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Russia strives to assert primacy,
rein in Turkish ambitions in Syria
► The withdrawal of the 2,000 American
troops raises the question of which
power will take over once the United
States leaves.

Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

R

ussia seems determined
to assert its position as
the strongest political and
military player in Syria
while local and international powers scramble to fill the expected
vacuum after the planned US withdrawal from the country.
With the US and Kurdish allies
controlling approximately 25% of
north-eastern Syria, the withdrawal
of the 2,000 American troops raises
the question of which power will
take over once the United States
leaves.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan told lawmakers of his ruling party that he raised the possible
creation of a “safe zone” in northern Syria in a phone call with US
President Donald Trump. Erdogan
spoke of a “safe area along the Turkish border in Syria, to be set up by
us” and said Trump had spoken of a
zone with a depth of 30km.
Turkey sees the plan as a way to
push Kurdish militants back from
the border. A buffer zone would
give Turkey a strong position in any
negotiations about post-war Syria.

By sending military
police to the area west of
Manbij in northern Syria,
Moscow made it clear
that Russia does not
intend to give Turkey a
free hand in the region.
Russia is leaving no doubts, however, as to who should have primacy in Syria. The January 23 meeting
between Erdogan and Russian President Vladimir Putin is expected to

highlight Moscow’s strong reservations about Turkey’s manoeuvres.
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov has said the Kremlin expected the Syrian government to
take over territory in eastern Syria
following the US withdrawal. He
asserted it was necessary to fully
restore Syria’s sovereignty, adding that Turkey’s plan to create a
buffer zone should be seen in that
context.
By sending military police to the
area west of Manbij in northern Syria, Moscow made it clear that Russia does not intend to give Turkey a
free hand in the region, said Kerim
Has, a Moscow-based analyst of
Russian-Turkish relations.
The deployment demonstrated
“that Russia opts [for] its own presence to avert Turkish demands for a
military advancement,” Has said via
e-mail.
Joe Macaron, a resident fellow at
the Arab Centre in Washington, said
Erdogan felt emboldened by the
US withdrawal plan and was trying to determine whether Russia or
the United States would be a better
partner to implement the project.
“Moscow is trying to lure Ankara by offering a Syrian regimecontrolled safe zone that takes into
consideration Turkish interests but
Erdogan seems more interested in
a deal with Trump, which seems
unlikely in the foreseeable future,”
Macaron said in an e-mail message.
As a result, Erdogan’s plan could
lead to nothing, he added. “Establishing a safe zone in northern Syria
remains improbable as the devil is
in the details of implementing it,”
Macaron said.
Other important players voiced
reservations about a Turkey-controlled buffer zone. The government
in Damascus vowed “to defend its
people and the sanctity of its land

Primacy at stake. A member of the Russian military stands guard on the border between Syria and
Lebanon in Jdaidat Yabous.
(AFP)
against any kind of aggression or
occupation, including the Turkish
occupation of Syrian lands,” said a
Foreign Ministry source quoted by
the state news agency SANA.
Ankara has been pressing for a
“safe zone” in Syria for years. Turkey regards the People’s Protection
Units (YPG), a Syrian-Kurdish militia and a US partner in the fight
against the Islamic State (ISIS), as
a terrorist organisation. The YPG
has created an autonomous region
along the Syrian border to Turkey
that Erdogan says is a threat to
Turkish national security.
The Democratic Union Party
(PYD), the YPG’s political mother
organisation, also rejected Erdog-

an’s plan. “A safe area under the
auspices of Turkey in northern Syria is tantamount to a declaration of
genocide against the Kurdish people,” the PYD said on Twitter.
Ankara’s calculations have been
further complicated by a suicide
attack, claimed by ISIS, in which as
many as 20 people, including four
US service personnel, were killed.
The attack in Manbij could slow the
US withdrawal because it demonstrated that ISIS has not been defeated, despite Trump’s statement
to the contrary.
Turkey’s hand has been weakened by developments in the rebelheld Syrian province of Idlib, where
al-Qaeda-linked Hayat Tahrir al-

Sham tightened its grip despite a
pledge by Turkey to expel extremists from there.
“For now, Moscow is still keeping
its position of eliminating the terror
groups in the region by the help of
Turkish army and its proxies,” Has
said. “However, this attitude may
shift to supporting a regime offensive in Idlib if a serious disagreement appears between Turkey and
Russia on the issue of Turkish Army’s advancement in north-eastern
Syria.”
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent.
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Relief as Tunisia strike ends peacefully, dispels spectre of decades past
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisia’s political elites expressed relief after a nationwide strike over wage raises
ended without violence.
Although the 1-day work stoppage
paralysed the country, its peaceful
outcome quelled fears of upheaval
voiced by many Tunisians, including Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi.
The fears stemmed from a general
strike 41 years ago that resulted in
bloodshed and plunged the country
into a political crisis.
The Tunisian General Labour Union (UGTT), which has more than
500,000 members, called a strike
for January 17 to protest economic
conditions. It said it had near 100%
participation in the work action.
“Thank God. We lived long
enough to experience a demo-

cratic regime in which a civilised
and peaceful general strike occurs
without chaos, bloodshed, torture,
imprisonment and other torments
suffered by Tunisians during the
Black Thursday of January 26, 1978,”
said parliament member Sahbi Ben
Fredj, a leading figure in the group
supporting Tunisian Prime Minister
Youssef Chahed.
The strike showed deep changes
in Tunisian society and government, including the behaviour of its
once-feared security apparatus four
decades ago.
In 1976, “protesters erected barricades as they were attacked from
unmarked police cars. I was a witness,” recalled Salah Horchani, who
was then a university student. The
official toll was 46 dead and 325
wounded. Independent estimates
put the number of those killed at
more than 400.
At that time, President Habib
Bourguiba saw an existential challenge to his rule by UGTT leader

Peaceful protest. A Tunisian
woman shouts slogans in front of
the headquarters of the Tunisian
General Labour Union as part of a
general strike, January 17. (DPA)

Habib Achour. Many union leaders
were jailed amid the crackdown.
The night before the latest action,
Chahed said there was a “constitutional right” to strike and such a
move was a normal event in a democracy. He said he looked forward
to the resumption of dialogue with
the union after the strike.
UGTT negotiators had sought pay
raises of as much as $90 a month for
civil servants and the government
had offered increases of about $60
a month. Reining in civil servants’
pay is key demand of international
lenders to get Tunisian economic
problems under control.
Much of the credit for the peaceful nature of the 2019 strike went to
the changed behaviour of army and
police and the new security doctrine
they have adopted.
After the strike, Tunisian Interior
Minister Hichem Fourati exhorted
security forces “to safeguard the
trust that has been built on the security establishment as a force dedi-

cated to serving the citizens and the
nation.”
Commentators said the alarm
raised about risks inherent in the
strike was politically motived. Political analyst Zied Krichene argued
that “some people wanted to exploit
the current crisis and create a mood
of fear among citizens.”
Other experts said wariness about
unrest is a legitimate concern, considering social tensions connected
with high unemployment and deteriorating standard of living of the
poor and middle classes.
Such concerns are likely to endure
with the trade unions promising an
“escalation” of protest initiatives,
including a new public service strike
on February 20-21, while the government struggles to create economic
growth and balance the budget.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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Developments
shift Erdogan’s
priorities in Syria
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

D

uring his high-profile
meeting with Russian
President Vladimir Putin
last September, Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
promised to cleanse the Syrian
city of Idlib of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) by October 15, 2018.
Three months later, not only
does HTS remain alive but it
recently expanded both horizontally and vertically through
the war-torn city, making the
Turkish-Russian demilitarisation
agreement over Idlib look silly
and very obsolete.
HTS has overrun pockets controlled by Turkey-backed groups,
such as the Zinki Brigade and
Ahrar al-Sham, advancing on the
northern countryside of Hama.
This is HTS’s single-most successful operation in years, raising
questions about the seriousness
of Erdogan’s pledges on Idlib.
Zinki warriors on Turkish payroll retreated to the Turkey-held
city of Afrin, west of the Euphrates River, while 2,700 Ahrar alSham fighters relocated to the
northern countryside of Aleppo.
Ahrar al-Sham and Zinki were,
until this month, considered two
of the most powerful components
of the National Liberation Front,
created by the Turks to round up
Kurdish remnants on the SyrianTurkish border.
After the United States announced in December it would
be withdrawing its troops from
Syria, Erdogan’s priorities in Syria
seemed to shift. Keeping Idlib appears to have been abandoned in
favour of overrunning Kurdish
positions east of the Euphrates.
Erdogan may have realised that
maintaining a permanent military
presence in Idlib was something
that the Russians would not allow in the long run and that the
city was not worth fighting for
because it technically cannot be
included in the safe zone he has
been carefully carving out of Syria, at a proposed width of 460km
and depth of 30km. That project
started in 2016 with the cities of
Jarabulus and Azaz.
Erdogan in December announced the start of a new phase
in his territorial ambitions, targeting Kurdish strongholds along the
border that, he says, serve as a
direct threat to Turkey’s national
security. This was far more urgent
for Erdogan than Idlib.
Idlib was unsustainable for
Erdogan from Day One. He held
onto it, nevertheless, for different
reasons.

After the US announced
that it would withdraw
its troops from Syria,
Erdogan’s priorities
seemed to shift. Keeping
Idlib appears to have
been abandoned in
favour of overrunning
Kurdish positions east
of the Euphrates.
One was to increase his bargaining influence elsewhere and,
second, to prevent it from being
used as a base for attacks on his
borders, either by jihadist groups
or the Kurds, if it ever came under
their control in the ever-changing
dynamics of the Syrian conflict.
Third, the 2015 reasoning was
that, if his proxies didn’t snatch
Idlib, it would go to Iran and
Hezbollah.

In Russia last September, Erdogan seemed to have very consciously promised more than
what he could — or wanted to —
deliver, going ahead with an extension of the “demilitarisation
agreement” to sooth the fears of
Germany and France, when he
hosted German Chancellor Angela Merkel and French President
Emmanuel Macron in Istanbul.
If the agreement is pronounced
dead and if the Syrians and Russians advance on Idlib, Erdogan
would not mind, only if he gets
to carry out his ambitions in Ras
al-Ayn, Kobane and Tell Rifaat,
where he claims Kurdish warriors
fled from Afrin last February. He
did not object to their taking of
Manbij in December, preferring
to see the Syrians there than continued manifestations of Kurdish
statehood.
His one condition is that the 13
Turkish checkpoints in Idlib are
dismantled and unharmed and
that no new refugees cross the
border into Turkey. He had originally hoped to secure a Russian
pardon for the 70,000 fighters on
the Turkish payroll in Idlib, as a
reward for their sacrifice in eliminating HTS and the Islamic State.

If the Syrians don’t
attack his aligned forces
as they advance on
Kurdish villages,
Erdogan will likely not
attack them as they
advance on Idlib, also
surrendering cities and
towns that are on
Moscow’s and
Damascus’s hit list, such
as Jisr al-Shughour,
Khan Sheikhoun and
Maarat al-Nouman.
With that off the table — for
now — Erdogan would rather relocate them to battlefield destinations east of the Euphrates and
use them to round up the Kurds
instead.
The Syrian Army has sent
reinforcements to the northern Hama countryside, hinting,
through Russian media channels, that they were preparing
for a big battle in Idlib once the
weather clears. The advance coincided with the HTS victories
and increased speculation in the
international community about
the fate of Turkey’s October 2018
deadline.
If the Syrians don’t attack his
aligned forces as they advance
on Kurdish villages, Erdogan
will likely not attack them as
they advance on Idlib, also surrendering cities and towns that
are on Moscow’s and Damascus’s
hit list, such as Jisr al-Shughour,
Khan Sheikhoun and Maarat alNouman, all presently held by
Turkey-backed militias.
Erdogan and Putin are good at
this game. In early summer 2016,
the Russians turned a blind eye
as Erdogan overran Jarabulus and
Azaz and, in return, he did not
lift a finger to protect his proxies
in eastern Aleppo, when the Russian and Syrian armies retook the
city that December.
In February 2018, Erdogan was
given a go-ahead to march on Afrin, which lies deep within Russia’s sphere of influence, and, in
return, he did not object to the
sweeping battles in East Ghouta.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of
“Under the Black Flag”
(IB Tauris, 2015).

Viewpoint

The ‘Russian Patent’ offers
solutions to Syrian conflict zones

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

S

Geoffrey
Aronson

yria and its allies are winning their war the oldfashioned way: Regime
forces are defeating adversaries both on the battlefield and in the politicaldiplomatic arena and progressively
re-establishing Damascus’s authority
throughout the country.
This victory is a result not only
of the successful Russia-directed
warfighting strategy but also, in
stark contrast to the US-led coalition
opposing them, the victors’ ability
to correctly read and exploit the balance of forces.
The casualties suffered by US
forces in Manbij after US President
Donald Trump’s premature and illconsidered “Mission Accomplished”
tweet highlight the instability along
Syria’s northern frontier.
While there is no shortage of proposals for pacifying Syria’s border
with Turkey, the “Russian Patent”
— first implemented on the Golan
Heights — offers a workable, tested
model for restoring the border to
sovereign Syrian control in a manner
that meets both Syria’s and Turkey’s
essential national security requirements.
The UN Security Council voted
December 21 to extend for six
months the mandate of the UN
forces observing the Golan ceasefire.
This vote, in itself, is unremarkable.
Even during the worst days of Syria’s
war, when the United Nations had to
abandon some of its observer posts,
the mission was regularly renewed.
During the past six months, however, a new post-war border regime
with Israel has been constructed that

essentially re-established the prewar regime, with the Damascus government once again the uncontested
source of authority opposite the occupying Israeli forces and meaningful constraints on the deployment of
“resistance” forces along the Golan
frontier, a key Israeli demand that
both Moscow and Damascus view
favourably.
The UN Disengagement Observer
Force (UNDOF) has returned to the
Syrian side of the separation zone
and the Quneitra checkpoint has
reopened. All opposition military
formations have been disbanded,
with some armed elements rebranded under Syrian command.
The most significant development
in the post-war balance of forces,
however, is what the United Nations
modestly calls “the occasional temporary presence of Russian military
police in the area of separation”
alongside the internationally recognised UNDOF, a strategic advance for
Russia that was unimaginable during
the Cold War.
As the saying goes, that was then
and this is now. All parties to the
conflict have had to swallow Russia’s central role — Syrian President
Bashar Assad did so gladly; Iran,
Israel and Washington did so with
far less enthusiasm and considerable
trepidation.
While the Golan is once again quiet, the attack on US forces in Manbij
highlights Washington’s continuing
difficulties creating diplomatic and
security frameworks after its announced retreat from Syria.
In contrast to the confusion that
characterises Washington’s proposals for north-eastern Syria, Russia
— with the Golan system in mind
— advanced a clearer set of policy
objectives and created a working
mechanism to reconcile the clashing
interests of Syria, the Syrian Demo-

Shifting sands. A Russian military vehicle patrols as it follows a
local vehicle in the area of Arimah, west of Manbij, January 17.

