kirkuk crude to Turkey in 
November after a year’s stoppage 
suggests that the Abdul-Mahdi 
government is feeling out the Kurd-
ish government on resolving their 
issues, not only on Kirkuk oil flow 
but on the sharing of revenues of 
Kurdish oil exports to Turkey and 
federal budget allocations to Erbil.

The restart of Kirkuk exports 
came after Baghdad acquiesced to 
pressure from the Trump adminis-
tration to stop trucking its Kirkuk 
barrels to Iran, which appears to be 
a quid pro quo for Baghdad being 
granted a sanctions waiver allowing 
it to receive natural gas and electric-
ity from Iran to meet domestic 
demand.

For now, the Iraqi government 
intends to keep the Kirkuk vol-
umes being piped to Ceyhan at 
50,000-100,000 bpd, a fraction of 
the 300,000 bpd routed through 
Kurdish territory before that flow 
stopped in October 2017 when 
Baghdad reclaimed Kirkuk territory 
from Erbil.

The new Iraqi government is 
maintaining the restored Kirkuk 
volumes at modest levels and put-
ting those barrels into storage at 
Ceyhan as it tests its relationship 
with Erbil and to not antagonise 
the OPEC+ alliance. Concern about 
heightened Iraqi oil output may 
have been behind Saudi Oil Minister 
Khalid al-Falih’s visit to Baghdad 
in November when he met with 
Ghadban.

Baghdad, however, is banking on 
higher oil exports to meet its 2019 
budget needs. A draft 2019 budget 
of $111.9 billion is based on pro-
jected crude exports of 3.8 million 
bpd at a price of $56 per barrel. The 
draft budget projects an increase in 
spending of $24 billion and a deficit 
of $22.8 billion. It has been rejected 
by Iraqi lawmakers who argue that 
it does not include reconstruc-
tion costs for provinces hardest hit 
during the 3-year war against the 
Islamic State.

During Falih’s visit, Ghadban sug-
gested that international oil prices 
more than $70 per barrel would be 
“fair” but that the higher the price, 
the “better” for Iraq. Both Abdul-
Mahdi and Ghadban have previ-
ously held the Iraqi oil portfolio, so 
they are no doubt on the same page 
as to how to increase Baghdad’s oil 
production and export capacities 
while also navigating OPEC politics.

Jareer Elass reports from 
Washington on energy issues 
for The Arab Weekly.

Dubai

G 

overnments’ role in em-
powering young people, 
establishing a knowledge 
economy and exploring 

ways to transform societies from 
knowledge consumers to knowl-
edge producers, dominated discus-
sions at the fifth Knowledge Sum-
mit.

A highlight of the December 5-6 
event, organised by the Mohammed 
Bin Rashid Al Maktoum Foundation 
in Dubai, was the announcement of 
the “Global Knowledge Index 2018,” 
which tracks knowledge around the 
world and was created by the UN 
Development Programme (UNDP) 
and the foundation last year.

One of the most significant results 
was registered by the United Arab 
Emirates, which climbed six places 
from 25th last year and is among the 
top 20 countries regarding knowl-
edge-based society and economy 
and first among Arab states.

The index ranked 134 countries 
with Switzerland at number one, 
followed by, in order, Sweden, Fin-
land, the United States and Luxem-
bourg.

The United Arab Emirates also fig-
ured among the elite group of coun-
tries, including the United States, 
the United Kingdom, Brazil, Finland 
and Singapore, leading progress in 
new technology such as artificial 
intelligence, cybersecurity, block-
chain and biotech.

Foundation CEO Jamal bin Hu-
waireb said that most countries have 
5- or 10-year development plans but 
the UAE has plans for 2071.

“When the summit was launched, 
we only sought to instil knowledge 
in the UAE and the Arab world, our 
audience was aged 40 on average 
and we received no invitations from 
any Arab country,” he said. “Every-
one is talking about knowledge and 
the knowledge economy. People ask 
for our reports and we are having 
‘Knowledge Weeks’ in Jordan and 
Egypt. We are now reaping the ben-

efits of the Arab Knowledge Project, 
launched in collaboration with the 
UNDP.”

Winners of the Mohammed Bin 
Rashid Al Maktoum Knowledge 
Awards, which seek to recognise 
knowledge pioneers around the 
world, as well as the winners of 
the first round of the Literacy Chal-
lenge, which aims to eradicate il-
literacy in the Arab world, were an-
nounced.

The Saudi Digital Library (Saudi 
Arabia), Magdi Yacoub Heart Foun-
dation (Egypt), the Institute of In-
ternational Education (US) and the 
Amersi Foundation (founded by 
UK businessman Mohammad Am-
ersi) were the winners of this year’s 
Knowledge Awards.

In the Literacy Challenge awards, 
the Egyptian Ministry of Education 
won in the government category; 
UNESCO was the winner in the NGO 
category and Shifa Hassan from Su-
dan was the winner in the individual 
category.

Plans for an Arab Digital Union 
were also announced.

Egypt’s ministers of education 
and higher education, Tarek Shaw-
ki, and Khaled Abdel Ghaffar, ex-
plained the need to re-educate soci-

ety to move away from a culture of 
memorisation to embrace an educa-
tion system that promotes knowl-
edge, critical thinking and prepared-
ness for the future.

The two ministers discussed the 
Education 2.0 overhaul of Egypt’s 
education sector in a session titled 
“The Egyptian Model for Educa-
tion Development.” The project will 
see traditional learning abolished 
to make way for a new system that 
focuses on the development of char-
acter, skills and competencies that 
will enable a future generation to be 
competitive in the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution in line with the ambi-
tions of Egypt Vision 2030.

During a discussion on “The 
Role of Governments in Empower-
ing the Youth and the Knowledge 
Economy,” Jordanian Princess Su-
maya bint Hassan, chairwoman of 
the Princess Sumaya University for 
Technology, spoke of the Jordanian 
experience. “The foundation of our 
success is that we invested in minds 
before looking at the quantity,” she 
said. “We mainly focused on how to 
attract the most able students. We 
are very selective in ensuring we 
have great students.”

“Illiteracy is the biggest issue in 

a large number of developing coun-
tries in the Southern Hemisphere,” 
she said. “Sometimes, we have been 
too good at imitation rather than in-
novation and that’s where, at times, 
we have fallen flat.”

Ahmad Belhoul al-Falasi, minis-
ter of state for higher education in 
the UAE, pointed out that “research 
shows that 47% of current jobs will 
cease to exist in the future, which 
creates a great burden on higher ed-
ucation due to different transforma-
tions in the labour market.”

“How do you prepare students 
to adapt themselves in the future?” 
Belhoul asked. “There is also scep-
ticism regarding the importance of 
education, and university degrees 
are not seen as important as they 
were 10 to 15 years ago.”

“The Future of Knowledge: A 
Foresight Report,” a pilot study on 
future fields of knowledge, pro-
duced in partnership with the 
UNDP, is expected to shape the 
transformation of knowledge socie-
ties. The study covers 20 countries 
and reveals a new knowledge meas-
urement tool using Big Data.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Youth, future of knowledge 
economy focus of Dubai summit

For the future. 
Dubai Crown 
Prince Sheikh 
Hamdan 
bin 
Mohammed 
al-Maktoum 
(3rd-L) with the 
winners of the 
Mohammed 
Bin Rashid 
Al Maktoum 
Knowledge 
Awards in 
Dubai.    (MBRF)

Briefs

A general cooperation agree-
ment between OPEC and non-
OPEC countries will be signed in 
three months’ time in Saudi Ara-
bia, UAE Energy Minister Suhail 
al-Mazroui, said.

“By (the) end of March the docu-
ment will be ready for signature,” 
Mazroui said at an event in Abu 
Dhabi of the cooperation agree-
ment, which will be a forum with 
frequent meetings to work to-
gether to achieve market balance.

(Reuters)

Iraq increased production at 
its southern Halfaya oilfield by 
100,000 barrels per day (bpd) to 
370,000 bpd, an oil official said.

Halfaya, operated by Petro-
China, is Maysan province’s largest 
field.

Production rose after the com-
pletion of a new oil processing 
facility, Adnan Noshi, director-
general of Maysan Oil Company, 
which oversees oilfields in Maysan 
province, said on the sidelines of 
a ceremony to inaugurate a new 
installation in Halfaya.

(Reuters)

Tanzania has awarded a $3 bil-
lion contract to two Egyptian firms 
to build a hydroelectric dam in a 
renowned nature reserve.

The 2,100-megawatt scheme 
will straddle the Rufiji River in the 
Selous Game Reserve, a 50,000 
sq.km protected area that was des-
ignated a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site in 1982.

(Agence France-Presse)

Egypt’s annual urban consumer 
price inflation dipped to 15.7% in 
November from 17.7% in Octo-
ber, the official statistics agency 
CAPMAS said, exceeding analysts’ 
expectations.

The rate had been increasing 
steadily since August, reflecting 
the effects of the government’s 
fuel, electricity and transportation 
subsidy cuts that helped it meet 
terms of its $12 billion Internation-
al Monetary Fund loan.

Inflation spiked in October due 
to supply problems in the domes-
tic fruit and vegetable market.

(Reuters)

OPEC and 
non-OPEC 
cooperation deal 
to be signed in 
three months

Iraq lifts oil 
production at 
Halfaya oilfield to 
370,000 bpd 

Tanzania picks 
Egyptian firms for 
controversial 
hydroelectric dam

Egypt’s urban 
consumer price 
inflation falls 
to 15.7% 
in November 
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years as the Libyan civil war has 
raged on. This was amply illustrat-
ed during the Libya conference in 
Palermo, Italy, where rival adminis-
trations were encouraged to agree 
to terms for nationwide elections.

One of those rivals, Libyan Na-
tional Army Field-Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar, leads a Tobruk-based ad-
ministration that dominates eastern 
Libya with broad international 
backing from Egypt, Saudi Arabia 
and Sudan as well as Italy, France 
and Russia. Relations with Turkey 
are not so warm. The Turkish del-
egation was obliged to leave a meet-
ing at the conference when Haftar’s 
party objected to its presence.

Turkish Vice-President Fuat Ok-
tay and the rest of Turkish delega-
tion stormed out of the conference 
early as a result. Oktay said no solu-
tion that excluded Turkey would be 
possible in Libya.

The missteps in Libya started 
early. Ankara had never thought 
it possible that Qaddafi would be 
overthrown. Even after the upris-
ing began, Erdogan resisted NATO 
intervention.

Once the conflict was in full 
swing, however, it was Erdogan’s 
government that provided the most 
significant support to the Islamist 
rebels.

As the war progressed, Turkey’s 
NATO allies in Italy, France and 
Germany and the bloc made up of 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the United 
Arab Emirates threw their weight 
to protect their interests in Libya. 
Yet Turkey was left out of the loop 
and Turkish contractors’ building 
sites were looted, machinery was 
torched and Turkish citizens were 
taken captive or deported.

As a supporter of the Tripoli-
based Muslim Brotherhood ad-
ministration that governs western 
Libya, Turkey stands almost com-
pletely alone. Haftar, meanwhile, 

commands the support of both 
Western countries and the Saudi-
Egyptian bloc.

Just as in Iraq and Syria, where 
Turkey’s support of Islamist forces 
and parties has proven counterpro-
ductive, Erdogan and his Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) 
government have had to pay a steep 
price for their so-called neo-Otto-
man foreign policy in Libya.

Things may change but, as it 
stands, this policy has had huge 
costs for Turkey’s economy in the 
Middle East, the Gulf region and 
North Africa.

Libya had been the largest foreign 
market for Turkish contractors up 
to 2011 but that market has been 
lost. More than 600 Turkish firms, 
which had been involved in pro-
jects worth $28.8 billion in Libya, 
have for seven years been unable to 
claim their money, have seen their 
projects torched and have lost ma-
chinery worth millions of dollars, 
leaving them in dire straits.

Turkey likewise lost its share of 
the Iraqi market thanks to a foreign 
policy backing Sunni political 
groups in the country, in particular 
Tariq al-Hashimi, the former vice-
president of Iraq who fled the coun-
try after being accused of directing 
jihadist groups.

Hashimi was sentenced to death 
in absentia in 2012 but Ankara 
continued to support the politician, 
offering him refuge in Turkey. As a 
result, Baghdad placed an embargo 
on Turkish goods, Turkish contrac-
tors were dropped from projects 
and tenders worth billions of dol-
lars and Turkey lost an export mar-
ket that had once been its largest.

The trade lost with Syria in the 
last seven years amounts to $20 
billion. Meanwhile, figures dis-
closed by Erdogan at the Group of 
20 summit in Argentina show that 
expenditure on Syrian refugees in 

Turkey reached $33 billion.
In other words, the lost revenues 

from exports, transport and border 
trade combined with the costs as-
sociated with the millions of Syrian 
refugees in Turkey amount to losses 
of approximately $50 billion from 
Syria alone.

That price increases every day 
the Syrian war drags on and it 
does not count the money spent 
on Turkey’s military operations in 
northern Syria and the aid provided 
to its Syrian auxiliaries in the Free 
Syrian Army.

The AKP welcomed three guests 
of honour at its congress in 2012: 
Khaled Meshaal, the leader of Pal-
estinian Islamist militant group Ha-
mas; Masoud Barzani, then leader 
of the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment in northern Iraq and Muham-
mad Morsi, the Muslim Brother-
hood leader who was Egypt’s first 
elected president.

When Morsi was overthrown by 
the military in 2013, the general 
who took his place, Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, accused Turkey of meddling 
in Egypt’s internal affairs and sup-
porting the Muslim Brotherhood 
and Hamas, which had both been 
declared terrorist organisations 
by his administration. Bilateral 
economic and political ties were 
cut and both countries reciprocally 
withdrew their ambassadors.

A deal signed by Morsi’s admin-
istration granting Turkish roll-on/
roll-off freight access to Egypt and 
on to Africa through the Egyptian 
port city of Alexandria was not 
renewed and yet another channel 
for Turkey’s exports ground to a 
halt, leading to losses of $15 billion 
in six years.

So, the total losses inflicted on 
Turkey’s economy by the AKP’s 
foreign policy mistakes since the 
“Arab spring” have surpassed $100 
billion in seven years.

These losses keep mounting by 
the day. Even in the case of Russia, 
relations with which were set back 
on track in 2016 when Erdogan 
apologised for downing a Russian 
jet the previous year, Turkey has 
not managed to return its trade 
volume and economic relations 
to its levels before the jet incident 
sparked a crisis in 2015.

The Russians have picked up a 
highly profitable deal from Turkey 
in the $22 billion project to build 
Turkey’s first nuclear power plant, 
as well as a $4 billion deal to supply 
Turkey with S-400 missile defence 
systems. The TurkStream pipeline 
project, meanwhile, will carry bil-
lions of cubic metres of natural gas 
under the Black Sea from Russia to 
Turkey, further deepening Ankara’s 
reliance on Moscow.

In the case of the nuclear plant 
project, the incentives promised by 
the Turkish government amount to 
a $10 billion contribution, approxi-
mately half the total cost of the 
project.

The favourable terms for the Rus-
sians in these deals have attracted 
criticism but at the very least 
Ankara was able to strike a deal. 
As observed yet again when the 
Turkish delegation stormed out of 
the conference on Libya, Turkey’s 
foreign policy mistakes all too often 
leave the country empty-handed 
and Turkey will likely continue to 
pay the price for years to come.

Zulfikar Dogan was one of the 
founders and one-time president 
of the Economy Reporters’ 
Association. He has been awarded 
journalist of the year by the 
Turkish Journalists’ Association, 
the Contemporary Journalists’ 
Association and MUSIAD. This 
article first appeared on 
ahvalnews.com and is reprinted 
with permission.
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n November 2010, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, then Turkey’s 
prime minister, was Muammar 
Qaddafi’s guest of honour in 
Libya and received the Qaddafi 
International Prize for Human 

Rights. Erdogan piled praise on 
the Libyan dictator and called him 
“brother.”

Less than a year later, Qaddafi 
was dragged out of a drainage pipe 
where he had been hiding after flee-
ing the rebel siege of his hometown 
of Sirte. Jubilant Libyan insurgents 
hauled the despot, bloodied and 
dazed, onto the front of a pick-up 
truck like a hunting trophy and 
killed him.

Just four months after Qaddafi’s 
death, Erdogan hosted Abdulrah-
man al-Kaib, prime minister of the 
National Transitional Council (NTC) 
in Libya, congratulating his guest 
on the revolution. On the agenda 
were oil deals, the establishment 
of a joint bank and a slew of op-
portunities for Turkish firms and 
contractors in Libya. The two prime 
ministers said they looked forward 
to what they hoped would be a 
bright future for Turkish-Libyan 
relations.