(AFP)

cratic Forces (SDF) and Iran.
“We believe it important that the
territories vacated by the Americans
should come under the control of
the government of Syria,” noted a
January 11 statement from the Russian Foreign Ministry. “The establishment of a dialogue between the
Kurds and Damascus is of particular importance. The Kurds are an
integral part of Syrian society. The
return of official authorities’ control
over the territories populated by
the Kurds should also neutralise the
security risks for Syria’s neighbours.”
The deployment of Russian forces
is one element of an effort to profit
from the US retreat and create a
mechanism for meeting the strategic
requirements outlined by Moscow.
The ground is being prepared for
application of the Golan system,
by which: Syrian authority and responsibility would be restored along
the border with Turkey in coordination with the SDF; the SDF would
reintegrate into the Syrian military
command structure; and Russian
military police — “peacekeepers”
— would deploy to restore a “hard”
border designed to contain the Kurds
and meet Turkish demands for a
peaceful frontier.
There may be room in this mechanism to accommodate a “temporary” Turkish presence in Syria, as
in Idlib.
Within days of Trump’s announced withdrawal of US forces,
a new Russian-Syrian Coordination
Centre in Manbij was operating.
Russian military police units patrol
a 5km wide and 27km long security
zone near Manbij. Joint Russian-SDF
patrols are in place, putting Russian
soldiers in spitting distance of US
forces deployed in the city and its
environs.
Syrian military forces are stationed
alongside the SDF — and in some
sectors in place of the SDF — as part
of the strategy to reconcile Damascus and the SDF and deter a Turkish
assault across the border.
Trump’s December withdrawal announcement unleashed a frenzy of
diplomatic activity aimed at establishing new rules of the game but the
central elements of the Russia Patent
for north-eastern Syria are rooted in
Syria’s turbulent history, with a life
and logic independent of Washington’s preferences.
Russia’s successful military and
diplomatic intervention created
opportunities — as well as risks — for
Russia’s central role, both in making
war and in securing the peace.
Geoffrey Aronson is a non-resident
scholar at the Middle East Institute
in Washington.
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Powerplay in Syria

Israeli government mulls tactical
options against Iran in Syria
Kyle Orton

London

T

he Israeli government has
launched an air attack into
Syria and stepped up its
rhetoric about further interventions against Iranian targets
in the country. Despite this, there
remains a significant gap between
Israeli words and deeds.
Israel’s strike in Syria January
11 is believed to have destroyed
an Iranian weapons depot at Damascus International Airport. Israel leaked satellite pictures of the
damage and Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu gave a rare
confirmation that Israel was behind
the attack.

The fall of Daraa, in
southern Syria, last July
brought Iranian forces
onto a third Israeli
border and took away
virtually all leverage
Israel had inside Syria.
Speaking at a ceremony to install
the new chief of staff of the Israeli
Defence Forces, Lieutenant-General Aviv Kochavi, January 15, Netanyahu said: “I advise [the Iranians]
to get out of [Syria] quickly because
we will continue our offensive policy as we promised and as we do
without fear and without pause.”
Outgoing Israeli Chief of Staff
Gadi Eisenkot gave an interview for
the Opinion page of the New York
Times echoing Netanyahu’s bellicose statements. “We struck thousands of targets without claiming
responsibility or asking for credit,”
Eisenkot said.
Times Columnist Bret Stephens
wrote: “[Eisenkot] succeeded in
humbling, at least for the now,

[Qassem] Soleimani, the wily
commander of Iran’s elite al-Quds
Force, which has spearheaded Tehran’s ambitions to make itself a regional hegemon. …
“In January 2017, Eisenkot obtained the government’s unanimous consent for a change in the
rules of the game. Israeli attacks
became near-daily events. In 2018
alone, the air force dropped a staggering 2,000 bombs.”
The problem with this optimistic assessment is that it is not true
and Israeli officials are the best evidence of its untruth.
As General Amir Eshel was leaving his position as commander of
the Israeli Air Force (IAF) in August 2017, he revealed for the first
time that Israel had been striking at
Iran and its Hezbollah subsidiary in
Syria.
Eshel said that, since 2012, the
number of such actions, mostly
against arms convoys, was approaching 100. In September 2018,
Israeli officials said that over the
previous year, IAF had carried out
200 air strikes in Syria. This is a
long way short of thousands.
More than the arithmetic, the
notion that Israel has even paused
the Iranian imperial tide is risible.
The head of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) might
be expected to say that his regime
“will keep its military advisers,
revolutionary forces and its weapons in Syria” but it does not make
him wrong. Even if the signals that
Israel is going to escalate its kinetic
attacks on Iranian assets propping
up Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
regime and supplying Hezbollah
are taken at face value, this would
be after a 4-month lull.
Israel disastrously misjudged
Russia’s intentions and capacity
in Syria and it therefore took until
the end of last year for it to begin
to realise that Moscow was working

In midstream. Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (R) and new Chief of Staff of the Israeli
Defence Forces Lieutenant-General Aviv Kochavi (C) during a swearing-in ceremony in Tel Aviv,
January 15.
(DPA)
hand-in-glove with Iran to expand
the theocracy’s influence.
By that time, Russia had installed
advanced anti-aircraft systems, under a reality-defying pretext, and
Israel chose to take it seriously. Just
two IAF strikes occurred late last
year — on November 29 and December 25. Any “de-escalation” that the
Israelis believe Iran is engaged in —
let alone transfer of activity to Iraq
— is better described as consolidation.
As with the operation to uproot
the IRGC-Hezbollah tunnels into Israel from southern Lebanon, many

suspect that Israel’s decision to end
its ambiguity over the strikes into
Syria is related to Netanyahu’s electoral calculations. This explanation
is simplistic. The US proposal to
draw down its troops in Syria and
the shifting dynamics in Syria, as
Assad cements his victory, leave
Israel exposed and a message had
to be sent that the Jewish state can
take care of its own issues.
The bigger issue is that Israel is
considering tactical options amid a
strategic failure. The fall of Daraa,
in southern Syria, last July brought
Iranian forces onto a third Israeli

border and took away virtually all
leverage Israel had inside Syria.
It eliminated Israel’s rebel proxies and it was a clear demonstration — even before US President
Donald Trump announced the
US withdrawal — that the Americans had no serious anti-Iran policy, certainly not one that entailed
helping push back the Iranians on
the ground, where it mattered, in
Syria.
Kyle Orton is a Middle East
analyst. Follow him on Twitter:
@KyleWOrton.

Israel presses on with strikes against Iran’s axis
James Snell

London

W

hat happens in and to
Syria invariably affects
Israel. The collapse
of Syrian civil society
created a humanitarian crisis and
other pressures and the persistence of the regime of Bashar Assad, a central plank of the “axis of
resistance” against Israel, presents
its own problems.
The intervention of Iran in Syria
made things more serious. Israel’s
leaders feared that Iranian power
achieved new expansion, even at
the temporary sacrifice of its nuclear programme. Iran’s Lebanese
proxy, Hezbollah, sent thousands
of fighters into Syria, cementing
influence staked by other groups
supported by Iran and aided by alQuds Force of its Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC).

Israel may wish to
demonstrate that, no
matter the changes to
Syria’s internal politics,
its objectives and the
ability to back them with
force remain
undiminished.
Since Syria’s civil conflict began,
Israel has struck in Syria hundreds
of times from the air, beginning in
2012. From 2017, strikes became
more regular and last year they
were not only acknowledged for

the first time but touted.
There has been more open admission of the past half-decade’s
activities. Lieutenant-General Gadi
Eisenkot, to mark his retirement,
spoke extensively about the course
of Israel’s aerial campaign. This
comes after attacks targeting the
infrastructure and logistics supporting and maintaining the presence of Iranian groups in Syria.
Phillip Smyth, Soref fellow at the
Washington Institute for Near East
Policy, said: “The groups Israel
attacked were primarily IRGC-[alQuds] and Lebanese Hezbollah.
Other groups that were hit (namely, Iraqi, Pakistani and Afghan
Shias) were often killed while the
Israelis were pursuing other targets.”
Eisenkot’s openness cannot be
taken to equal Israeli confidence.
Despite its proven capacity to hit
targets in Syria largely without loss
or serious repercussion, something that has survived RussianIsraeli tensions and a collapse in
the deconfliction line designed to
prevent Russian anti-air sites from
firing at Israeli planes, Israel has
reason to worry.
As US President Donald Trump
promises a rapid withdrawal from
Syria, Israel is left with a nearby
civil conflict saturated with its enemies and without the direct presence of one of its most steadfast
allies. American confusion and
internal division, as well as the
mixed messages from other US allies who are evidently intended to
take up the slack, have made even
the near future harder to discern.

Tony Badran, research fellow at
the Foundation for the Defense of
Democracies, said the most recent
Israeli strikes were an assertion of
continued Israeli capacity for action, with that action serving as
a fixed point of consistent policy
amid wider inconsistency.
“It is important for Israel at this
particular moment to clarify its
lines in Syria. An excellent way to
do that, when it comes to rules of
engagement, is for its public statements to be regularly backed up by
visible action. This clarification is
to say that Israel can take care of
its business on its own, that it is
determined to do so and that it has
confidence in US support, regardless of the US withdrawal,” Badran
said.
Israel may wish to demonstrate
that, no matter the changes to
Syria’s internal politics and the
balance of forces within the country, its objectives and the ability to
back them with force remain undiminished.
John Arterbury, an analyst focused on Syria, said: “Israel has established certain boundaries and
norms in how it intervenes within
Syria, although the changing international political landscape could
force it to more publicly take ownership of its policies. Absent an
American ally in the north, Israel
may articulate its goals in Syria
more clearly and may be pushed
into trying to earn greater concessions from Russia.”
Israel’s intervention in Syria has
not met with uniform success.
Its campaign to aid Syria’s south-

Major headache. A man watches a presentation about Iran’s
entrenchment in Syria during a forum in Jerusalem, last June. (AFP)
ern rebels met with defeat when
the rebel south was conquered, after a series of reconciliation agreements, by the Assad regime and its
allies last year.
Iran-backed forces, which encroach on the Israeli-occupied
Golan Heights and pose a serious
missile threat to Israel, are unlikely to be dislodged while the Assad
regime remains in power and in
Tehran’s debt.
It is Israel’s hope that these material facts matter less than they
might seem.
“Israel’s capability to strike in
Syria at will and its sustainability
are not affected by any advances
by the Assad coalition. Israel has

shown that if Assad’s forces or
defences get in the way, or place
themselves in the vicinity of Iranian targets, they will be destroyed
as well,” Badran said.
Continued Israeli action in Syria
can be guaranteed as the United
States withdraws, serving as a
statement of continued tactical intent and providing a basis for diplomatic accommodation with the
Assad regime’s Russian backer.
Whether this will be successful
in a Syria dominated by Iran’s client Assad, in which Iranian proxies are able to operate freely and
flagrantly, remains to be seen.
James Snell is a British journalist.
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Strikes in the Maghreb

Public service strike paralyses
Tunisia, new walkout announced
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

● UGTT leaders say they

will “escalate” their
pressures during the next
few weeks to back the
claims for wage raises as
a new public service
strike is scheduled for
February 20-21.

A

nationwide strike over
pay increases paralysed
activities at Tunisia’s
airports, ports and train
stations and closed public schools
and universities but turned out to
be a peaceful protest.
The effects of the 1-day strike
January 17 were compounded
by the Tunisian General Labour
Union’s (UGTT) dismissal of the
government’s request that some
employees keep working to ease
repercussions in public services
such as airline transportation.
While Tunisian Prime Minister
Youssef Chahed the day before the
strike said such action was a constitutional right as part of freedom
of expression, the government issued a requisition decree for thousands of employees to report to
work at approximately 20 ministries and state-owned enterprises
overseeing aviation, shipping,
health care, garbage collection,
forest surveillance and horsefeeding.
Tunisian law states that any
employee who does not respond
to a government requisition order
can face up to one year in jail. The
UGTT urged its members to ignore
the order, arguing that only the
president had the right to issue
that order.
“The government can just soak
its requisition order paper in water and drink it up,” said UGTT
Secretary-General
Noureddine
Taboubi as the union claimed “almost 100%” of the nearly 700,000
employees of the Tunisian public
sector had walked out.
Local media said the strike paralysed activities in the public sector across the country with only

emergency services at hospitals
maintained. The military and police were unaffected, however.
UGTT members and their supporters from leftist opposition
groups crowded streets near union
headquarters across the country to
display the union’s muscle, which
its leaders promised to exert even
more clearly in elections later this
year.
Even with a large number of
people in the streets, “the strike
went on without any troubles or
any act of breach of public order,”
said Interior Ministry spokesman
Sofiene Zaag.
Tunisian
Interior
Minister
Hichem Fourati sent a written
message to police to “congratulate
them for their professionalism in
successfully managing the fallout
from the strike.”
He urged them to “preserve this
democratic achievement and safeguard the trust built on the security establishment as a force dedicated to serving the citizens and
the nation.”
Union supporters in Tunis
chanted: “Citizens you are the victims, come join the cause.”
The showdown between the
trade unions and the Chahed government is far from over, however.
UGTT leaders said they will “escalate” their demands for wage raises and called for a public service
strike February 20-21.
The government hopes to move
on. “Now as the strike is behind
us, our focus is on resuming dialogue with the UGTT to reach a
deal,” said Social Affairs Minister
Mohamed Trabelsi, a former UGTT
official.
UGTT officials had sought pay
increases of as much as $90 a
month for civil servants and the
government countered with an
offer of about a $60-a-month increase. Civil servants’ salaries, as
a percentage of the country’s GDP,
are among the highest in the world
but inflation has eroded all Tunisians’ purchasing power.
Economists projected severe
inflationary and budget deficit
problems if officials granted large
pay raises. Chahed has said he’s
against raising taxes overall to pay
for the salary increases.