For many in the Turkish opposi-
tion, Erdogan’s government was 
all too ready to get involved in 
the conflict in Libya that followed 
Qaddafi’s downfall and there was 
an outcry at the $300 million in 
cash that was flown to the NTC 
administration.

Their concerns were well-found-
ed. Turkey’s relations with Libya 
have been upended in the last six 

The high cost of Erdogan’s adventures
Viewpoint

Zulfikar Dogan
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ran’s cat-and-mouse game 
with the United States over 
oil exports, which are vital for 
its economy, is intensifying. 
This comes as production cuts 
were agreed to by OPEC and 

Russia steady prices.
In October, oil prices were at $85 

a barrel then they recorded a 30% 
fall. For Iran, however, there has 
been less volatility than might be 
expected.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
led Iranian officials in proclaiming 
victory for his country against the 
United States in the Vienna agree-
ment of the Joint OPEC-non-OPEC 
Ministerial Monitoring Committee 
(JMMC, known also as OPEC+). The 
agreement exempts Tehran from 
production cuts of 1.2 million bar-
rels per day (bpd) in the first half 
of 2019.

A report from the Economist 
Intelligence Unit (EIU), “Turbulent 
times: Measuring real-time shifts 
in a volatile oil market,” suggests 
Iran’s oil exports fell 25% in Octo-
ber-November from May-June, far 
less than has been widely reported.

The EIU report is based on re-
search by CargoMetrics, which used 
satellite imagery and other means 
to track Iran’s “unofficial” exports. 
These include ship-to-ship trans-
fers as well as vessels turning off 
transponders to hide the eventual 
destination of cargoes. The report 
puts Iran’s exports at 2 million bpd, 
notably higher than the 1.2 million 
bpd widely reported.

For such a figure to be main-
tained into December seems 

unlikely. The United States will be 
monitoring closely, a security con-
sultant experienced in Gulf affairs, 
told The Arab Weekly. “Not only do 
they have far more sophisticated 
satellite imagery than this [the EIU-
CargoMetrics report] describes but 
they also have sailors with binocu-
lars in the Gulf who can observe 
the displacement of tankers. Once 
you know how much the tanker has 
sunk into the water, usually gauged 
amidships, although visible at the 
bow, you can work out how much 
oil is in the tanker,” he said.

The Trump administration’s 
monitoring will extend to the 
eight countries granted waivers in 
November to buy Iranian oil. They 
received waivers on condition they 
severely reduce Iranian imports. 
The United States is to formally 
review the situation next May.

While the extent of the waivers 
surprised some market analysts, 
the refusal of Trump officials to 
abandon their earlier stated aim 
of reducing Iran’s exports to zero 
reflects their determination to keep 
up the squeeze.

Two days of talks at the JMMC 
demonstrated how complex man-
aging oil production has become. 
Vienna highlighted Russia’s grow-
ing role in determining output as 
well as the sensitive relationship 
between US President Donald 
Trump and Saudi Arabia. Trump 
has been tweeting in favour of 
lower oil prices and Saudi Arabia is 
facing criticism in the US Con-
gress over the October 2 killing of 
dissident Saudi journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi.

Iran, too, was a factor. US Special 
Representative for Iran Brian Hook 
met with Saudi Oil Minister Khalid 
al-Falih prior to the JMMC. Iran 
argued it should be exempt from 
any cuts and achieving this was 
the main reason Rohani hailed the 

JMMC decision as a victory.
Even so, Oil Minister Bijan 

Zanganeh told Iranian state 
television that the atmosphere 
in Vienna had been “unfriendly” 
towards Iran. Asked why Iran had 
not bought refineries abroad to 
sidestep US sanctions, Zanganeh 
offered interesting detail. He admit-
ted that Indian authorities refused 
permission for the Essar refinery to 
use Iranian crude over and above 
the amount India had agreed with 
Washington under its waiver. Essar 
is owned by a consortium led by 
Russia’s Rosneft.

Iran is also discounting oil to 
keep buyers sweet. Reuters report-
ed that Tehran’s January offer to 
Asian buyers on Iran Light grade is 
priced 30 cents a barrel below Saudi 
Arab Light oil. It is pricing Iranian 
Heavy at $1.25 below Saudi’s Arab 

Medium grade.
The Saudis are also shaving 

prices. Even with global oil stocks 
at the lowest level since mid-2015, 
JMMC production curbs are not 
expected to reverse the fall in 
price since October. In its monthly 
report, OPEC reduced its forecast 
for 2019 oil demand to 31.44 million 
bpd from the 32.97 million bpd in 
its November report.

Citibank forecast Brent remain-
ing flat at $60 per barrel in 2019. 
It points to growing production 
in the United States. At the end of 
November, for the first time since 
records began in 1973, the United 
States was a net exporter of oil 
and refined products. “The more 
OPEC+ tried to support prices by 
withholding oil from the market, 
the more they give the US shale 
sector an out,” Citibank noted.

Few are confident about pre-
dictions because volatile global 
markets also weigh fiscal instabil-
ity in Venezuela, potential supply 
disruption from Nigeria and Libya 
and the possible cooling of world 
economic growth in the face of 
trade rivalries.

With so much in play, Iran hopes 
its oil exports will find some safety 
in the shadows. “I’m working with 
a number of colleagues to break 
the sanctions around the clock,” 
Zanganeh told Iranian television.  
“I cannot say what we are doing be-
cause it would be taken advantage 
of by Washington and they would 
try to block any solution we find.”

Gareth Smyth is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly. 
He has reported from the Middle 
East since 1992.  

Iran’s shadowy game with oil exports
Viewpoint

Gareth Smyth

Vital industry. An Iranian worker walks the platform of an oil facility in the Khark Island.                           (AFP)
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G 

lobalisation and the use of 
English as the main lan-
guage of the internet have 
led to the regression of 

other languages, including Arabic, 
which has been losing ground at an 
alarming pace among young people 
in its native region.

Patrick Rizkallah, an Arabic lan-
guage schoolteacher and co-founder 
of Tawasoulonline website for en-
hancing Arabic teaching in Lebanon, 
has raised the alarm. “The language 
is losing its popularity and values. 
Websites, social media platforms 
and the massive use of smartphones 
and applications such as WhatsApp 
and Facebook have been detrimen-
tal to Arabic.”

“Students and the young people in 
general communicate through mod-
ern technologies in a new language 
using the Latin alphabet and num-
bers to express themselves in slang 
Arabic. We know that mastering a 
language is a matter of practice and 
if it is not used in communication 
it will eventually be lost,” Rizkallah 
said.

He noted that, while some schools 
in Lebanon introduced modern 
technology in the classroom such as 
interactive boards and tablets, little 
has been done to procure worth-
while material and Arabic content 
on the internet.

The idea for Tawasoulonline came 

in response to “the degradation of 
the Arabic language,” said Rizkallah, 
who enlisted the assistance of his 
own Arabic schoolteacher, Samir 
Iliya, and a friend, Doha Asaad, to 
implement the project.

“There is a big shortage of educa-
tional videos and other audiovisual 
content in Arabic on the internet. 
There are many websites in other 
languages, websites for mathemat-
ics and sciences but nothing for the 
Arabic language,” he said.

There is often more variety in 
Western literature and media than in 
Arabic, which leads people to watch 
or read in English, he added.

Tawasoulonline was launched 
in 2012 designed for students and 
teachers from seventh grade through 
high school. A second website for 
younger students, Tawasouljunior, 
started earlier this year, Rizkallah 
said.

The idea of having a mere website 
for enhancing Arabic learning devel-
oped into introducing new Arabic 
teaching techniques and content.

“Why should I only teach Khalil 
Gibran or Mikhail Naimeh when 
we have contemporary writers and 
poets who are living among us and 
writing about timely issues?” he 
asked.

“We need to update the Arabic 
curriculum and move away from 
traditional methods of teaching. 
Students feel the material they are 
given in class is alien to the realities 
in which they live and this is very 
dangerous. Our language should be 
lively and timely.”

In addition to modernising Arabic 
teaching and offering information 
on Arabic culture, Tawasoulonline 
is also a platform of interaction be-
tween students and teachers and 
among other students.

It has a bar displaying news about 
events and cultural activities, icons 
offering grammar lessons, writing 
and dissertation guidelines, applied 

exercises, synonyms and explana-
tions, profiles of key Arab authors 
and contemporary writers, publica-
tions from Lebanese and Arab pub-
lishing houses, Arab poems and Arab 
newspaper postings in addition to 
audiovisual material.

“We are proposing new content 
that tackles issues of concern today, 
such as electronic waste or the envi-
ronment crisis. It is also an interac-
tive website. Teachers can answer 
students’ queries while they are do-
ing the exercises online. However, 
the website is not a substitute to 
class lessons,” Rizkallah said.

Engaging the Ministry of Educa-
tion to introduce the site in public 
and private schools is on the agenda 
but a main obstacle is that not all es-
tablishments, and especially public 

schools, are equipped with modern 
technology, Rizkallah said.

Despite the regression of Arabic, 
Lebanon is still a country that mas-
ters the language, said Rizkallah, 
who stressed that pre-emptive ac-
tion is necessary “because new 
generations are losing their mother 
tongue.”

“In the past people used to read 
newspapers. The Arabic media were 
very important in acquiring the lan-
guage. Unfortunately, today the me-
dia are no longer as professional and 
social media are taking precedence,” 
Rizkallah added.

While mixing languages, a com-
mon feature in Lebanon, was regard-
ed positively in the past as reflecting 
the country’s diversity and multicul-
turism, it has become a threat to the 

mother tongue and national iden-
tity, he cautioned.

“Some schools don’t give prior-
ity to Arabic teaching. Even parents 
want their children to speak good 
French and English before Arabic, 
believing that fluency in English can 
advance their future career more 
than a similar fluency in Arabic,” he 
said.

Rizkallah said, however, that “not 
the whole picture is gloomy.” After 
decades of subdued Arabic under 
French colonisation, countries of 
the Maghreb region are witnessing a 
strong renaissance of the Arabic lan-
guage, including the establishment 
of linguistic research centres.

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

Samar Kadi

Arabic language faces new challenges in own region

Losing ground. A student reads a book in Arabic on her first day back to school in one of Beirut’s poor 
suburbs, last September.                                                                                                                                              (AFP)

There is often more 
variety in Western 
literature and media than 
in Arabic, which leads 
people to watch or read in 
English.

T 

he world celebrates the 
Arabic language, which 
has 6 million root words 
and a more than 20 
million-word vocabulary, 
on December 18.

Perhaps “celebrate” is an overly 
strong term to describe the mixed 
feelings of non-Arabic speakers 
towards a language that signifies a 
unified Arab culture. From 2002-09, 
the study of Arabic among US univer-
sity students rose 231% but that had 
more to do with studying a perceived 
adversary than admiration for the 
language.

At least Arabs seem increasingly 
sold on Arabic. With the rise of the 
Arabic internet and an Arab digital 
millennial generation, Arabic has 
proven its resilience. It has adapted to 
changing social norms and technolog-
ical innovations. The Arab Develop-
ment Portal, a database on the Arab 
world, said content on the Arabic 
internet has grown more than 7,000% 
in seven years.

“Thanks to the many young mem-
bers of our collaborative community, 
the Arabic Wikipedia has been grow-
ing six-fold in terms of new pages 
in the past seven years,” said Samir 
Elsharbaty of the Wikimedia Arabic 
Foundation.

The involvement of young people 
in the quality and quantity of content, 
as well as its reach to the online 
masses, has made Arabic reconsider 
its grammar rules to reflect all social 
identities.

Farah Barqawi, a member of the 
feminist initiative Wiki Gender Ara-
bic, agreed that Arabic is changing. 
“We have made an active decision 
to take the initiative to discuss, try 
and practise new words and gender-
neutral pronouns each day to reach 
a more representative, inclusive 
and smoother open Arabic language 
that is not afraid of trial, error and 
change,” Barqawi said.

Much of the Arabic language’s lexi-
cal development has revolved around 
attempts to catch up with internet 
and technical terminologies such as 
“social plug-ins,” “embeds” and other 
geeky terms.

Social Media Exchange, a Beirut-
based NGO that speaks for digital 
rights in the region, recently released 
its Arabic language technical glossary. 
It did so in collaboration with the 
Arab Digital Expression Foundation, 
an NGO in Cairo that has called for 
Arabic internet stakeholders to come 
together.

Unity is all very good but to what 
end?

Mohamad Najem, co-founder of 
Social Media Exchange, said the aims 
are obvious. “One of the main issues 
in the Arabic language is that we are 
yet to have clear terminologies for 
[information and communication 
technologies] ICT, new technology 
disciplines and terms to reflect our 
digital rights and our culture,” Najem 

said. Arabic-speakers then must take 
charge of a language that is grappling 
with change.

The Social Media Exchange focuses 
on digital storytelling so it’s not sur-
prising Najem is passionate about 
the idea of community-led language 
maintenance that “starts and initiates 
the lexicology and lets it grow in 
order to catch up with whatever gap 
we need to fill.”

While new and repurposed Arabic 
vocabulary may be fine for conver-
sational purposes, what of written 
content?

One of Arabic’s long-term problems 
has been font, especially in digital 
formats.

Nour Chamoun, a graphic designer, 
has come up with Tarkeeb, an initia-
tive to design and promote Arabic 
fonts for the web. Chamoun is crea-
tive director of Scopio, which works 
with social media. She said Tarkeeb 
makes sense because “writing tech-
nologies starting with the typewriter 

to the computer were initially devel-
oped to only accommodate the Latin 
writing system, ignoring other scripts 
like Arabic.”

Chamoun added: “Arabic letters 
have three to four forms, unlike Latin, 
so these technologies had to evolve 
and it wasn’t until the development 
of OpenType in 1996 that the com-
puter was able to accommodate the 
behaviour of the Arabic script with 
the connectedness of the letters.”

That has not, however, meant easy 
digital use of Arabic.

Add to that the slow incorporation 
of Arabic-language data and efficient 
search mechanisms in accessible 
internet sources. Today, Arabic Wiki-
pedia is embedded within Google 
Search and used by Apple’s assistant 
Siri. What is needed now is to merge 
Arabic data with search.

After eight years of research at 
Birzeit University in the Palestinian 
territories, Associate Professor Musta-
fa Jarrar revealed an Arabic Ontology, 
the most comprehensive dictionary 
of Arabic. Jarrar’s system would en-
able the creation of Arabic-language 
software, better machine translation 
and other key usages.

Internationally, too, Arabic-lan-
guage technology is in the making. 
Major universities such as the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology 
and Columbia have departments to 
study the field. In the private sector, 
Microsoft’s Advanced Technology 
Lab is engaged in experimentation 
and incubating applied research in 
software engineering, data science, 
natural language processing and 
speech processing for Arabic.

The Arabic language is in the throes 
of change, like never before.

Khadija Hamouchi is a 
Belgian-Moroccan social 
entrepreneur and founder of SEJAAL, 
an initiative that is building an app 
for young people.

Celebrating the Arabic language in the digital age
Viewpoint

Khadija 
Hamouchi

One of Arabic’s 
long-term 
problems has been 
font, especially in 
digital formats.

New dynamics. Saudi entrepreneur Manar Alomayri poses at the 
Digital Media Services tent as a part of the Step 2017 Conference 
and Music in Dubai.                                                                                   (AP)
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Can fatwas help Egypt with birth control?

Al-Azhar’s contradictions betray bias against gender equality

R 

eligious discourse is 
being used to persuade 
Egyptians to limit fam-
ilies to two children in 
line with government 
efforts to ease popu-

lation density. The government 
has threatened to cut social aid to 
families who don’t comply.

Egypt’s Grand Mufti Shawki 
Allam recently issued fatwas that 
reflect the remarkable shift in the 
institutions’ dealing with family 
matters. “Family planning and 
birth reduction are inevitable 
religious matters. They’ve become 
a religious duty that is part of what 
is needed and necessary,” he said.

This pro-government policy 
religious discourse represents 
the shortest way to change the 
attitudes of poor social groups, 
in which family planning is often 
absent.

The World Health Organisation 
has said much of the Egyptian 
population’s reluctance to use 
contraceptives and follow family 
planning programmes show that 
conservative religious attitudes are 
conflicting with the government’s 
economic development agenda.

Mahmoud Gamal, an illiterate 
building attendant in El Matareya 
district north of Cairo and father 
of six, said he had been raised to 
believe a large family is preferable 
because “interfering in having 

W 

hile al-Azhar 
rejects opinions 
regarding equal-
ity in inheritance 
between men and 
women, on the ba-

sis that there is a clear text forbidding 
it and therefore the question does not 
tolerate ijtihad, it nevertheless closes 
its eyes on equally clear jurisprudence 
in the Quran, such as the punishment 
for theft and other crimes.