One way or another. UGTT Secretary-General Noureddine Taboubi (R) speaks to the crowd during a
nationwide strike in Tunis, January 17.
(Reuters)
“We proposed an important
raise in wages but it was rejected
by UGTT. The nationwide strike
will be very expensive but we cannot give more than our budget
capabilities,” Chahed said a few
hours before the strike began.
Sources said the UGTT threatened to extend the next strike to
the private sector, including areas
that are key foreign currency earners such as manufacturing exports
and the tourism industry.
“We will win the pay raises
whether they like it or not,” Taboubi repeated defiantly at rallies.
The showdown over salary reminds Tunisia of its enduring
quandary. The country’s political and social stability hinges on
higher economic growth that
could help cure its social woes, including massive unemployment,
high inflation and wide budget
and trade deficits.

Eight governments have been
unable to tackle the economic crisis in which the country plunged
after the toppling of President Zine
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.

The showdown between
the trade unions and the
Chahed government is
far from over.
“If the social climate deteriorates further with the country
moving towards elections, no one
can predict the consequences.
The problem does not lie in the
general strike. The issue would be
the absence of dialogue and the
escalation from the UGTT and the
government to plunge the country
into a more complex crisis,” said
political analyst Zied Krichene.
“The solutions will be temporary for two years as the funda-

mental settlement of the problems
will come from preparing the right
conditions to spur the growth with
high added values in manufacturing industries, services and farming,” he added.
“Tunisia will have parliamentary and presidential elections and
the beginning of the solution will
come from the best choices of voters,” he said.
The country is likely to muddle
through its economic stagnation
as it heads to elections in December amid polarisation between
anti-Islamist secularists backed by
UGTT, the Islamist Ennahda Movement and their allies in the fracturing secularist camp.
Ennahda, which is the main
party in the government and parliament, was among the leading political groups to shy away
from expressing support for the
UGTT strike.

Morocco’s local government employees stage nationwide strike
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

L

ocal government employees in Morocco staged a
nationwide strike after negotiations between the government and the country’s main
trade unions fell through.
Some 150,000 municipal employees joined civil servants working
for the district and other local government institutions in observing a
24-hour strike January 17 to protest
what they called “catastrophic”
working conditions.
The strike was called by the Moroccan Workers’ Union (UMT), the
Democratic Confederation of Labour, the Democratic Federation
of Labour and the General Union
of Moroccan Workers after the government failed to meet their demands for higher salaries and better working conditions.
Abdennacer Jamal el-Khabbouli,
deputy secretary-general of the
Democratic Organisation of Local
Municipalities, said dialogue with
the government had been strained
since 2007.
“Many
agreements
reached
with the government in 2007
have not been implemented,” said
Khabbouli.

A sense of frustration. A Moroccan man protests against social
injustice in Rabat.
(AFP)
In January 2007, the Interior
Ministry and the country’s trade
unions agreed to establish mechanisms to improve working conditions and compensation of civil
servants and agents of local communities. The agreement would
increase hard-work allowances 2030% and improve allowances for
civil servants working in urban and

rural communes.
The deal also sought to create a
new allowance for employees of
certain local authority services and
the introduction of performance
bonuses.
Today, the unions are demanding the introduction of a statute of
public service, an increase in productivity bonuses and salaries and

other benefits.
UMT said in a statement that the
strike was a “protest against the
targeting of trade union freedoms,
the right to organise trade unions,
the delay in social dialogue and the
infringement on workers’ rights.”
The unions said they held the
Interior Ministry and the heads of
municipalities “responsible for the
deteriorating working conditions.”
An employee at a local municipality in the Anfa district of Casablanca said his salary does not
meet rising living expenses.
“What would I do with 4,000
dirhams ($418) a month if my wife
wasn’t working? I have a mortgage
to pay, two kids in a private school
and bills to pay,” said Omar, who
asked to be referred to only by his
first name. He said he hadn’t had a
pay raise in more than eight years.
While inflation in Morocco has
remained low — an average rate of
1.5% per year the last 10 years — the
cost of living has still gone up and
socio-economic inequalities are on
the rise.
Khabbouli said thousands of employees are experiencing financial
hardships and that the government
has failed to follow through on
promises to improve Moroccans’
standard of living.
Khabbouli called on the government to revalue salaries, which cap

at $418 a month for two-thirds of
the country’s civil servants.
Government spokesman Mustapha El Khalfi, in December, said he
government was open to a salary
increase of $42 and family allowances of $10 a month.
However, he noted that the previous government increased minimum salaries in 2014-15 and defended government measures that
he said had “saved the Moroccan
pension fund, which was threatened with bankruptcy.”
That measure, he said, requires
an increase in the income tax,
which the government is pressing
for this year.
“We have proposed to add a point
from 2019, which would bring the
total levy to 14%,” said Khalfi, who
blamed the unions for exacerbating
the crisis by refusing to negotiate
with the government.
The
International
Monetary
Fund urged Morocco to initiate tax
and civil service reforms to reduce
its budget deficit.
Khabbouli said the unions are
expected to call more strikes this
year unless the government takes
concrete steps to improve municipal employees’ working conditions.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.
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Flashpoints, north
and south, ratchet
up Libya tensions
Michel Cousins

Tunis

T

hat Libya is a mass of problems rather than a single
one appeared to be confirmed when concerns
about stability shifted abruptly
from one part of the country to another.
While the focus had been on
southern Libya, on January 15 it
was announced that Libyan National Army leader Field-Marshal
Khalifa Haftar ordered a military
operation in south-western Libya
to rid the region of smugglers, kidnappers and foreign fighters and to
secure oil and gas production in the
area.
Within hours, the focus swung
from southern Libya to southern
Tripoli, where Tripoli militias and
the 7th Brigade from Tarhouna,
were fighting each other. Although
the death toll was much less than
the 100 killed in previous battles,
the situation was potentially far
more momentous.
Unlike September, when Libya’s
Presidential Council was on the
sidelines, the recent crisis developed from a struggle between the
two military groups into a power
struggle between the Tripoli militias and the Presidential Council,
headed by Fayez al-Sarraj, and the
Government of National Accord
(GNA).
Prior to the clashes, GNA Interior
Minister Fathi Bashagha had been
trying to shift power from the militias and had handed over control of
the destroyed Tripoli International
Airport, which is in the area of the
recent clashes, to the Tarhouna brigade.
The militias, which have come
together as the Tripoli Protection
Forces (TPF), accused Bashagha —

and by extension Sarraj — of supporting the brigade. As a result,
the militias said they would no
longer obey instructions from Sarraj unless they were endorsed by all
members of the Presidential Council.
It is a potential game changer in
Tripoli.
Since the Presidential Council
arrived in the city in March 2016,
militias have effectively been its
military arm, providing it, courtesy
of a deal between them and the UN
Support Mission in Libya, with security needed to operate in the city.
It was they who enabled the Presidential Council to enter Tripoli and
they who defended it when forces
supporting the Libya Dawn regime,
which ran the city from 2014-16,
tried to take over again.
They also have been accused of
amassing fortunes and expropriating vast amounts of Libya’s oil revenues. When it began its first southern Tripoli offensive in September,
the 7th Brigade said its aim was to
cleanse the city of corrupt militias.

The clashes in southern
Tripoli threatened more
than the Libyan capital’s
security arrangement.
Fully aware that Sarraj and
Bashagha want to sideline them
and build new state security institutions totally loyal to the GNA, the
militias are trying to take advantage of a separate power struggle
within the Presidential Council.
By mid-2018, the nine-member
body was effectively down to five:
two members had stopped attending sessions almost from the start,
one resigned at the beginning of
2017 and another stopped reporting
in July 2018.
Since late last year, Sarraj has
increasingly been making all deci-

Spraying bullets. Militia fighters shoot at enemy positions during clashes in southern Tripoli.
sions himself. In December, the
man who had been regarded as Sarraj’s principal deputy in the Presidential Council, Ahmed Maetig,
declared Sarraj’s unilateral appointment of a new health minister
was invalid. Since then, he and two
other members of the Presidential
Council issued declarations condemning Sarraj’s action and telling
officials they could face legal action
if they implemented orders not
countersigned by other Presidential Council members.
In one, issued three days before
the clashes in southern Tripoli
started, they warned that the monopolisation of power was taking
the country to an unknown outcome and could result in further
armed conflict.
Sarraj has ignored his Presidential Council colleagues’ declarations but whether he can continue
to do so, now that the militias
threaten to refuse his orders, remains to be seen.
The clashes in southern Tripoli
threatened more than the Libyan
capital’s security arrangement.
They could affect the works of UN
Special Envoy Ghassan Salame,

who plans to convene a national
conference on the country’s future
within the next four weeks.
It was Salame who brokered the
latest ceasefire between the Tripoli
militias and the 7th Brigade. The
latter withdrew after being assured
that new security arrangements
would be introduced. So far, nothing has happened.
As a result, not only is it going to
be difficult for Salame to convince
the brigade that he can succeed this
time, there is a general air of mistrust that may well affect plans for
the conference.
It is not just Sarraj and Salame
facing fresh difficulties.
The TPF, criticising Bashagha
and Sarraj over the Tripoli clashes,
demanded to know who benefited
from them. The answer, others suggested, was Haftar. Before the Tripoli clashes started, Haftar’s spokesman pledged that that the Libyan
National Army would enter Tripoli
with the support of its residents.
However, in southern Libya, Haftar has two major problems.
First, despite what he says, he
does not have spare forces to pacify
the south. He must rely on allies

(AP)

there. In this, fortunately for him,
they are lining up, at least in Sabha, southern Libya’s principal city.
Local forces there are reported to
have agreed to join the most prominent militia commander in the city,
Masoud Jedi al-Slimani.
However, this leads to the second problem. Slimani is a member
of the Awlad Suleiman tribe. That
is no problem for most of Sabha,
home to the influential tribe, but
it is hated by the Tebu community.
South of Sabha, towards Chad, it
is the Tebus who control the area.
There have been numerous clashes
between the two groups since 2011,
with many civilians on both sides
killed.
Last year, Haftar convinced the
Awlad Suleiman-dominated 6th
Brigade to switch sides from the
Presidential Council to him but
the result was that most of the Tebus broke with him. The reality in
southern Libya is that Haftar cannot have an alliance with the Awlad
Suleiman and the Tebus. It is one or
the other.
Michel Cousins is a contributor to
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.

Tunisians brace for threat of female jihadists
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisia’s progress in tackling local jihadism has
been tangible. The country
has gone nearly four years
without a major attack in its main
cities and it has contained sporadic
jihadist raids in rural areas.
Security experts warned, however, that Tunisia could face a new
generation of terrorists if it were
to overlook the potential for radicalisation of female jihadist sympathisers.
“While its rival al-Qaeda often
relegates women to raising the next
generation of jihadist children, [the
Islamic State] ISIS has put women
at the front and centre, relying on
them for propaganda, logistics,
policing and attacks,” said Omar
al-Hajji, a senior Tunisian Interior
Ministry official.
“With ISIS’s emergence came a
radical change regarding the role
of women in jihadism,” Hajji said
at a recent conference on “Terrorism and Women” organised by the
government-run think-tank Tunisian Institute for Strategic Studies
(ITES).
The recruitment of female jihadists highlights the challenges Tunisia faces because most of the Tunisians who survived the jihadist
battlefields in Syria, Iraq and Libya
have yet to return.
Hajji gave no precise figure on
how many Tunisian women travelled abroad in the name of jihad

but said there was about one female jihadist to every ten males.
He said about three-quarters went
to Syria and Iraq, 10% to Libya and
about 11% to other conflict zones.
Experts at the conference implored authorities to abandon a
simplistic view that women who
join jihadist groups are “victims”
and they downplayed the repeated
rebukes of “sex jihadists.”
The role of Tunisian female militants with ISIS in Syria and Libya
suggested they were there to enjoy
a life mirroring their own understandings of Islamic life.
“Female jihadists who returned
home showed no repentance. In
comparison to their male counterparts, these women insisted they
will continue on the same path by
educating the next generation of
holy fighters,” said ITES DirectorGeneral Neji Jalloul.
“They constitute a danger. They
conveyed no remorse and no repentance. They stick to their convictions more than men,” he said,
citing ITES interviews with female
jihadist returnees in prison.
The Tunisian government said
approximately 800 jihadist returnees, among an estimated 3,000
who joined Islamist armed groups
abroad, are imprisoned or under
house arrest but it gave no male-tofemale breakdown.
Tunisian experts presented examples of female jihadists at home
and abroad, pointing to the case of
Umm Rayan al-Tunisi, who allegedly led ISIS’s al-Khansa Brigade
in Syria, which oversaw “moral
enforcement” related to social and

Not only victims. Tunisian forensics inspect the site of an attack by a
woman suicide bomber in Tunis, last October.
(AFP)
private life activities for women.
They also named Umm Hajer alTunisi, who supposedly headed
ideological coaching classes and recruited women into Diwan al-Taalim (Education system) and Diwan
al-Siha (Health Department) and
Umm Abdul-Rahman al-Tunisi,
who was said to arrange marriages
for fighters in the Mayadin region
of Syria.
The monitoring, tracking and
investigation of women by security services as potential jihadist
members or even would-be suicide
bombers face cultural sensitivities
and logistical problems.
“Our traditions and religion im-

pose upon us the full respect and
esteem of the woman. She has a
special treatment and handling,”
said Hajji, “but ISIS tends to take
advantage of all the possibilities it
can get from women.
He cited multiple tasks female
jihadists take on, including intelligence gathering, transporting
weapons and food and staging attacks.
“Who can order a woman to get
out of her car at night and do a body
search?” he added.
Amel Grami, a university teacher and sociology researcher, has
studied jihadists in Tunisia and
Iraq to understand why women

join groups opposing their genuine
rights.
“There is no notion of the ‘woman jihadist’ or sympathiser to jihadists. There are women. Behind every case, there is a story, a narrative
of a woman. There is no profile or
classification or ideological or psychological order,” she said.
Grami cited domestic violence,
feelings of insecurity and seeking revenge for slain loved ones as
powerful recruitment tools for jihadists.
“In the cases of female jihadists,
it is important to understand the
peripheries to understand the central issue,” she added.
Some women who experienced
abuse sought refuge in the virtual
life of the internet.
“They meet jihadist groups on
the internet who offer the illusions of safety and security they’ve
lost with their family,” Grami said.
“They enter this virtual world
where they find a dream for a better life.”
Grami and Jalloul said the main
issue for the fight against extremism and jihadism lies in the ideological battle between “progress,
enlightenment and the fundamentalist obscurantism.”
“When the spirit of progress
shrinks, obscurantist ideas dominate,” said Jalloul, giving examples
of some 500 girls from Western
countries who joined ISIS.
Sami Kallel, a psychologist who
studied cases of jailed jihadists,
said: “The question now is who
will forge policies to fight terrorism
threats.”
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A test case for
American democracy

A

fter months of contentious debate,
the Tarrant County Republican
Party, in the US state of Texas,
dismissed a formal motion that
would have removed Shahid Shafi
from his position as its vice-chairman because he is a Muslim.
The motion to oust him failed on a 139-49 vote.
It was a test case of religious tolerance because
the only grievance against the American doctor,
who was born in India and raised in Pakistan,
was his faith.
Dorrie O’Brien, precinct chairwoman and one
of the leading proponents for removing Shafi,
summed up her qualms about him: “We don’t
think he’s suitable as a practising Muslim to be
vice-chair because he’d be the representative for
ALL Republicans in Tarrant County and not ALL
Republicans in Tarrant County think Islam is safe
or acceptable in the US, in Tarrant County and in
the TCGOP.”
Some party members expressed concerns that
Shafi’s serving with the Republicans could have
an adverse effect on fundraising. William Busby,
a former member of the Tarrant County GOP, said
“several big donors” were waiting to see the
outcome of the vote before pledging support.
Shafi dismissed all the doubts about his
democratic credentials and American loyalties.
“Here are the facts: I have never had any
association with the Muslim Brotherhood nor
[the Council on American-Islamic Relations] nor
any terrorist organisation,” he wrote. “I believe
that the laws of our nation are our Constitution
and the laws passed by our elected legislatures
— I have never promoted any form of sharia law. I
fully support and believe in American laws for
American courts.”
“I am honoured to be an American and a
Republican,” he concluded. His critics were not
convinced.
Despite its outcome, such a vote was a surprising occurrence in the US political system, which
is traditionally a reflection of the melting pot
that constitutes American society.
It is ironic that such an exercise would take
place in the very month that the first two Muslim
women were sworn-in as members of the US
Congress.
Luckily, the objections to Shafi’s religion do not
represent a trend in US politics. Candidates of
Arab descent and the Muslim faith continue to
compete for public office without hindrance due
to their ethnicity or religion.
The failure of the Texas GOP’s motion and the
general outcry it provoked in religious communities in the United States are reassuring as to the
resilience of the American democratic system’s
checks and balances.
However, the vote on Shafi’s eligibility to serve
in political office is disturbing nonetheless as a
reflection of global trends in which bigotry and
the fear of different ethnic and religious groups
are emerging as the new normal.
All political parties are entitled to vet candidates for senior positions. Security checks are
often part of the process of appointing political
officials. Nobody in the United States or elsewhere should be put in a situation in which his
national loyalties and personal integrity hang in
the balance just because of his or her faith.
Shafi was not alone in his fight. Texas Governor
Greg Abbott said in a statement before the vote:
“The promise of freedom of religion is guaranteed by the First Amendment in the Constitution;
and Article 1, Section 4 of the Texas Constitution
states that no religious test shall ever be required
as a qualification to any office or public trust in
this state.” The governor was supported in his
stance by Texas US Senator Ted Cruz and George
P. Bush, state land commissioner and grandson of
late US President George H.W. Bush.
Discrimination against nationals of Arab
descent or Muslim faith in the West can only fuel
the rhetoric of extremists of all shades who
would like to divide the world into Muslim versus
non-Muslim. That would be handing extremists a
victory they do not deserve.

Saying goodbye
to Ed Blanche
With the death of our colleague, Ed Blanche,
last week, The Arab Weekly lost a great editor
and a remarkable writer. As our Analysis editor,
Blanche worked to make sense of the Arab
region’s complex conflicts and security challenges. He focused his brilliant mind on deciphering the political and military factors at play
in Syria and Iraq, in particular. Beyond describing the tactical moves of the protagonists, he
always strove to draw the big picture and look
ahead to the endgame. We enjoyed his full-page
spreads and his lively contributions to our
editorial meetings. As we bid Ed farewell in his
final journey, our thoughts are with his wife,
Mona, and three children.

Obituary

Veteran journalist and senior
contributor to The Arab Weekly
Ed Blanche.
(Tamara Blanche)

Ed Blanche,
senior Arab Weekly
writer, passes away
► Blanche was a brilliant deskman

as well as a consummate reporter.

The Arab Weekly staff

Beirut

E

d Blanche, who died January
13 at the age of 76, worked
right up to the end, filing
for international magazines
and websites on matters of defence
and the Middle East. Blanche was
a valued senior contributor to The
Arab Weekly, a mainstay of his freelance career after he retired from
the Associated Press (AP) in 1996.
“His passing is a great loss to the
newspaper as it is to his family and
friends,” said Al Arab Publishing
House Chairman Haitham El-Zobaidi and The Arab Weekly Editor-inChief Oussama Romdhani in a joint
message to Blanche’s family.
A native of the Scottish town of
Coldstream, Blanche began his career with the Western Daily Press in
Bristol, England. He joined the AP
in London in 1967 and immediately
made his mark, covering the SixDay War in the Middle East within
months of his hiring.
By the time he left the AP, Blanche

had reported from Northern Ireland, the Far East, the Middle East
and many points in between. He
reported major international stories, including the 1982 invasion of
Lebanon by Israel, the Iran-Iraq war
and the kidnapping of colleagues in
Beirut.
“My fondest memories are of
Ed’s experiences in Northern Ireland where, as a Brit attached to
an American news outfit, he was
allowed far more scope for meeting ‘undesirable’ contacts on the
Republican side than Brits working
for, for example, the BBC,” said Tim
Llewellyn, a former BBC Middle
East correspondent.
“Ed made some dangerous
friends, one of his specialities. It
made his copy a lot more sensible
and impartial than many others.’”
Blanche was a brilliant desk man
as well as a consummate reporter.
“Ed was my first editor as a cub
reporter with the AP,” Julie Flint
remembered. “He was stunningly
good looking, a bull on the rugby
field and no mean guitar player but
it quickly became apparent that he
was, above all, profoundly serious,

a brilliant agency reporter in the
glory days of agency journalism. He
was always tough but never rough.”
After 10 years in Cyprus as
hostage-taking scarred Lebanon,
Blanche returned to Beirut in 1996,
initially to relaunch the Daily Star
and then to carve a niche for himself writing for specialist magazines, including Jane’s group, in
the military, strategic and security
fields.
“I remember being rather awed
and a little envious at his obvious
mastery of these sometimes rather
arcane subjects and the cogency
and clarity of his arguments,” said
David Hirst, the Guardian’s longtime Middle East correspondent.
“Ed not behind a keyboard or
screen or without a phone in his ear
was Neptune without his trident,”
said Llewellyn. “His death leaves a
wide gulch in real journalism. He
had the admiration of his peers,
which is what keeps newsmen
warm long after the ‘herograms’
have faded.”
Ed Blanche is survived by his
wife, Mona Ziadeh, and his three
children, Tamara, Jay and Lee.
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Censored in Kuwait

E

ach year during the
Kuwait International Book Fair, a
strange atmosphere
envelops the country. The phenomenon is manifested by censoring
books, sometimes ordinary and
innocuous ones.
The list of banned books
gets longer every year and
each time harmless books are
added. The blame, of course,
is placed on some supposed
censor who could not care less
about the reputation of Kuwait
or about the regrets of those
who love this country for its
historic tolerance of matters
of art, culture, journalism and
books.
After every session of the
book fair in Kuwait, debate
erupts on social media about
who has turned off the lights of
modernity and civilisation in
Kuwait, a country known in the
region for being a forerunner in
all domains. Kuwait, for example, was the third Arab country
— after Egypt and Lebanon — to
establish an international book
fair.
However, in the past few
years, Kuwait has banned
books by well-known Arab
philosophers and writers who
were previously admired and
adopted in Kuwait.
Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s
“One Hundred Years of Solitude” was banned and it wasn’t
an isolated case. “Zorba,”
“Faust” and “Don Quixote”
were also banned. Marquez’s
book had been allowed in and
distributed several years ago in
the “Books for All” series.
It’s not only books by foreign
writers that get banned. Many

Omar Ali al-Badawi
Mediocrity is the only thing that can get by the censor and that’s exactly what we
have seen in some artistic productions — just trivial content and total immaturity.
books by Kuwaiti writers don’t
get to see the light in Kuwait,
in total contradiction with
the country’s historical role in
spreading knowledge across
the region.
Although the idea of preventing the circulation of a given
book has become ineffective
and useless considering technological developments in offering
and sharing books, the Kuwaiti
Ministry of Information allowed
its administrators to prevent
4,500 books from entering the
country in the past five years.
This is a huge number for a
country familiar with the ideas
of freedom of opinion and expression and political pluralism.
The practices of censorship
and restricting freedom in
Kuwait are not limited to book
fairs. There is a sharp rise in
interference by powerful bureaucratic agencies in the creative work of media and news
platforms. There is a feeling of
restriction that signals a perceptible change in the moods
of the leadership and society at
large with respect to the general freedoms of expression,
opinion and pluralism.
This mood change in Kuwait
doesn’t seem to be indicative
of a societal feeling of being
fed up with freedom; Kuwaiti
society is used to freedom
and has always preceded its
Arab neighbours in seeking it.
However, this rise in censorship constitutes a setback that
nobody paid attention to its
beginnings. Now, all sorts of
creative people are feeling its
evil consequences.
People often forget that the
first national television station
in the Gulf was in Kuwait and it

was rather liberal for its time.
Censorship, though, is ever
present. Recently, a docudrama
by Lebanese-Kuwaiti director
Farah al-Hashem titled “Breakfast in Beirut” was not allowed
to be aired on television because censors had reservations
about costumes and dialogue
in the film.
Many television producers
and film-makers in Kuwait
have resorted to filming in the
United Arab Emirates or Turkey to escape censorship that
hampers artistic projects.
The banning of the filming
and screening of the series
“The Bamboo Stalk,” because
it dealt with racism in the
country, stirred up a big fuss
in 2016. The series was taken
from a book by Kuwaiti novelist Saud Alsanousi, winner of
the Arab Booker Prize. Another
novel by Alsanousi, “Firan
Ummi Hissa” (“Mama Hissa’s
Mice”), which deals with sectarianism in Kuwait, was also
banned.
We can’t find a good explanation for the rise of intellectual
intolerance in Kuwait but it
is safe to assume that it has
something to do with Kuwait’s
tumultuous and discouraging
regional environment.
Because of the sensitivity of
the political context, the state
of freedom in Kuwait fluctuated with events. There was the
first Gulf War, then the invasion
of Iraq and the fall of Baghdad,
followed by the “Arab spring,”
which left a profound and
severe political, economic and
intellectual effect on everyone
in the region, including Kuwait.
The Gulf region is living a
security nightmare. Just like

the rest of the Arab world, Gulf
countries are struggling to live
amid a minefield of relentless
surprises and storms. Fear is
paralysing everything and nobody can breathe naturally and
with ease.
This would explain the
quasi-democratic paralysis
that Kuwait is experiencing.
The country seems caught in a
complex cycle of debates and
interrogations that sometimes
ends with the dissolution of the
country’s largest democratic institution. Then, it starts building
a new democratic experience
from scratch again.
Given this context, mediocrity
is the only thing that can get by
the censor and that’s exactly
what we have seen in some
artistic productions — just trivial
content and total immaturity. It
is perhaps this mediocrity that
drove society at large to refrain
from demanding more freedom
and defending it. In some cases,
society seemed to side with the
censor and support efforts for
more restrictions.
In a civilised message of
protest against censorship, Kuwaiti artist Mohammad Sharaf
created a piece composed of
a symbolic cemetery in which
the tombstones carried titles
of books banned from the book
fair. The piece was placed in the
middle of one of the squares of
Kuwait International Book Fair.
The work was symbolic and
meaningful and was praised
and discussed on social networks. As expected, authorities immediately proceeded to
remove it.
Omar Ali al-Badawi is a Saudi
journalist.