Al-Azhar considers family matters 
as its exclusive religious territory and, 
like all radical currents, it obstructs 
attempts to break into the space of 
legislation related to personal rights 
and freedoms.

Al-Azhar leaders apparently believe 
that closing their eyes to enforcing the 
religious rules and measures limiting 
the powers of the ruler is offered in 
exchange for the government staying 
out of al-Azhar’s traditional spheres 
of influence, in which it can apply 
its traditional jurisprudence. This is, 
in their view, the way to achieve the 
proper balance of power between it 
and the state.

This explains why al-Azhar’s schol-
ars and its head, Grand Imam Ahmed 
el-Tayeb, held fast to their traditional 
positions whenever the Egyptian 
presidency demanded the introduc-
tion of modern visions adapted to 

two or three children is forbidden 
religiously.”

Gamal’s opinion is common 
among a social class that the 
government believes is fuelling 
unsustainable population growth. 
That class inherited conservative 
religious and cultural attitudes 
that are resistant to certain family 
planning methods.

Samia Mansour, a sociology pro-
fessor at Ain Shams University in 
Cairo, said that “any step aimed at 
persuading families to reduce birth 
rates will not work without the 
relevant accompanying religious, 
media and cultural discourse be-
cause there is a firm belief planted 
by grandparents in offspring that 
interfering with the number of 
births is haram.”

Mansour said controlling the 
religious discourse about family 
planning and limiting parents to 
two children requires the govern-
ment to exercise control over the 
imams, sheikhs and jurists who 
offer a differing voice to the official 
religious institutions. Unchecked 

reality and the needs of society, espe-
cially in the context of the challenges 
facing families and women.

There are many examples that 
confirm al-Azhar’s contradictory 
stances. Look at what happened to 
revolutionary Azhari scholar Abdul 
Mu’tal al-Saidi, who studied and dis-
cussed hudud — punishments — and 
defended the view that they can be 
adjusted according to social develop-
ments and historical conditions.

In 1937, Saidi published six articles 
in the weekly newspaper Al-Siyasiah 
explaining that corporal punishment, 
such as lashings and amputation, 
need not be enforced literally. As was 
customary with those who argue 
for religious reform, Saidi was tried 
internally by al-Azhar and deprived of 
promotion for five years.

Paradoxically, there are instances 
in which al-Azhar scholars have 
defended the state. Scholars such as 
Jad al-Haq Ali Jad al-Haq, Mohamed 
Metwally al-Shaarawy, Mohammed 
al-Ghazali and Yusuf al-Qaradawi 
issued in 1989, during the heyday of 
the confrontations between the state 
and jihadists, a statement defend-
ing the state’s position regarding the 
application of sharia and offered a 
flexible view of the issue of punish-
ment in Islam. Ghazali and Qaradawi 
belonged to the Muslim Brotherhood.

Azharis justify their silence on 
the issue of corporal punishment by 
saying those rulings concern specific 
criminal acts and are limited in scope, 
which is not the case of the ques-
tion of inheritance, which affects all 
of society. Therefore, they place the 
rulings on inheritance on a par with 
obligatory duties, such as fasting and 
prayer.

Islamic hudud are directly linked 
to the security of the community and 
the executive authorities were clearly 
ordered by the Quran to enforce 
them. Most Islamic jurists see them as 

religious authorities tell people 
that parents must not interfere in 
procreation matters. Such fatwas 
are impossible to override.

Some extremist religious 
militants have orchestrated a 
social media campaign deriding 
the views of Egypt’s educational 
institute, Dar al-Ifta, on family 
planning. Salafists say official 
religious institutions are being 
used as a cover to legitimise the 
government’s decision to limit 
financial aid to needy families who 
have only two children. They say 
this is also likely to lead to further 
legislation heaping heavy penalties 
on families that refuse to abide by 
birth-reduction initiatives.

The Egyptian Ministry of Health 
established additional family 
planning clinics to provide free 
contraceptives and initiated a radio 
programme produced for the “Two 
are Enough” campaign in coop-
eration with al-Azhar University 
and Dar al-Ifta. The programme 
focuses on correcting what it views 
as religious misconceptions on 

divine rights. Family jurisprudence, 
on the other hand, is seen as linked 
to human rights and therefore can be 
optionally enforced by individuals, 
not the ruler.

By downplaying its position on the 
question of hudud, al-Azhar aims to 
impede the innovative efforts that 
touched that same question from 
contaminating the domain of family 
legislation, which logically has less 
importance than hudud, contrary to 
the claims of al-Azhar’s scholars.

Yet, the motivation for reform and 
revision in the questions of hudud 
and inheritance are the same. Those 
who have studied both questions 
with fresh eyes say the traditional 
rulings were appropriate for the social 
models and conditions of the past 
and should be revised to suit today’s 
changes in social conditions.

Modern day innovators did not 
contradict the Quran in either case 
because it allows for the freedom 
of the person to enact appropriate 
legislation. Their view is that the 
ruling should not be the purpose of 
jurisprudence; it is rather the general 
principle of any matter.

So, reformers are calling for 
equality between men and women 
because they believe the overriding 
purpose of Islam is to achieve the 
general principle of social equality, as 
long as there is no evidence that the 
progress achieved during the life of 
the Prophet was in fact the end of ef-
forts to achieve the purpose of those 
principles.

The verses related to inheritance 
are of an optional character since man 
has the right to distribute his legacy 
by will in a manner contrary to what 
is specified in the jurisprudence. This 
aspect gives reformists the chance 
to establish the legitimacy of the 
wills of those who wish to treat their 
offspring equally without gender 
discrimination.

The pro-government policy 
religious discourse represents 
the shortest way to change the 
attitudes of poor social 
groups, in which family 
planning is often absent.

Al-Azhar habitually targets and 
marginalises those from within 
the institution who make a 
remarkable contribution in the 
field of innovation and ijtihad.

family planning.
The ministry is training nurses 

and rural social workers in fam-
ily planning centres on how to 
encourage rural women to limit 
family size to two children. The 
ministry plans to carry out about 
4 million door-to-door visits and 
5,000 awareness-raising seminars 
focused on the benefits of small 
families.

The major stumbling block 
lies with those wishing for large 
families who do not understand or 
ignore the government’s message. 
For them, a child, from an eco-
nomic standpoint, is much more 
important than the government’s 
aid, as the latter could be inter-
rupted at any moment.

Three heads of families inter-
viewed said they do not believe 
in family planning. They said 
that, for modest-income families, 
particularly in rural areas, losing 
government aid is inconsequential 
because their “economy” is based 
on their children. Their lives would 
not be affected by the suspension 
of the government’s monthly aid 
that one of their children can earn 
in three or four days.

There are other factors that 
make it difficult to convince low 
income parents to adopt the 
government’s approach on family 
planning in exchange for aid, such 
as early marriages, lack of educa-
tion and a cultural emphasis on 
women having a male child, which 
can cause them to give birth over 
and over.

Mansour said changing cul-
tural norms and ideas related to 
childbearing would require raising 
awareness through civil society, re-
ligious institutions and the media, 
in addition to incentivising fami-
lies who respond. Sanctions alone, 
she said, would not shift a deeply 
ingrained culture and one religious 
institution by itself would not be 
able to correct ideas long espoused 
by religious hardliners.

Amira Fekri is an Egyptian writer.

In contrast, the religious establish-
ment is following the path of radical 
currents by introducing rulings on 
principles. This is what the Muslim 
Brotherhood did during the year of its 
rule, by including in the paragraphs 
regarding women’s rights in the 2012 
Constitution the famous condition 
that there shouldn’t be any contradic-
tion with the “rulings of sharia.”

The choice of Islamists and of 
al-Azhar for rulings rather than prin-
ciples is intended to manipulate the 
restrictions established by the law on 
divorce, polygamy and minimum age 
for marriage, as well as dealing with 
family legislation, including inherit-
ance, in obedience to literal interpre-
tation of the text.

The alliance between the political 
authority and the religious establish-
ment has led to the inability of the 
existing political system to move 
towards expanding the circle of in-
novation and pushing for enlighten-
ment projects outside of al-Azhar. 
This situation might hasten the fall of 
the serious innovation projects that 
displease al-Azhar and do not find the 
right support from the state.

Al-Azhar habitually targets and 
marginalises those from within the 
institution who make a remarkable 
contribution in the field of innovation 
and ijtihad. In addition, it does all it 
can to maintain and shore up the au-
thority and influence of the conserva-
tive current inside it composed of 
Salafist and “Ikhwani” scholars.

Al-Azhar continues to battle for the 
preservation of its religious influence 
over Egyptian society by adhering 
to traditional jurisprudence and 
forbidding any innovative efforts. The 
religious establishment is scared stiff 
that it will lose its power if it refrains 
from using religion to control society.

Hisham al-Najjar is an Egyptian 
writer.

Amira Fekri

Hisham al-Najjar

Social Role of al-Azhar

Fast-moving tide. Egyptian parents teach newborns how to swim in Cairo.        (Reuters)
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Tunis

T 

he 20th Carthage Theatre 
Festival acted as a return 
to roots with festivities 
honouring the heritage 

and history of Arab and African 
theatre.

The festival, which opened a 
9-day run December 8, celebrated 
35 years since its founding in 1983. 
Festival Director Hatem Derbal 
said it was important to use the 
occasion to show appreciation for 
festivals past.

“That’s why the theme of this 
edition centres on revisiting the 
memory of the festival, celebrat-
ing and commemorating the major 
works and productions that the 
past editions produced,” Derbal 
explained.

The festival honoured people 
who marked the theatrical scene 
in the Arab and African worlds, 
such as Tunisian actor Abdelaziz 
Mehrezi and Nigerian playwright 
Wole Soyinka. It also featured an 
exhibition that documented the 
evolution and important mile-
stones of previous festivals.

The festival included 159 plays 
from 39 countries, including 11 
Arab countries and ten African 
countries. Nine Arab plays and 
two African plays competed in the 
official competition.

In addition to being a forum for 
exchange among professionals 
from different parts of the world, 
there was a special section dedi-
cated to plays conceived during 
workshops conducted in Tunisian 
prisons. It featured five plays writ-
ten and performed by prisoners.

“This is a historic opportunity,” 
said Sofiene Mezghiche, spokes-
man for the General Directorate 
of Prisons. “Being a prisoner does 
not mean stripping prisoners of 

their rights and citizenships. They 
should be able to express them-
selves.”

Mezghiche explained that es-
tablishing theatre workshops in 
prisons had been a goal for a while 
and they are working to expand 
the programme to prisons across 
Tunisia.

The special section presented 
a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity 
for prisoners to show their skills 
in front of some of the business’s 
elite and for some professional 
stage workers, they didn’t disap-
point. Reflecting on the experi-
ence, actor and director Hedi Ab-
bes expressed fascination with the 
work of two prisoners in the civil 
prison of Gafsa.

“One of the prisoners said this is 
his last prison sentence. He found 
himself. He found his place in so-

ciety after his interaction with the 
theatre teacher and participation 
in the play,” Abbes said. “Another 
prisoner asked the judge to delay 
his hearing until he performs his 
show at the Carthage Theatre Fes-
tival, which was moving for me. 
This is how theatre speaks to eve-
ryone.”

The festival paid tribute to the 
theatre of the Palestinian territo-
ries and Burkina Faso, honouring 
their figures and showcasing their 
work.

“Being here is about paying 
homage to my own journey in the 
theatre of my country,” explained 
Etienne Minoungou, playwright 
and stage director from Burkina 
Faso.

“Paying homage to the theatre 
of Burkina Faso also means that 
the Sahara is not a space of sepa-

ration but a space for crossing to 
meet,” he added. “It includes all of 
our diversity and all the colours of 
Africa. To find myself here in Tu-
nisia seeing how this theatre festi-
val celebrates both the African and 
Arab countries is excellent.”

Mehrezi said the festival pre-
sents an opportunity to celebrate 
the essence of theatre as an artistic 
discipline.

“Theatre offers the best train-
ing for any aspiring actor. It is in-
dispensable for anyone who has a 

dream to become an actor. Theatre 
is tiring but its beauty lies in that 
pain,” he said.

The festival attracts profession-
als and artists from around the 
world offering a space of freedom 
and exchange of ideas.

“Since its foundation, this festi-
val (has been) an Arab and African 
festival but it is also (about) the 
aesthetics and visions of the in-
ternational theatre. It is like many 
festivals in one festival,” Derbal 
said.

“It is a festival for Arab [and] Af-
rican theatre but it’s also a festival 
for international theatre as it fea-
tures plays from all continents — 
Europe, Asia, South America.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Cairo

W 

anting to infuse life in 
the cultural scene and 
playing on artistic nos-
talgia, puppet theatres 

in Egypt are re-enacting popular 
concerts that were performed at the 
old Opera House and other Cairo 
theatres in the last century.

One such an initiative is El Sakia 
Puppet Theatre’s performance of 
legendary Egyptian singer Umm 
Kulthum’s concerts. Under the ti-
tle “Umm Kulthum Returns,” the 
theatre is reviving the Arab diva’s 
music with simulations of Umm 
Kulthum’s performances concerts 
the first Thursday of each month.

The audience enters the theatre 
quite some time before the curtain 
is raised and local radio announces 
the approaching time of the begin-
ning of the concert. The curtain is 
raised exactly at the designated 
time and a live broadcast begins. 
The audience finds itself applaud-
ing with the one on the radio.

The eyes of the theatre audience 
fall on the puppet figure of Umm 
Kulthum, in an elegant dress and 
sitting on a chair on stage. They 
watch her as the musical introduc-
tion of the first song plays. Moham-
med al-Qasabgi, Umm Kulthum’s 
famed lute player and composer, 
runs his fingers through the strings 
of his oud as do other players in the 
orchestra with their instruments. 
The music fills the air until imagi-
nation mingles with reality.

The orchestra is quite a sight. The 
players’ fingers move in coordina-

tion with the music. There are com-
plete orchestral sections as well as 
duets and solo renditions. When 
the public demands an encore of 
some sections of the performance, 

the orchestra duly obliges, exactly 
like in the original concert.

When Umm Kulthum is finally 
at the microphone, a wave of ap-
plause breaks out. Then the pup-
pet’s mouth starts moving in sync 
with Umm Kulthum’s recorded 
voice.

There is undeniable artistic ef-
fort put into the re-enactment 
of Umm Kulthum’s concert. The 
performance is meticulous in rec-
reating the decor and the atmos-
phere of her performances. The 
puppets are carefully controlled 

and show the undeniable skills of  
the puppeteers.

The “Umm Kulthum Returns” 
project, like the other puppet 
shows focusing on towering mu-
sic figures, attracts audiences and 
works well in bringing the legends 
of Arabic music to the attention of 
new generations.

The success of the Umm Kulthum 
puppet concerts is not indicative of 
the return of the puppet theatre 
to its former glory and influence. 
Staging Umm Kulthum’s concerts, 
beloved as they may be, should not 

be understood as heralding a return 
to the golden age of Egyptian music 
and its figures.

Quite simply, the audiences of 
these puppet shows are those who 
are willing to believe in the title of 
the show. In other words, feeling 
nostalgic for the return of Egypt’s 
first diva and for the return of the 
country’s superiority in the arts and 
culture, with all that it symbolises 
in terms of soft power, is an escape 
from bleak reality to an era filled of 
glee and pleasant living. That is the 
function of theatre, indeed.

At that time, puppeteering was 
associated with creativity and 
craftsmanship because entire thea-
tre dramas, as well as operas with 
original lyrics, music, characters 
and storylines, used to be staged 
using just puppets.

The renaissance of the puppet 
theatre was part of a strategy to 
energise culture in Egypt and to 
establish an excellence mindset. 
This translated the government’s 
commitment to promoting art and 
literature by supporting them gen-
erously. The theatre enjoyed a size-
able share of official interest and 
support because it was deemed 
effective in disseminating official 
ideas and national strategies.

The decline of theatre and the 
arts in general is the other face of 
the medallion. State institutions 
have moved away from supporting 
the tools of soft power and private 
producers are primarily interest-
ed in profits. This is what El Sakia 
Puppet Theatre had gambled on by 
staging “Umm Kulthum Returns.”

Sherif al-Shafei is an Egyptian 
writer.

Roua Khlifi

Sherif al-Shafei

Carthage Theatre Festival: 
A celebration of Arab and African roots

‘Umm Kulthum Returns’ on Cairo puppet theatre stage

Vital voices. 
A scene from 
the Tunisian 
play 
“Zaman 
El Forsene” 
(“Era of 
Knights”). 
(Carthage Theatre 
Festival)

Artistic nostalgia. A puppet version of Egyptian singer Umm Kulthum performs with 
a puppet-backing band in Cairo.                                                                                               (Al-Sawy Culture Wheel)

The festival included 159 
plays from 39 countries, 
including 11 Arab 
countries and ten African 
countries. 