Turkey’s state of permanent crisis serves Erdogan

N

early three years
after the failed
coup that triggered a massive
crackdown in
Turkey, Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s government is still hunting
down those it deems dangerous
to the country.
Just days ago, there were 192
arrests across Turkey, adding to
the numbers imprisoned, sacked
or suspended from their jobs.
An estimated 77,000 people
await trial in prison and 150,000
bureaucrats, university teachers
and others have been dismissed
or regarded as suspect.
The implications go much
beyond arrested life trajectories. Turkey has become a state
permanently in crisis or so goes
the story told by Erdogan.
History suggests a different
narrative. History tells us that a
crisis — real or manufactured —
can be invaluable for politicians
who find democratic checks
and balances inconvenient. As
happened in the Philippines
in the 1970s, Peru in the early
1990s and then-Prime Minister
Vladimir Putin’s Russia in the
late 1990s, Erdogan has used
security considerations as a
justification to arrogate power
to himself.
The difference between
Erdogan and almost all those
listed above is clear. Turkey’s
strongman made his intentions
public much before the aborted
2016 coup. In 2012, he signalled
his inclination to do something

Rashmee Roshan Lall
Turkey, just like Hungary, Poland, Bangladesh and others, exemplifies
the growing attractiveness of constitutional regression.
that legal scholars call “constitutional retrogression,” the
subtle, incremental erosion of
democracy. Erdogan did not
hide his plans or his motives.
Erdogan in 2012 was serving
his third term as prime minister
and was constitutionally barred
from seeking a fourth. It was
widely expected Erdogan would
change his political role as well
as the rules to suit himself. He
made known he was eyeing the
presidency and that he wanted
to overhaul the largely ceremonial post to make it all-powerful.
What’s significant about the
Turkish storyboard is the way
it played out. Despite Erdogan’s
conspicuous, possibly incautious signalling of his intentions,
all that he planned came to pass.
Erdogan became Turkey’s
president in 2014 and engineered the succession as prime
minister of Ahmet Davutoglu,
his foreign minister and former
foreign policy adviser. Davutoglu was reasonably pliant until
he wasn’t, at which point he
was replaced.
In April 2017, Erdogan narrowly won a referendum to
expand presidential powers and
the right to stay in office until
2029. His government arrested
journalists, fired civil servants,
engineered media takeovers
and abolished institutional
safeguards.
The point about Erdogan’s
audacious power grab is that it
worked — and worked all too
well. Despite Turkey’s subsequent downgrading on various

democracy indices, it is still
counted as a flawed democracy
rather than a failing pariah state.
This is an indictment of democracy in the 21st century and
solidifies an argument advanced
by University of Chicago Law
School professors Aziz Huq and
Tom Ginsburg about democratic
decay.
Huq and Ginsburg argued that
democratic decay could happen
one of two ways: By “authoritarian reversion,” a rapid and
near-complete collapse of
democratic institutions or by
constitutional retrogression,
which would entail “a more
subtle, incremental erosion of
the three institutional predicates of democracy: competitive elections; rights of political
speech and association; and the
administrative and adjudicative
rule of law.”
The professors showed that,
over the past 25 years, the risk
of reversion has declined but
that of retrogression has spiked.
Turkey, just like Hungary,
Poland, Bangladesh and others, exemplifies the growing
attractiveness of constitutional
regression. It preserves an illusion and elides the reality.
Consider Poland and Hungary, both members of the
European Union, a bloc that
continually extols the virtues of
democracy.
In Poland, the elected government has undermined judicial
independence, co-opted the
state media and played partisan
politics with the bureaucracy.

In Hungary, elections are
free but unfair in that Prime
Minister Viktor Orban’s government controls the airwaves and
media companies, floats bogus
political parties to divide the
opposition vote, has rewritten
parts of the constitution and
gerrymandered liberal parliamentary districts in the ruling
Fidesz party’s favour.
This is “state capture,” to
use a phrase coined by South
Africans in a slightly different
context. That it happens by
apparent public endorsement —
ballots cast in a general election or referendum — makes it
harder to categorise or criticise
but it’s right to recognise the
way things are.
In their 2018 book “How
Democracies Die,” Harvard
professors Steven Levitsky
and Daniel Ziblatt noted that
“blatant dictatorship — in the
form of fascism, communism or
military rule — has disappeared
across much of the world since
the end of the Cold War, most
democratic breakdowns have
been caused not by generals
and soldiers but by elected gov
ernments themselves.”
Turkey is a textbook example
of democratic deconstruction
legitimised at the ballot box. It
is a doleful story and one that
unfortunately travels well.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is
on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Yemen factions conclude Jordan
talks, UN monitors come under fire
Saleh Baidhani

Aden

Y

emen’s internationally recognised government and
Iran-allied Houthi rebels
have concluded two days
of prisoner exchange talks sponsored by the United Nations.
Both sides in the conflict were
to deliver lists of prisoners to the
United Nations after talks in Amman under an exchange agreement, a government delegate told
Thomson Reuters.
The talks are line with the UNsponsored deal reached in December in Sweden.
A UN statement said the meeting in Amman “witnessed positive,
constructive and frank discussions on the implementation of the
agreement that was reached between the two parties prior to the
Sweden consultations.”

The Houthi rebels expressed
reservations concerning
the inclusion on the
prisoner exchange list
of senior military and
political figures.
“The two parties took the first
step in implementing the agreement by exchanging the lists of
prisoners and detainees and providing responses on the exchanged
lists,” the statement said, without
clarifying whether all individuals
on the lists were agreed upon by
both sides.
Government sources in attendance painted a less rosy picture
of the talks, accusing the rebels
of procrastination and refusing to
acknowledge a large number of
prisoners on a list submitted by the

Yemeni government.
The Houthi rebels also expressed
reservations concerning the inclusion on the prisoner exchange list
of senior military and political figures, including former Minister of
Defence Major-General Mahmoud
al-Subaihi, Yemeni politician Mohammed Qahtan, government military commander Faisal Rajab and
Major-General Nasser Mansour
Hadi, the brother of Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.
The Yemeni government source
said the Houthis’ goal is to make a
separate deal regarding the senior
military and political figures while
buying time during prisoner exchange talks.
In an interview aired January 17
on Houthi-controlled Al Masirah
television, the head of the Houthi
committee for prisoners’ and detainees’ affairs, Abdel Qader alMurtada, said there had been no
progress in the talks.
The United Nations was trying
to find a common ground between
the sides to allow for the release
of prisoners scheduled for January 20. That deadline will likely be
missed.
On January 16, the UN Security
Council approved the deployment
of up to 75 observers to Hodeidah, the entry point for the bulk of
Yemen’s commercial imports and
aid, to monitor a truce and troop
withdrawal by both sides.
The Hadi government welcomed
the resolution, saying it reiterated
the international community’s emphasis on respecting “the unity,
sovereignty, independence and
territorial integrity of Yemen,” a
statement carried on the pro-government Saba news agency said.
Hodeidah is held by the Houthis
but there are thousands of progovernment forces massed on the
city outskirts.
A day after the UN Security

Little progress. Delegates from the Houthi rebel group and the Yemeni government meet to discuss a
prisoner exchange deal in Amman, January 17.							
(DPA)
Council resolution passed, a UN
team monitoring the ceasefire in
Hodeidah was attacked.
“Patrick Cammaert and team
are safe in [Hodeidah] following
reported shooting incident,” the
office of UN spokesman Stephane
Dujarric posted on Twitter.
A report by the Dubai-based Al
Arabiya news channel said the
Houthi militia opened fire “directly” on a convoy carrying Cammaert, a retired Dutch general who
heads the committee monitoring
the ceasefire in Hodeidah, after he

had a brief meeting with representatives of the Hadi government.
The channel’s Yemen correspondent said that, before the attack, Houthi forces stopped Cammaert for 4 hours while on his way
to meet with government’s representatives.
Saba, quoting a member of the
militia, accused pro-government
forces of “firing live bullets” at
security personnel accompanying
the UN team while they were trying to clear a road leading to the
meeting venue.

“It is important to add that all
the parties in Yemen are also responsible for the safety of all UN
personnel… We are dealing with
a highly volatile environment in
Hodeidah,” Dujarric told Voice of
America.
Yemen plunged into civil war in
2014, when the rebels captured
Sana’a. A Saudi-led coalition intervened a year later, fighting alongside government troops.
Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Yemen.

Viewpoint

UAE role making a difference in Socotra
Saleh Baidhani

The UAE’s
investment in the
island’s
development,
infrastructure and
security has not
been welcomed by
the Houthis or
their allies.

U

AE officials have
detailed the country’s long efforts to
support people on
the Yemeni island
of Socotra, a largely
under-the-radar but successful
undertaking.
“Because Socotra was far away
from the conflict in Yemen, we
took a decision not to communicate what we were doing there,”
said UAE Minister of State for
Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash
in a statement released last May
through UAE state news agency
WAM. “In hindsight, we should
have communicated more.”
Through its developmental and
relief organisations, the United
Arab Emirates has helped Socotra
recover from political instability,
neglect and natural disasters.
Leading the efforts has been the
Khalifa Bin Zayed Al Nahyan Foundation, which provided support
in education, agriculture, health,
trade and energy.
Over the last decade, the foundation has created pilot schools in Socotra with more than 300 teachers
in all specialities. Placing education as one of its top priorities in
Socotra, the foundation has helped
increase the number of basic and
secondary schools from 17 to 70.
The foundation promoted university education on the island’s
two colleges: The College of Education and College of Society for
Vocational and Technical Training.
To maintain Socotra’s essential link with the outside world,
the Khalifa Bin Zayed Al Nahyan

Crucial support. Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan Foundation lays
foundation stone of Sheikh Zayed Corniche in Hadibu, the capital
of Socotra, last November.
(WAM)
Foundation rebuilt the city’s commercial port and other facilities
destroyed by storms. After Cyclone
Chapala struck the archipelago in
2015, the foundation sent 16 cargo
planes and four cargo steamships
that transported 12,000 tonnes
of food and relief materials to the
archipelago’s residents.
The foundation installed lighting
for the runway at Socotra’s airport
and trained airport workers to keep
the air link open even in times of
natural disasters.
The foundation established a
station to produce electricity 24
hours a day. Previously, residents
only had access to electricity for 4
hours a day.

The Khalifa Bin Zayed Al Nahyan
Hospital, where 95% of the population is treated, was established and
equipped at the cost of $1.7 million.
Inaugurated in December 2012, the
hospital, one of the few modern
medical facilities on the island, has
two operating theatres, an intensive care ward and departments of
gynaecology and obstetrics, paediatrics and emergency care.
More than 30 wells and other
water installations have been set
up in the last decade to provide
clean water for residents and boost
local agriculture. The foundation
improved harbours and built a factory for canning and export of fish
in support of local fishermen.

These efforts improved living
conditions for Socotra’s residents
and changed the face of the archipelago while mainland Yemen
was being further impoverished by
civil war since Iran-backed Houthi
rebels overran Sana’a in 2014.
The UAE’s investment in the
island’s development, infrastructure and security has not been
welcomed by the Houthis or their
allies.
Those critical of the Emirati role
in Socotra accuse the Gulf country
of threatening the sovereignty
of the archipelago. However, the
United Arab Emirates was active in
Socotra even before the conflict.
In fact, it was in March 2000
that the United Arab Emirates first
reached out to Socotra, sending
an Emirates Red Crescent team to
provide residents aid and relief
materials after major floods damaged buildings and agricultural
lands.
In the face of accusations by
the Houthis and their supporters,
Emirati officials reiterated their
respect and commitment to the
unity, sovereignty, independence
and territorial integrity of Yemen.
“The UAE does not have any
ambitions on the archipelago. It is
a Yemeni territory,” Gargash said
last May.
“The criticism that we have received in Socotra revolves around
the same people that will criticise
the UAE time and again. Clearly,
our role in Socotra is about humanitarian development, and we
continue to do so to support this
island community.”
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Questions arise
about Qatar
foundation’s
role in US
Thomas Frank

Washington

Q

atar Foundation International says it “inspires
meaningful connections
to the Arab World” by supporting programmes in US schools
that teach Arabic language and culture.
However, the foundation’s lofty
mission has been undermined by
reports that the head of the Washington-based organisation helped
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi
write columns criticising Saudi
Arabia while Riyadh was locked in
a bitter dispute with Qatar.
Maggie Mitchell Salem, a former US diplomat who is executive director of the Qatar-funded
foundation, is said to have shaped
Khashoggi’s columns, urging him
to take a harder line against Saudi
Arabia and suggesting wording
for him to use, stated a December
23 report in the Washington Post
— the news organisation that published Khashoggi’s columns in 2017
and 2018.

The foundation is coming
under additional scrutiny
because it and the parent
organisation have given
hundreds of millions of
dollars to US universities
and schools.
The revelations raised questions about the foundation and
Khashoggi, including whether
the foundation has functioned as
a propaganda arm of Qatar and
whether Khashoggi was an influence tool of Qatar while living in
the United States and writing for
the Post. Khashoggi was killed October 2 in the Saudi Consulate in
Istanbul.
The Post’s revelations show how
the foundation is “a way for the
emirate [of Qatar] to project soft
power — usually influence in one

way or another — in the service of
its national interests,” said David
Reaboi, senior vice-president of the
Security Studies Group. “We tend
to think of foundations as kind
of non-partisan non-profits. The
Qatar Foundation [International],
however, is different. It exists to
advance the priorities of the state.”
Salem “took every chance she
had to craft articles for Khashoggi
taking aggressive stances against
Qatar’s main rival, the Saudi kingdom,” Reaboi added via e-mail.
Salem denied any attempt
to influence US policy through
Khashoggi’s columns, saying she
had known the Saudi-born columnist since 2002 and spoke to
him as a friend.
The Washington Post, in its article about Salem and Khashoggi,
disclosed an e-mail from August in
which Salem urged the columnist
to write about how Saudi alliances
“from [Washington] DC to Jerusalem to rising right-wing parties
across Europe… [are] bringing an
end to the liberal world order that
challenges their abuses at home.”
After
expressing
hesitation
at taking such a forceful stand,
Khashoggi replied to Salem: “So do
you have time to write it?”
In his August 7 column in the
Post, Khashoggi “appears to have
used some of Salem’s suggestions,” the Post wrote in its December 23 article. Khashoggi and
Salem apparently understood
“how his association with a Qatarfunded entity could be perceived,
reminding one another to keep the
arrangement ‘discreet,’” the Post
reported.
As Khashoggi and Salem were
communicating, the foundation’s
parent organisation in Doha hired
an international public-relations
company to provide “media outreach, strategic counsel and interview and event planning” in the
United States, records reviewed
by The Arab Weekly indicate. The
company, Ogilvy Group, assigned
five public-relations experts in
New York and Washington to assist

Lingering ambiguities. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo answers questions at a news conference in
Doha, January 13.									
(AFP)
the parent group, records show.
Although the records suggest the
PR effort could be standard imageburnishing, Ogilvy’s decision to tell
the US Justice Department about
its work for the foundation parent
indicates that the company was
trying to influence US policymakers.
Oglivy filed its records under a
US law that requires “agents” of
foreign governments to register
with the Justice Department and
disclose activities they undertake
to “influence US public opinion,
policy and laws.”
Khashoggi may have violated
the law by not disclosing his ties to
the foundation, Jim Hanson, president of the Security Studies Group,
wrote in a recent blog post. “The
op-eds published in the very influential Washington Post certainly
qualify as attempts to change US
policy against Saudi Arabia,” Hanson wrote.
The foundation is coming under
additional scrutiny because it and
the parent organisation have given
hundreds of millions of dollars to
US universities and schools.
An analysis of US Department of
Education data shows that from

July 2012-July 2018, the foundation’s parent organisation was by
far the largest single foreign funder
of US colleges and universities,
paying $1.2 billion. Almost all of
the money went to six American
universities to operate campuses at
Education City in Doha. There was
also $50 million in “gifts” to five US
universities.

David Reaboi, senior
vice-president of the
Security Studies Group
The revelations show how
the foundation is “a way
for the emirate [of Qatar]
to project soft power.”
The second most generous foreign donor, the Indian company
HCL Technologies, gave $114 million.
The foundation gave $31 million to dozens of US public schools
from 2009-17, the Wall Street Journal reported. The money promotes
Arabic programmes in middle
schools and high schools and paid
for teacher training, materials and
salaries, the Journal said.

“There are signs that even these
relatively benign programmes have
a deeper goal of influence,” stated
a soon-to-be-released report by the
Middle East Forum, a staunchly
anti-Islamist, conservative thinktank in Philadelphia. The report
says the foundation “co-produced
a propaganda video against Saudi
Arabia with Al Jazeera,” the Qatarfunded television broadcaster.
The foundation says on its website that, since its creation in 2009,
it has given schools in the United
States, Canada and United Kingdom money to establish or expand
Arabic language programmes. The
foundation funds 24 high schools
and middle schools in the United
States.
“Academic institutions like the
campuses in Education City are
where you go to reach all of these
people,” Reaboi said, referring
to policymakers, journalists and
scholars who visit the schools. “As
an added bonus, you’ve got access
to thousands of impressionable future targets of influence operations
as well in the students.”
Thomas Frank is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.

US administration pushes for GCC unity in face of Iran
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

O

n a tour to reassure the
United States’ Middle
East allies of its commitment to the region, US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
delivered the US administration’s
message clearly: Iran must be contained.
Pompeo shuttled between Jordan, Iraq, Bahrain, the United
Arab Emirates, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Oman for high-level talks,
including with Saudi King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz.
The US Embassy in Riyadh said
Pompeo’s meeting with King Salman covered “many issues, including Yemen, Iran and Afghanistan.” A posting on Pompeo’s
Twitter account said meetings
with Crown Prince Mohammed
focused on the US-Saudi relationship, accountability for the death

of journalist Jamal Khashoggi and
Yemen peace talks.
The US State Department said
Pompeo stressed the need for regional efforts to reach a political
solution to the Yemeni crisis and
to stand against the “Iranian regime’s malign activity and to advance peace, prosperity and security.”
Pompeo accused the Iran-allied
Houthi rebels in Yemen of failing
to comply with a ceasefire agreement reached at UN-sponsored
talks in December.
“The work that was done in
Sweden on Yemen was good but
both sides (need) to honour those
commitments,” Pompeo said. “Today, the Iran-backed Houthis have
chosen not to do that.”
Besides Iraq, all regional countries visited by Pompeo are meant
to be members of the Middle East
Strategic Alliance (MESA), a military and political alliance designed
to tackle regional security issues
such as the Islamic State and Iran.
“The Trump administration is
also working to establish the Mid-

dle East Strategic Alliance to confront the region’s most serious
threat and bolster energy and economic cooperation,” Pompeo said
during a speech in Cairo.
In an interview with the Dubaibased Al Arabiya news channel,
Pompeo said: “Countering Iran,
the threat from the world’s largest
state sponsor of terror, the Islamic Republic of Iran, is something
[US President Donald Trump] has
identified as one of his top priorities.”

The US State Department
said Pompeo stressed the
need for regional efforts to
reach a political solution to
the Yemeni crisis.
“We will do it with our partners
in the Middle East. This is a mission for the world. It’s incredibly
important and we are determined
to do it,” Pompeo added.
Among issues that might hinder
getting MESA establishes is that
some of its prospective members

are on very friendly terms with
Iran.
MESA is expected to include all
six GCC members along with Jordan and Egypt. However, Saudi
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates,
Bahrain and Egypt cut diplomatic
and economic ties with Qatar in
June 2017 for Doha’s suspected
support of Islamist terrorist groups
and its relations with Iran.
Riyadh and Abu Dhabi removed
Qatar from the coalition fighting
the Iran-allied Houthi militia in
Yemen but Doha increased its interactions with Iran.
None of the communiques during Pompeo’s tour referenced major breakthroughs regarding GCC
reconciliation. Only Qatari media
outlets gave the issue significant
coverage, emphasising Pompeo’s
statements regarding a GCC rapprochement.
“Pompeo: The GCC’s unity is
important in the coming days and
Qatar is a great friend of the US”
was the main headline for progovernment Al Sharq newspaper.
Other media outlets did not lead

with Pompeo’s GCC statements
but carried them in the body of
their texts.
It is too early to tell whether
Pompeo’s efforts will result in
a breakthrough. The US envoy
working to resolve the dispute, retired US Marine Corps General Anthony Zinni, resigned earlier this
month because, he said, “of the
unwillingness of the regional leaders to agree to a viable mediation
effort that we offered to conduct
or assist in implementing.”
However, after Pompeo left the
region, Omani Minister Responsible for Foreign Affairs Yusuf bin
Alawi bin Abdullah travelled to
Doha to meet with Qatari Emir
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani
to discuss the Gulf crisis.
After that meeting, Qatari Foreign Minister Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani issued a statement January 14 that said Doha
was ready to reactivate stalled
committees in the GCC.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Iraq faces Iran’s pushback against US sanctions
Deeply
enmeshed. Iraqi
Foreign Minister
Mohammad Ali
al-Hakim (R)
speaks during a
news conference
with his Iranian
counterpart
Mohammad Javad
Zarif (L) after
their meeting in
Baghdad,
January 13. (DPA)

Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I

raq has received three Iranian ministers within a 3-week
period in an apparent bid by
Iran to counter US pressure on
Baghdad to abide by Washington’s
sanctions against Tehran.
Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif began a 4-day
visit to Iraq on January 13 during
which he called for boosting business between Tehran and Baghdad.
“If a European or American company comes to Iraq to do rebuilding activities, the costs of protecting their workers and staff in Iraq
exceeds its contract for reconstruction,” Zarif told Iran-backed Iraqi
militiamen January 16 in Karbala.
Zarif said Iranian firms could help
rebuild Iraq at a “low cost.”
In addition to meeting with Iraqi
President Barham Salih and Prime
Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi in
Baghdad, Zarif met with Kurdistan
Democratic Party leader Masoud
Barzani and Prime Minister of the
Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG) Nechirvan Barzani in Erbil.
Zarif also attended an Iran-Kurdistan business conference with
the KRG’s Deputy Prime Minister
Qubad Talabani in Sulaymaniyah.
Zarif said Iran was prepared to
sign a deal with Iraq to drop bilateral customs tariffs to zero. He also
said Iran and Iraq could increase
annual trade volume to $20 billion
from the current $12 billion.
The subject of US sanctions
against Tehran was the focus of
discussion between the top diplomats of the two countries.
“We discussed the unilateral
economic measures taken by the
US and are working with our neighbour (Iran) on them,” Iraqi Foreign
Minister Mohammad Ali al-Hakim
said at a news conference with Zarif January 13 in Baghdad.
The United States accuses the
Iranian regime and its proxies of
destabilising the region and of
sponsoring terrorism — a charge
denied by Tehran — and slapped
sanctions against Iran in November.
Washington granted Baghdad
a sanctions waiver until the end
of March to allow Iraq to import
electricity from Iran. US officials

said they were encouraging Iraq
to break its energy dependence
on Iran. Iraqi officials have continued lobbying Washington for more
time.
US Energy Secretary Rick Perry,
accompanied by a trade delegation, visited Baghdad in December
to promote American investment
in Iraq’s energy sector.
Iraq imports approximately
1,300 megawatts of electricity
from Iran but, during a January 14
visit by Jordanian King Abdullah II
to Baghdad, officials from the two
Arab countries discussed exporting 300 megawatts of electricity
from Jordan to Iraq.
King Abdullah’s trip to Iraq coincided with a visit by French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian to
Baghdad, in which he offered the
Iraqi authorities a loan of 1 billion
euros ($1.1 billion) over four years
to help with the reconstruction efforts in the country following the

war on the Islamic State. France
granted Iraq a $512 million loan in
2017.
Zarif’s long stay in Iraq is viewed
as a reflection of panic in Tehran
following the visit by US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo to Iraq and
other countries in the region during which he vowed to increase
pressure on Iran.

The subject of US sanctions
against Tehran was the
focus of discussion between
the country’s top diplomats.
Zarif is not the only Iranian minister to visit Iraq in recent weeks.
Iranian Oil Minister Bijan Zanganeh
visited Baghdad on January 10
when he said his country rejected
the “fully illegal” US sanctions.
During Zanganeh’s visit, Iraq’s Oil
Minister Thamer Ghadhban said
Baghdad and Tehran were to pro-

ceed with jointly exploring two oil
fields shared by the two countries.
Iranian Energy Minister Reza
Ardakanian visited Baghdad on
December 27 when he signed a
memorandum of understanding
with Iraqi officials for a “long-term
framework” for cooperation between the two countries in the energy sector.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
is expected to visit Iraq March 11,
another high-profile event likely
to increase pressure on Iraq, which
is still being urged by the United
States to distance itself from Iran.
“The visits from top Iranian officials highlight the tightrope that
Iraq walks as competition intensifies between Iran and the US for influence in Iraqi politics and market
share of its economy,” reported the
Wall Street Journal.
“Iraqi officials say they oppose
the sanctions in principle but are
reluctantly complying to avoid US

punishment but they also can’t afford to antagonise their eastern
neighbour, which wields significant influence in Iraq.”
Commenting on Zarif’s visit,
Abdul-Mahdi said on Twitter that
his government’s policy was “to
maintain close ties and strong
partnership with all countries in
the region.”
That may prove difficult. A report
by the International Crisis Group
think-tank said Iraq could bear
the brunt if conflict intensifies between Iran and the United States.
“Iraq is where we have experience, plausible deniability and the
requisite capability to hit the US
below the threshold that would
prompt a direct retaliation,” a senior Iranian national security official
was quoted as saying in the report.
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online
Editor of The Arab Weekly.

Viewpoint

Party politics, foreign interference handicap Iraq’s diplomacy
Majid
al-Samarrai

With foreign policy
in Iraq subjected to
partisan whims and
forms of foreign
influence, how can
a foreign minister
with professional
ambitions hope
to work?

I

raq suffers from an absence
of a centralised decisionmaking process due to the
multiplicity of the ideological backgrounds of different
political parties, even though
the executive governmental and
presidential teams belong to the
same group of Shia Islamist parties.
The country, which does not
enjoy full sovereignty over its
territory, has become a hunting
ground for various foreign
intelligence services. Iraq is rife
with armed factions that can affect
top political decisions. No wonder
that, in 2014, the Islamic State
(ISIS) took control of one-third of
Iraq’s territory with no significant
resistance.
The minimal requirements for a
functional Iraqi diplomacy do not
exist. Therefore, actions by the
Iraqi Ministry of Foreign Affairs
do not go beyond simple public
relations.
There are many examples
illustrating Iraq’s lack of
sovereignty and independence.
It is not surprising that the
conventions of international
protocol are not respected. The
latest example is US President
Donald Trump’s visit to Iraq.
It might be argued that what took
place was a continuation of the
practices followed during the US

occupation of Iraq but protocol was
also breached during US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo’s latest visit
to Baghdad. What justifies the
welcome of Pompeo at Baghdad
airport by Iraqi parliament Speaker
Mohammed al-Halbousi? If the
Iraqi Foreign Affairs minister was
absent, couldn’t another cabinet
member or the deputy prime
minister carry out this task?
There are unfortunately
many other painful examples of
diplomatic blunders but what
is even more dangerous is the
absence of qualified staff at the
Foreign Affairs Ministry.
The ministry used to train
and recruit its cadres at the
famous Foreign Service Institute.
Hundreds of highly qualified
diplomats have graduated from the
institute since its founding in 1973.
Appointments in the diplomatic
service abroad were decided based
on the characteristics of the host
country and Iraqi interests.
All of that has changed. Today,
the quota system is everywhere.
Loyalty considerations are the
hallmark of ambassadorial
appointments. Even less important
positions are rarely given to
qualified personnel. The situation
is so bad that people with no
university degree are being
appointed ambassadors.

The troubling aspect of the
affair is that there is no shortage
of qualified diplomats in the Iraqi
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Had
the Iraqi parties had the minimum
decency of placing the reputation
and interests of the country first,
they would have managed its
operations professionally and
avoided exposing the country’s
dirty linen to the rest of the
world, especially with social
media platforms laying bare
shortcomings.
A recent example is the video
clip showing the Iraqi consul in
Mashhad, Iran, promoting a private
beauty salon there. You can’t fall
lower than that. Thankfully, that
person was summoned to Baghdad
by the minister of Foreign Affairs.
Iraqi diplomats used to be keen
on protecting the reputation of
their country, unlike some of
today’s foreign service officers who
are interested only in peddling
alcoholic beverages and other illicit
objects.
The state institutions in Iraq
have experienced widespread
destruction that would require
comprehensive and bold reforms.
What is remarkable today,
however, is to see the courage of
the current minister, Mohamed
Alhakim, in his quest to change
things at the Ministry of Foreign

Affairs. The minister is very brave
but without adequate political
backing he will be vulnerable to
those who would like to find fault
with any stand he takes.
At a recent news conference,
Alhakim said Iraq supported
the two-state solution to the
Palestinian question, expressing
a position supported by the
rest of Arab countries and the
Palestine Liberation Organisation.
Immediately after the news
conference, Alhakim had to
contend with a barrage of criticism
from the different political parties,
led by Nuri al-Maliki’s list, which
threatened the minister with being
fired “because he crossed the lines
concerning the liberation of all of
Palestine.”
With foreign policy in Iraq
subjected to partisan whims
and forms of foreign influence,
how can a foreign minister with
professional ambitions hope to
work? There is no doubt that
Alhakim’s path is going to be
strewn with perils. He risks
surrendering to the power of the
parties or packing his bags and
returning to his previous place of
refuge abroad if he is keen on living
by professional principles.
Majid al-Samarrai is an Iraqi
writer.
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Searching for peace and security. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (2nd-R) and Jordanian King Abdullah II (3rd-R) at a welcoming ceremony in Amman, January 13.