The “Umm Kulthum 
Returns” project attracts 
audiences and works well 
in bringing the legends of 
Arabic music to the 
attention of new 
generations.
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A
n Egyptian 
actress is facing 
imprisonment 
for wearing a 
see-through 
dress that only 
revealed her 

legs. A few years ago, singer 
Rihanna attended a ceremony 
practically naked and was 
called a trend-setter. “Love, 
Sex and Desire in Modern 
Egypt” by L.L. Wynn explores 
female respectability and male 
honour in Egypt through 
interviews.

Wynn is an associate profes-
sor and head of the Anthropol-
ogy Department at Macquarie 
University in Sydney, Australia. 
At the start of the book, she 
explains she had lived in Egypt 
for about two-and-a-half years 
while studying Arabic and re-
searching her dissertation.

Wynn’s Egyptian husband 
accused her of prostituting her-
self for the sake of her research 
because she was talking to 
men. He claimed what he said 
was for her own good because 
he could see things from the 
Arab perspective and knows 
how Egyptians viewed her.

However, Wynn argues: 
“Most of the men I knew in 
Egypt always treated me like a 
sister or a respected colleague. 
Yet somehow, it is the ones 
who didn’t that I remember. It 
happened enough that I had 
gotten used to it and come to 
expect it. I no longer thought of 
it as sexual harassment, which 
seemed like a crude concept to 
translate across cultures.”

Ayah, a female interviewee, 

described the most common 
double standard in the Arab 
world: “A man can do whatever 
he pleases without facing social 
stigma. He can stay out with 
his friends and come home late 
at night. He can date, smoke, 
drink and even have premari-
tal sex without people looking 
down on him.

“The last two are strictly pro-
hibited in Islam but, culturally, 
they are tolerated behaviours 
for men. If a woman drinks, 
people will talk negatively 
behind her back and if she loses 
her virginity before marriage, 
she is considered practically 
unmarriageable, which is what 
drives the whole industry of 
hymen-replacement surgery.”

Kerim, a male interviewee, 
was asked if he would marry a 
waitress. He replied: “No mat-
ter what she’s like with me, I’ll 
never be able to forget that she 
used to be a waitress… Fifteen 
years from now, I’ll still always 
look back and remember how 
she had started working at a 
place like this where she was 
on display for all these men and 
probably all my friends were 
flirting with her. I’d never be 
able to get that out of my mind. 
I wouldn’t ever be able to re-
spect her and I have to respect 
the mother of my children.”

Kerim said respectable 
women do not live alone un-
less they are studying. Wynn’s 
husband warned her to always 

talk about her family so people 
would think she was respect-
able because someone without 
relations could not be trusted.

Kerim also mentioned 
women who are “sukhna awi” 
[“too hot”]. “They’re always 
going to find trouble because 
they can’t keep their desire 
under control and men pick up 
on that so they find themselves 
in the category of women who 
men want to play around with 
but will never marry. Then they 
get older and older and they get 
a reputation and then they find 
that they can’t get married at 
all,” he said.

Sara, another interviewee, 
said she had an affair with a 
married man and was looked 
down on for it. “They would 
accuse me of taking him away 
from his family,” she said. “Of 
course, it’s not forbidden — he 

can marry up to four — but the 
way Egyptians see it, it’s wrong 
to take him from his wife and 
especially take him from his 
children.”

Engaged couple Ayah and 
Zeid said they did not perfectly 
live up to Egyptian ideals of 
femininity and masculinity, nor 
did they always agree on their 
roles. Ayah rebelled against 
Zeid’s attempts to assert his 
masculine authority and Zeid 
felt Ayah’s demands for expen-
sive excursions were not in line 
with his ideal of a supportive, 
passive fiancee, even though 
her assertiveness and inde-
pendence were part of what he 
said he loved about her.

However, the burden of repu-
tation is not exclusive to the 
Arab world.

Kathleen Stewart, associate 
professor of anthropology at 
the University of Texas, Austin, 
described a small West Virginia 
coal-mining town in a way that 
could equally apply to a North 
African megapolis: “Imagine a 
vigilant scanning become auto-
matic, relentless, compulsive. 
Picture people, how they stare 
as you pass, keeping track. Im-
agine scanning for signs, how 
everything depends on things 
overheard, overseen.”

Although the first half of the 
book is more engaging than the 
second, “Love. Sex and Desire 
in Modern Egypt” is an impor-
tant study of double standards 
in the Arab world.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in 
London.

Vivid stories. 
Cover of L.L. Wynn’s “Love, Sex 
and Desire in Modern Egypt.”

L.L. Wynn’s ‘Love, Sex and Desire in Modern Egypt’
BOOK REVIEW

Dunia El-Zobaidi

I
n 2011, Samuel Helfont 
interviewed Bashar 
Awwad Marouf, former 
secretary-general of 
Saddam Hussein’s 
Popular Islamic Confer-
ence and ex-head of the 

Saddam University for Islamic 
Studies. After four years with 
US naval intelligence, includ-
ing a stint in the 2003 war, 
Helfont was undertaking 
research that would lead to 
his fascinating new book 
“Compulsion in Religion: 
Saddam Hussein, Islam and 
the Roots of Insurgencies in 
Iraq.”

Marouf had been living in 
Jordan since being stripped of 
his positions in 1992. “I asked 
him why he’d left,” Helfont 
recalled. “He said, ‘Saddam 
loved the Shias too much.’ I 
was shocked. It was the op-
posite of what everyone says 
about Saddam but, as I started 
reading, I could see why a sec-
tarian Sunni would have that 
impression.”

Helfont’s reading focused 
on two sets of documents on 
which his book draws. One 
included Iraqi state records 
seized by the US military dur-
ing the 2003 invasion. They 
were scanned, translated, 
trawled by US censors for 
personal information or sensi-
tive intelligence and gradually 
released through the National 
Defence University in Wash-
ington.

More important are docu-
ments and videos collected 
with US approval from the 
Baghdad Secretariat of the 
Iraqi Ba’ath Party in 2003 by 
the Iraq Memory Foundation 
set up by writer Kanan Makiya. 
These were removed from Iraq 
after the foundation’s research-
ers were threatened by insur-

gents. Since 2008, they have 
been held by the Hoover Insti-
tution at Stanford University.

Helfont found rich pickings. 
He said there were 10 mil-
lion-11 million pages, “getting 
into the nitty-gritty of what 
Saddam and his associates at 
high level were thinking. You 
can follow how policies were 
implemented — or not — all the 
way down… They’re quite hon-
est, open, although they have 
their own language.”

Helfont said he came to 
question a widely held view 
that Saddam and the Ba’ath 
were secular in origin and then 
turned increasingly to religion, 
even to Islamism, especially 
after the 1991 Gulf War.

Helfont argues that Saddam’s 
view of religion was consist-
ent and derived from Ba’ath 
founder Michel Aflaq. “Aflaq 
was influential all the way to 
the end,” says Helfont. “A lot 
of the ideas [about Islam] were 
created by a Western-educated 
Christian. They were not what 
a Sunni would learn in his 
prayer circle.”

Aflaq, as Helfont shows in 
the book, found the “spirit” 
of Islam in Arab nationalism, 
marking a deep difference with 
Sunni or Shia Islamists. “The 
Ba’athist, Arab nationalist dis-
course is not against religion,” 
says Helfont. “The difference 
[with Islamists] is that they 
didn’t see Islam as a universal 
religion but as an Arab religion 
that others could join. And 
they didn’t see it as the basis of 
the state.”

While leading Ba’athists 
were disproportionately Arab 
Sunnis, a minority of Iraqis, 
this could not be reflected in 
official policies. “Saddam and 
his cohort knew that a sectar-
ian project would leave them 
in trouble,” says Helfont. “In 
the Iran-Iraq war, you can’t 
have some view that delegiti-
mises Shias when they’re most 
of your military… There were 
some high-ranking Shias in the 
regime, including command-
ers in charge of security in the 
south. There was a Shia prime 
minister in the ’90s [Moham-
med Hamza al-Zubaidi].”

Tying in with their notion of 
Islam and Arab nationalism, 
the Ba’ath’s suspicion of Shiism 
lay in the relationship of many 
Shias to Iran. “Everywhere” in 
the documents, Helfont found 
the word “shu’ubiyya” — a 
word originally connoting non-
Arab tribes and later applied 
to a mainly Persian medieval 
anti-Arab sect.