(AFP)

Mideast peace efforts focus of Sisi’s Amman visit
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

W

ith Egypt, Jordan and
Gulf countries preparing to be part of the
US-proposed Middle
East Strategic Alliance, this is the
time for Arab states to pressure
Tel Aviv and Washington to accept
a settlement of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, analysts said.
“This is the right moment for action in this regard with Washington working hard to hammer out
the new bloc,” said Hassan Nafaa, a
political science professor at Cairo
University. “Arab countries can finally get a satisfactory deal with
the Americans and the Israelis if
they can put enough pressure on
them in return for being part of the
new alliance.”
The Palestinian-Israeli conflict
featured highly in talks between
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi and Jordanian King Abdul-

lah II January 13 in Amman. The
two Arab leaders underscored the
need to resume peace talks between the Palestinians and the Israelis on the basis of the two-state
solution, the Egyptian presidency
said.
The talks should conclude with a
fair and comprehensive settlement
of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict,
one that protects the legitimate
rights of the Palestinian people
and allows it to establish its state
within the June 4, 1967, borders,
with East Jerusalem as its capital,
Egyptian presidential spokesman
Bassam Radi said.
Sisi’s visit to Amman was shortly
after US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo wrapped up a trip to Cairo, which was part of a tour that
also took him to several other Middle East capitals.
At the heart of Pompeo’s talks
with Arab leaders was US President
Donald Trump’s plan to withdraw
from Syria and hand over greater
regional responsibility to the Middle East Strategic Alliance.

In Cairo, Pompeo said the Trump
administration would press for a
real and lasting peace between Israel and the Palestinians. However, the US administration, analysts
said, would not consider a fair settlement of the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict a priority, unless the Arabs
pressed very strongly to ensure
that.
“The Arabs are running out of
options, especially after the United
States took the decision to move
its embassy to Jerusalem in May
last year,” said Taha al-Khateeb,
a Palestinian political analyst in
Cairo. “The United States cares little about the Palestinians, which
is why this is a good time to bring
Palestinian rights back on the table.”
The issue might be part of the
agenda of an Arab summit in
March in Tunis.
Iran’s destabilising role in the
region is expected to be part of
the agenda of the meeting, with
Cairo taking measures to demonstrate its willingness to play a

bigger role in the region.
Last November, western Egypt
was the venue of unprecedented
military drills in which troops from
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Bahrain
and Jordan participated.

The talks should conclude
with a fair and
comprehensive settlement
of the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict, one that protects
the legitimate rights of the
Palestinian people.
The drills, which involved all
military branches of the participating countries, were believed to
be a step on the road of forming a
NATO-like Arab force that could
deter Iran’s intervention in regional affairs.
Iran, which has a physical and
military presence in four Arab
countries — Iraq, Syria, Yemen and
Lebanon — has become the nemesis of many Arab states, part of

a conflict that includes sectarian,
political and economic interests.
Arab countries on the front line
against Iran, analysts said, might
have objections to the US pullout
from Syria and Washington possibly playing a smaller role in countering Tehran. At the same time,
the formation of the new alliance
allows for greater regional cooperation, strengthening the Arab bloc
not just against Tehran but also its
negotiating position with Israel
and the United States
“True, the planned alliance will
serve the best interests of Arab
countries but this alliance serves
Israel’s interests, too,” said Tarek
Fahmi, a political science professor at Cairo University. “This is
why this alliance should be part of
a package for ending regional problems, including the inability of the
Palestinians to establish their own
state with East Jerusalem as its
capital.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Egypt’s parliament to consider changing presidential term limits
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

A

senior parliamentary official said the Egyptian
parliament would consider demands to amend
the constitution and change presidential term limits, which could
allow Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi to extend his time in
office beyond 2022 when his current term ends.
“Amending the constitution is
a must now, given the huge challenges facing our country,” MP
Salah Hasaballah, the spokesman
for parliament, said.
Hasaballah’s
remarks
were
made shortly after well-known
Egyptian journalist Yasser Rizk
wrote an opinion article calling
for Sisi to be given more time in
office. Writing December 29 in
Egypt’s al-Akhbar newspaper,
Rizk, a former Sisi speechwriter,
said the constitution had been
drafted in haste and called for Article 140 of the constitution to be
amended.
Article 140 states: “The President of the Republic shall be
elected for a period of four calen-

dar years, commencing from the
day following the termination of
the term of his predecessor. The
President may only be re-elected
once.”
Calls for lengthening presidential terms started even before Sisi
was re-elected last March and the
focus on changing the constitution seems not to be on withdrawing the two-term limit but increasing the length of each presidential
term. Rizk called for a presidential
term to be increased to six years,
meaning that, if passed, Sisi could
remain in office until 2024 without facing re-election.
“This amendment should be a
transitional one, meaning that it
should not apply to future presidents,” Rizk added.
Rizk is not alone in seeking an
amendment to Egypt’s constitution. There is a growing chorus of
Sisi supporters saying he should
be given more time in office.
Similar demands have appeared
on Egyptian television screens,
in the legislature, from political
parties backing the president and
even in Egypt’s courtrooms.
A pro-Sisi lawyer has filed a
lawsuit to commit parliament to
debate a list of proposed amendments to the constitution, includ-

ing changes to articles regarding
the presidential term.
Those propagating longer presidential terms say Sisi needs to
stay longer in the top post to complete the reforms he started after
becoming president in 2014 after
a military-backed popular uprising against Islamist President Muhammad Morsi.

Hasaballah referred to
political, economic and
security challenges that
make Sisi remaining in
office a necessity.
“Eight years are far from enough
for the president, any president,
to implement his reform programme to the full,” said Moataz
Abdel Fattah, a professor of political science at Cairo University.
“Only in the United States can a
president stay in power for eight
years but Egypt is not as politically stable as the United States.”
Sisi’s economic reforms made
life difficult for the poor and millions of middle-class Egyptians
but are also credited with keeping
the economy from collapsing.
He has also led a war against ter-

rorism, modernising the military
to confront an adapting threat.
The introduction of major statefunded projects also sought to
help ordinary Egyptians to mixed
results.
It seems reforms are paying off
with Egypt’s economic growth
rate rising, exports increasing and
imports decreasing. Tourism is returning amid improving security
conditions, although a late December terrorist attack targeting
a tourist bus in Giza demonstrates
that the threat will perhaps never
end.
Sisi has not commented on the
wave of calls to amend the constitution. However, in November
2017, he told the US news channel
CNBC that he opposed introducing amendments to the constitution to allow multiple terms for
the president. A month earlier,
he told the French news channel France 24 that he preferred
amendments to the constitution
not be introduced while he is in
office.
The fear among Sisi’s opponents
is that changing the constitution
to allow presidents to stay longer
in power would erase gains of the
two revolutions that swept autocrat Hosni Mubarak from power in

2011 and removed Morsi in 2013.
“Amending the constitution
will take us many steps back,”
said Hassan Nafaa, a political science professor at Cairo University.
“Introducing limited presidential
terms and making the transfer of
power possible were among the
most important gains of the 2011
revolution.”
Mubarak stayed in office for 30
years and was reportedly grooming his son to succeed him, with
many viewing his actions to do
so as a main impetus behind the
revolution.
The 1971 constitution, which
allowed Mubarak to obtain five
6-year terms in the presidency,
was amended a short time before
he took over in October 1981 so his
predecessor, Anwar Sadat, could
stay in office longer. However, Sadat was assassinated by an Islamist militant.
Hasaballah referred to political,
economic and security challenges
that make Sisi remaining in office
a necessity.
“Egyptians made two revolutions and they know that the time
of endless rule is over,” he said.
“It is up to the people to decide
whether the constitution should
be amended or not.”
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Storms put fate of Syrian
refugees in Lebanon on the line
Frozen camps.
Syrian refugee
children stand
near tents at a
makeshift camp
at the Lebanese
border town
of Arsal,
Lebanon,
January 9.

Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

A

strong winter storm hit
Lebanon’s makeshift refugee camps, piling snow
and rain on those torn between the machinations of Lebanon’s politics and Russian plans for
their repatriation.
ReliefWeb, a service of the UN
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, said more than
70,000 Syrian refugees, more than
half of whom are women and children, are at risk, and more bad
weather is expected.
Juriya Ramadan, from Deir ezZor, Syria, told ReliefWeb from her
flooded shelter in the Bekaa Valley:
“People are sick. Everywhere there
is water. We cannot sleep at night.
It has been three days like this. All
night we sit and watch the kids and
we cannot do anything for them.
Their situation is very bad.”
“From the very start of Syrian
refugees’ arrival to Lebanon (in late
2011), those in the unofficial camps
have been living in the kind of conditions one still sees across much
of the Bekaa Valley today,” analyst
Alex Rowell said.
Shelters of little more than thermoplastic sheets strung across
breeze blocks and old tyres, often
with no electricity, water or sewage
dot Lebanon’s countryside.
“Some have been able to fortify
and develop these structures, using
bricks and cement and other rudimentary construction materials,”
Rowell said, “but, if so, this has
been either of their own initiative
or with the assistance of one NGO
or another.”
Shrinking aid budgets and broken
promises among donor countries
exacerbated living conditions in the
camps and policies have been left
to dictates of local concerns.
“While
some
municipalities
have taken on disproportionately
high numbers of refugees, spend-

(Reuters)

ing above-average per capita sums,
others have flat-out refused to accept any refugees,” Rowell said.
“Many enforce curfews at night
and other discriminatory measures
against Syrians.”
However, for Lebanon’s caretaker
government, paralysed by division
and with a cabinet apparently no
closer to being formed than when
the country went to the polls in
May, the crisis is unlikely to draw
any major policy change.
“I think there’s been a real growth
in the sympathy for the refugees
among the people of Lebanon,”
Nasser Yassin, director of research
at the American University of Bei-

rut’s Issam Fares Institute said.
“Certainly, looking at social media you see that people are concerned. However, I don’t think it’s
going to mark a major policy shift.
People are too concerned about
domestic politics and maintaining
Lebanon’s sectarian balance.”
Russia has been making the case
for the refugees’ return to Syria,
which would bolster the Assad regime’s legitimacy and help Moscow
make the case for further international involvement in Syria’s costly
reconstruction process.
“I think the terrible conditions
in the camps do help reinforce
the case for their return,” Yassin

said, “However, we’re still to hear
as much from the refugees themselves.”

Shrinking aid budgets and
broken promises among
donor countries exacerbated
living conditions in the
camps and policies have
been left to dictates of local
concerns.
Whatever the argument may be
in the Kremlin, it doesn’t necessarily translate to the rain-sodden, frozen camps of Lebanon. For many,
that refugees now have the option

of returning “yet overwhelmingly
choose to remain in such unimaginable misery,” Rowell said, “only
further underscores their aversion to life under [Syrian President
Bashar] Assad’s regime.”
That refugees would rather remain in the camps than return to
the prospect of torture, detention,
conscription or the “staggering official corruption and misrule at all
levels,” Rowell continued, adding,
“Even freezing winters in flooded
camps [are] preferable by comparison.”
Simon Speakman Cordall is a
freelance journalist.

Viewpoint

Vanished imam tears apart Lebanese-Libyan relations
Rami Rayess

Discovering the
truth behind the
disappearance of
the imam is only
the beginning and
there is a long road
ahead to even
reaching that point.

T

ensions between
Lebanon and Libya go
back decades, beginning with the sudden
disappearance of Imam
Moussa Sadr, a Lebanese reformist clergyman, in 1978.
The imam was invited to Tripoli by
Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi
and last seen there August 31 of
that year.
Upon his arrival in Libya, no
official meetings were recorded
with Qaddafi or any other official.
Weeks later, Libyan authorities
said he had left the country for
Italy, a claim denied by Italian
authorities who investigated the
issue.
Each year since, the Amal Movement, which Sadr established, has
remembered his disappearance
with mass protests. The movement’s leader, Parliament Speaker
Nabih Berri, has refused to support
normalisation with Libya until
answers about the vanished imam
are provided.
After the eruption of the Libyan
revolution in February 2011 and
the killing of Qaddafi after 42 years
of despotic rule on October 20,
2011, an official Lebanese delegation headed to Tripoli to find the
long-awaited truth behind Sadr’s
disappearance. Little progress was
made because Libya’s interim government was overwhelmed with
other challenges.
Despite the tensions, several
steps were taken to improve ties,

A poke in the eye. An Amal Movement supporter holds a picture
of Imam Moussa Sadr (R) during a ceremony held in Baalbek,
last August.
(AFP)
even before Qaddafi’s ouster.
Several Lebanese leaders visited
Tripoli. Former Lebanese President Amine Gemayel and leader
of the Progressive Socialist Party
Walid Jumblatt made the trip.
Former Secretary-General of
the Communist Party George
Hawi headed a political-economic
delegation in 2003 in an attempt to
open the Libyan market to Lebanese agricultural products.
However, tensions flared this
year due to the Arab Economic
Summit in Lebanon. Leading up

to the annual event, a Libyan economic delegation was barred from
entering the country via Lebanon’s
international airport, the Libyan
flag was defaced and removed by
members of the Amal Movement
and Berri refused to facilitate
Libya’s participation in the event.
Lebanese Prime Minister-designate Saad Hariri, who, facing political deadlock, has been unable
to form a new cabinet, expressed
regret that the Libyan delegation
was not present at the summit,
drawing Berri’s ire.