“The Ba’athists tried to make 
this into an ethno-nationalist 
conflict,” Helfont said. “They 
talk about two categories: 

good Shiism is fine, legitimate; 
Persian-inspired shu’ubiyya is 
bad.” Senior Ba’athists ex-
pressed concern over the influ-
ence of Saudi-inspired Wah-
habism, seen as anti-Shia.

Hence Helfont argues that 
Saddam’s regime put a cap on 
sectarianism, especially when 
Shia uprisings in 1991 fanned 
Sunni-Shia tensions. In his 
book, Helfont relates this led 
to the downfall of Marouf, who 
had written anti-Shia polemics 
under a pseudonym.

“If anything,” writes Hel-
font, “the regime more ac-
tively clamped down on open 
expressions of sectarianism in 
the 1990s.” Saddam’s “Faith 
Campaign,” begun in 1993, uti-
lised religious figures willing 
to promulgate Ba’athist Islam, 
which played down Sunni-Shia 
differences. The state forbade 
“prejudice” towards any Is-
lamic ritual.

This led Helfont to conclude 
that “the militant views that 
have spurred on religious 
insurgencies in Iraq since 2003 
did not have their origins in 
Saddam’s Iraq but rather in the 
aftermath of its downfall.”

The US occupiers made a 
major miscalculation, Helfont 
said. “They thought Saddam 
was causing the problems, 
whereas in fact he was keeping 
a lid on them. These ideas were 
festering under the surface… 
and post-2003 they saw the 
light of day. [Under Saddam] 
if you got up in a mosque or in 
the army and started bad-
mouthing the Shias, you’d be 
arrested and harshly pun-
ished.”

Gareth Smyth is a regular 
contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. He has reported from 
the Middle East since 1992.

An eye on history. Cover of Samuel 
Helfont’s “Compulsion in Religion: 
Saddam Hussein, Islam and the 
Roots of Insurgencies in Iraq.”

Studying Saddam’s ‘compulsion in religion’

The US occupiers 
made a major 
miscalculation. They 
thought Saddam was 
causing the 
problems, whereas in 
fact he was keeping a 
lid on them.

“Love, Sex and 
Desire in Modern 
Egypt” is an 
important study of 
double standards in 
the Arab world.

Gareth Smyth

BOOK REVIEW
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Dubai

W 

hen it comes to travel 
and tourism, Dubai is 
setting new standards 
and experiences. What 

applies to the city is reflected in the 
gleaming terminals at Dubai Inter-
national Airport.

“While other airports have tried 
to play catchup, such as Singapore 
opening a new terminal this year 
and [London] Heathrow redevel-
oping slowly with T5, those cities 
have not embraced change on a 
wider basis that Dubai has. Dubai is 
the first city anyone wants to visit 
when they think of the [Gulf Coop-
eration Council] GCC” said Saj Ah-
mad, chief analyst at StrategicAero 
Research.

Dubai International Airport 
serves 90 airlines flying to more 
than 240 destinations across six 
continents. Nearly 90 million 
passengers are expected to pass 
through the airport this year. This 
will be the fifth consecutive year 
the international airport is ranked 
as the world’s busiest.

Airport officials have continu-
ously added to its services and 
amenities.

“Our aim is to continue pushing 
the boundaries on experience and 
provide customers with the best 
possible service,” said Dubai Air-

ports CEO Paul Griffiths.
Along with shorter queue times, 

he mentioned food and beverage, 
retail and “other touches like spas, 
swimming pools and trampolines 
that help us stand out from the 
crowd.”

At Terminal 3 and Terminal 1, 
passengers who have a connect-
ing flight with a couple of hours of 
layover can use swimming pools 
and Jacuzzis at health clubs in the 
terminals.

The airport also released WOW-
Fi, the world’s fastest free airport 
Wi-Fi, followed by free streaming 
movies for passengers through the 
airport’s partnership with Icflix, a 
streaming and video-on-demand 
platform.

Passengers can use the lat-
est technological facilities such 
as third-generation Smart Gates 
equipped with facial recognition 
and retina cameras, replacing tra-
ditional border gates. This gives 
passengers time to enjoy airport 
amenities, including duty-free 
shopping, dining and leisure facili-
ties.

“Dubai International has made it 
a key objective to ensure passen-
gers enjoy not just being in the city 
but the airport itself,” said Ahmad.

“With services and ameni-
ties from sleep pods to massage 
rooms, it can be argued that the 
airport itself is a city with food 
outlets galore as well as a highly 
vibrant shopping and retail expe-

rience, unlike any other airport. 
Even transit passengers love com-
ing to Dubai.”

“The ironic thing is this: even 
a layover of several hours elapses 
really fast because you get so im-
mersed in the experience of being 
at Dubai International. Not many 
airports can attest this attribute, 
let alone match it for quality,” he 
said.

There are approximately 150 
dining outlets across all the con-
courses of the airport.

Lamiaa ElKholy, an Egyptian 
expat professional working at a 
Dubai telecoms company, recently 
travelled through Dubai Interna-
tional Airport. “Entering, exiting 
or transiting via Dubai Interna-
tional airport is definitely a memo-
rable experience for global or even 
resident travellers,” ElKholy said. 
“Nowhere in the Middle East and 
possibly in the world can one pass 
through the gates within minutes 
and get their hair done and nails 
manicured while waiting for their 
flight!

“With the implementation of e-
gates, holders of Emirates ID in the 
UAE can just pass through the au-
tomated gates and skip the hassle 
of long queues at the checkpoints.”

Dubai airport recently began of-
fering hair styling, massage and 

manicure, pedicure services to 
complement their luxury duty-
free shopping areas.

Process improvements and tech-
nology are the two touchstones by 
which the airport management has 
been enhancing its services and 
performance called the DXB Plus 
Programme, which aims to expand 
capacity to 118 million passengers 
by 2023.

Ahmad cited two key factors 
for Dubai International’s success: 
“The first is the open-door invest-
ment policy of the Dubai govern-
ment that has allowed investors to 
come in and locate their enterpris-
es in the city so that it becomes the 
nexus for investment when look-
ing at the GCC.

“Second, the development and 
growth of Emirates (airline) over 
the last 30-plus years have allowed 
people to come to the city and con-
nect to a gateway unlike any other.”

Dubai serves as a great getaway 
for people from Europe in particu-
lar, he said. “With almost 2.9 billion 
people within a 5-hour flight radius 
of Dubai, it’s not hard to see why 
the likes of Emirates has become 
an aviation powerhouse, sporting 
the biggest A380 fleet today and 
well on its way to replacing those 
when it becomes the biggest 777X 
operator,” he said.
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w w w . t h e a r a b w e e k l y . c o m

Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Marrakech: 
Through December 29

The 11th Marrakech Sun Festival 
hosts local and international 
performers in live concerts of 
alternative, urban, electronic 
and world music in addition to 
art exhibitions, workshops and 
lectures. Associated events take 
place throughout the city.

Abu Dhabi: 
December 17-January 1

Al Dhafra Festival is a major 
regional and international event 
inspired by the Emirati authen-
tic 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.

Amman: 
December 21-22

Jordan’s Musical Christmas Car-
nival showcases holiday music 
with bands and choirs in addi-
tion to a local market of items 
and food at the Crown Plaza 
Hotel in Amman.

Dbayeh: 
December 27-28

Candy Fest World Tour is an 
entertainment event in Lebanon 
that will include music per-
formances, dance and special 
effects shows, in addition to cir-
cus performances and acrobats 
from around the world.

Dubai: 
December 31

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-mak-
ing and craft displays, exhibi-
tions 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 north-
central Algeria, showcases full-
length feature films, documen-
taries, 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 locations 
in Beirut and promotes music 
from all over the world. The 
festival includes orchestral con-
certs, choral music, opera and 
dance performances.

Dubai: 
February 20-22

The 17th Emirates Airline Dubai 
Jazz Festival will take place at 
Dubai Media City Amphithea-
tre. Local and international jazz 
and blues artists such as Alicia 
Keys, Snow Patrol and British 
jazz-funk band Jamiroquai will 
perform at the festival.

Dubai Airport 
sets bar high 
in passenger 
comfort, services
N.P. Krishna Kumar

A swimming pool at Concourse C.                     (Dubai International Airport)

Passengers walk at Dubai International Airport.                (Dubai International Airport)

One of the lounges at Dubai International Airport.                                             (Dubai International Airport)