As a result, Libyan-Lebanese
relations have crept into internal
Lebanese politics, with certain
Lebanese parties criticising what
they believe to be the Amal Movement holding the two countries’
relations hostage to the Sadr issue.
In 2014, a memorandum of
understanding on the Sadr issue
was reached between the two
countries, allowing Lebanese
authorities access to investigative
resources over the case. However,
the memorandum was never
fully implemented due to a lack of
cooperation and the case remains
unresolved.
UN Special Envoy to Libya
Ghassan Salame, who is a former
Lebanese government minister,
said a new understanding between
Lebanon and Libya should be
reached regarding the Sadr issue,
clarifying that he is pursuing his
mission in Libya as UN envoy and
not a Lebanese citizen.
Obviously, a lot needs to be done
to resolve the decades-old issue
but discovering the truth behind
the disappearance of the imam is
only the beginning and there is a
long road ahead to even reaching
that point.
In the meantime, relations
between Lebanon and Libya are
likely to remain troubled and a
source of division at home.
Rami Rayess is a Lebanese
writer. Follow him on
Twitter: @RamiRayess.
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Recording Israeli abuses despite ‘organised whitewash’
Sharmila Devi

● Talking with Hagai El-Ad,

director of B’Tselem, the Israeli
Information Centre for Human
Rights in the Occupied
Territories.

H

agai El-Ad is director
of B’Tselem, the
Israeli Information
Centre for Human
Rights in the Occupied Territories.
Founded in 1989, during the first
Palestinian intifada, B’Tselem’s
Israeli and Palestinian researchers
document human rights abuses.
The group campaigns for an end
to the Israeli occupation of the
Gaza Strip, West Bank and East
Jerusalem.
El-Ad, who served in an elite
unit during his obligatory Israeli
military service, studied physics
and astrophysics before becoming
an activist, first for gay and then
for Palestinian rights. In October,
he addressed the UN Security
Council. He said the Israeli government “will not silence us,” for
which he was labelled a “traitor”
by right-wing Israelis.
El-Ad (HEA) spoke with The
Arab Weekly (TAW) via telephone.
TAW: What drew you to activism and how does it sit with your

“In terms of practical
changes to our
strategy, two years
ago we decided to
stop filing complaints
to the military
authorities… not give
them any credibility,
which they do not
deserve.”
Director of B’Tselem
Hagai El-Ad

military past?
HEA: “I think it was a gradual
process of waking up to reality.
The way things are here isn’t fine.
We live in a situation of prolonged
injustice but it’s hard to see that
and it’s hard to wake up to that.
“Of course, once you wake up
to that it’s hard to imagine how
you didn’t see it because it’s so
self-evident and unacceptable.
I’ve never said anything about [my
military service] because I think
there’s a tendency in Israel for
people to need to celebrate their
military career in order to have
credibility and I reject that.”
TAW: Has B’Tselem’s work
changed?
HEA: “This is year 30 since the
organisation was established. Unlike most NGOs that are pleased
when they have an occasion
to celebrate a round birthday,
we’re not that organisation. No
one thought in 1989 when the
organisation was founded that it
would reach 30 years because no
one thought the occupation would
persist for such a long time. We
would have been delighted to go
out of business a long time ago.
“It’s not just the passage of
time, it’s the accumulation of
facts on the ground and the immense investments in building
infrastructure and permanent settlements in the West Bank.
“What has changed in recent
years is that we can skip the
lip service because the Israeli
leadership is speaking with more
sincerity about its genuine intentions. There is a closing of the
gap between what Israel does and
what Israel says, it’s becoming
more transparent.
“So we can cut to the chase
to statements by [Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin] Netanyahu
and by others on everything from
‘there will be no Palestinian state’
and ‘all the settlements will stay
where they are,’ ‘we will always
control all of Jerusalem,’ ‘we will
always control the Jordan Valley’
and so on.
“By this point in time, Palestine
is gone. These are all frank statements of one variation or another
of the reality we’ve all been living
in for the past half-century.”

a broken system that needs our
assistance in order to function
well. In fact, what we’re dealing
with is an organised whitewash
that is meant to deliver impunity
while at the same time providing
a pretence of a credible investigation. We decided two years ago to
stop working with that system,
to stop filing complaints to the
military authorities, to call a spade
a spade.
“We continue to investigate
such cases but we publish our
findings to the public and not
file complaints to the army and
not give them any credibility, which they do not
deserve.”
TAW: How do you
cope with the criticism
and abuse you’ve
received?
HEA: “It’s not enjoyable to deal with this.
At the same time, I’m
a Jewish citizen of
this country and that
comes with many
privileges and protections that Palestinians do not enjoy.
I’m well aware of
that and I think that
people of privilege
need to use that to
advance justice because I’m exposed
to almost none of
what my Palestinian colleagues are
exposed to.
“A quarter of our
team are Palestinian researchers,
three of them in Gaza
and the others in the
West Bank and East
Jerusalem and they are
exposed along with all
of the Palestinians living
under Israeli military occupation to harassment,
beatings, detention and
worse.”

TAW: How are you dealing with
this situation?
HEA: “For B’Tselem, this has
translated into a number of
strategic changes in our work
in recent years. One is a human
rights-based demand for an end to
the occupation. We’re saying it’s
obvious there’s never going to be a
realisation of the human rights of
Palestinians as long as occupation
continues.
“How do we see a path to that?
The only way we see that happening in a non-violent fashion
is through assertive international
action hence the consistent voice
you’ve been hearing from
B’Tselem in recent years to
the international community, before the UN
Security Council and
many other places
around the world.
We say loud and
clear that there are
international responsibilities to protect
human rights, they
are not being met,
and if the world
actually stands up
to its responsibilities then we have a
fighting chance to
end the occupation in a nonviolent fashion.
“In terms
of practical
changes to our
strategy, two
years ago we
decided to stop
filing complaints to the
military authorities. The issue of
accountability in
instances in which
the Israeli security
forces have abused
or injured or killed
Palestinians in circumstances that are
not justified, this is a key
human rights issue. We’ve
investigated hundreds of
case files over the years.
“We realised we had to
follow where the facts lead us,
which is we’re not dealing with

Sharmila Devi is
a former British
correspondent in the
Middle East and writes on
political and social issues
in the region.

Viewpoint

The Rafah crossing and geopolitical realities
Adli Sadeq

As the Egyptians
continued their
efforts towards
Palestinian
reconciliation, Hamas
and Palestinian
President Mahmoud
Abbas’s camp were
behaving irrationally.

S

ince the Palestinian
Authority took control
of the Palestinian side
of Gaza’s Rafah Border
Crossing, openings of
the barrier have been the
result of relative agreements between Egypt, Israel and the United
States.
Egypt intentionally kept the
crossing closed so the Gaza Strip
does not lose its character of being
an occupied territory. Egypt would
sometimes open the crossing for
humanitarian reasons.
Although Israel did not leave
any troops inside the strip after its
disengagement from Gaza in 2005,
the Israelis did besiege and control
the Palestinian territory. Israel
carried out birth registrations and
issued identity cards to Gazans. Israeli currency is still in circulation
in Gaza and banks in the enclave
are linked to the Israeli banking
system.
When the crossing was opened,
a de facto third geopolitical geography was established in Gaza in
which the strip was separated from
the West Bank.
This geopolitical reality strengthened Hamas — an offshoot of the
Muslim Brotherhood — in Gaza,
something that the Egyptian side is
not willing to accept. The issue was

also detrimental to the equation of
having a unified Palestine.
The same type of independent
political geography did not materialise for Palestinians in the West
Bank on the Jordanian-Palestinian
border. This reality reveals plans
for establishing a separate Palestinian entity in Gaza. This is what the
Egyptians were keen to avoid for
reasons related to security as well
as to their historical commitment
to the Palestinian cause.
When Hamas grabbed control of
Gaza from the Palestinian Authority in 2007, Rafah remained shut
except for urgent humanitarian
cases. Hamas tried to win Egyptian
recognition of Hamas’s security
authority over the crossing on the
Palestinian side but the Egyptians
did not oblige because the issue
went beyond Egyptian decisions.
The Israeli side objected to that
and the Americans, of course, supported the Israeli position.
As the Egyptians continued
their efforts towards Palestinian
reconciliation so that Gaza regains
its character of being part of the
Palestinian territories in the socalled peace process, Hamas and
Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas’s camp were behaving irrationally. They lacked a strategic
vision of the situation, while Gaza

inhabitants continued to suffer.
At first, Hamas rejected the
legitimacy of the peace process
that brought it to power in Gaza.
Hamas denied the need for deescalation with Israel and called
for immediate resistance. Gaza was
turned into a rocket-launching pad
and a platform for the resistance
propaganda.
These developments suited
Israel’s hostile intentions very well.
Gaza has become wedged between
the resistance and its offensive
programme until the Palestinians
in Gaza, including Hamas, ended
up in a defensive position.
To stop the evil deeds of the
Israelis, Hamas found itself committing to the theory of a defensive
resistance, to truce agreements
and to denouncing its own rockets.
From then on, Hamas could only
bemoan the enemy’s crimes in
Gaza and beseech different sides to
mediate.
In this confusion, the Egyptians
were trying to heal the Palestinian
rift and achieve reconciliation but
it was like taking one step forward
and two steps back. Abbas showed
a great deal of intransigence. The
Egyptians continued to try with
him but he kept demanding the removal of the so-called self-defence
weapons of the Palestinian resist-

ance in Gaza, a condition that no
Palestinian would accept.
It has become clear that Abbas does not wish and has never
wished for reconciliation. There
is a small difference, however,
between then and now.
In previous years both sides
refused to reconcile because each
had its own illusions and misperceptions. Recently, however,
Hamas has lost most of its illusions
and is no longer the main reason
for the failure of reconciliation. Abbas wants Hamas to surrender and
give up its weapons but to whom?
To an authority that is responsible
for destroying its own institutions?
An authority that Abbas and his
entourage have hijacked with no
legal or constitutional basis?
It must be said that when the
Palestinian Authority’s official
police took over Rafah crossing,
they made it easier for travellers
to cross to the Egyptian side with
respect. As for the journey on to
Cairo, it was still waiting for further
understandings between Abbas
and Egypt to end the Palestinians’
suffering during their entry and
exit. However, Abbas has not done
that yet.
Adli Sadeq is a Palestinian writer
and political analyst.
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After 16 years
of Erdogan
rule, Turks are
less religious
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

A

fter more than 16 years under a government led by a
party with roots in political
Islam, Turks are less religious today than in the past, a new
study indicated.
A survey by the Konda research
and consultancy company has ignited debate about the effects of an
Islam-inspired government on society.
The poll, which compared views
on various lifestyle aspects among
Turks today with those from 2008,
said 51% of respondents described
themselves as “pious,” compared to
55% ten years earlier. In the same
decade, the figure of those asked
who said they were atheists or
“without belief” rose from 2% to 5%.

Observers said one of the
reasons for the Konda
results is that Turks are
disillusioned by public
demonstrations of piety by
people accused of arrogance
and corruption.
Konda’s findings suggest that an
increasing number of Turks, while
still conservative and religious,
said they feel less bound by Islamic
rules, are more aware of women’s
rights and more tolerant of different
religious views.

The percentage of people defining themselves as “religious” — as
opposed to “pious” — rose from
31% to 34%. About 45% of survey
participants said they were “traditional conservative,” up from 37%
ten years ago. The number of Turks
defining themselves as “religiously
conservative” fell from 32% to 25%.
While about 67% of Turks today
said they follow fasting rules during Ramadan, the figure was more
than 75% in 2008. The percentage of
Turks insisting that a woman must
have her husband’s permission to
get a job fell from 69% to 55%, the
poll stated. Also, 40% of respondents said their bride or groom could
be of another faith, up from 30% in
2008.
“The result of Islamism is the escape from Islam,” Mustafa Akyol, a
senior fellow at the Cato Institute in
Washington, commented on Twitter.
Since the Justice and Development Party (AKP) of Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
achieved power in November 2002,
it has faced accusations that it wants
to turn Turkey’s secular republic
with a Muslim majority population
into a country ruled by Islamic laws.
The AKP, a party founded as an
off-shoot of an Islamist group, denied the charge. It said it has merely
abolished laws and regulations discriminating against observant Muslims — such as a ban on headscarves
in public institutions — that were introduced before it took over.
Selim Sazak, a US-based Turkey

Changed society. Turkish young women look on as veiled women pass by in front of a fast-food
restaurant at Istanbul’s Istiklal Avenue. 							
analyst, said the Konda poll reflected “a typical case of reactionreaction,” given the way the AKP has
ruled the country. “The more you
impose a social agenda on the people, the more they react against it,”
Sazak said via e-mail.
The AKP has overseen the rise of
a new Muslim elite. Female government ministers in headscarves have
become the norm, as have speeches
by politicians peppered with religious references. Critics say public
displays of Muslim piety have become an important career move for
politicians and public servants.
Observers said one of the reasons
for the Konda results is that Turks
are disillusioned by public demonstrations of piety by people accused
of arrogance and corruption.
Sazak said the AKP’s “very public
pursuit” of Islamisation “made political Islam’s contradictions too apparent in the public eye.”
He pointed to the public persona
of Erdogan, an observant Muslim
who is fiercely proud of his lower-

middle-class background. However,
he lives in a 1,000-room presidential
palace in Ankara, is accused by critics of having amassed huge wealth
and oversees extravagant menus at
state receptions, where guests drink
dragon fruit smoothies and eat ginger and salmon sushi.
“What’s happening now is that a
growing segment of the Turkish society is comfortable with renouncing religion alongside religious politics,” Sazak said.
Commenting on the religious aspects of the Konda poll and other religious issues is not without risk for
Turkish scholars. Cemil Kilic, a theologian and high school teacher, said
on Twitter that he was fired from his
teaching job following a campaign
by Yeni Akit, an Islamist newspaper,
that presented him as a “teacher
against religion.”
In a Twitter post, Kilic said atheism and deism — a belief that God
created the universe but does not
influence events on Earth — were
on the rise in Turkey. “This rise is

(AFP)

especially strong among children
of conservative families,” he wrote,
adding that actions by Turkey’s state
authorities for religion, activities by
Islamic sects and “policies by the
AKP” were among the reasons for
the development.
Ihsan Eliacik, a maverick author
and theologian, has emerged as one
of the leading government critics
in the context of Islam. Eliacik is
the spiritual leader of a movement
depicting itself as a group of anticapitalist Muslims arguing that the
AKP is selling out Islamic values by
embracing capitalism.
“Even in the lifetime of the Prophet, inequality was a problem,” Eliacik said at a recent workshop in
Istanbul on “Islam and the Left,” in
which anti-Erdogan Muslims and
leftist intellectuals explored ways to
cooperate despite a long history of
enmity.
“Concerns of the left — about
workers, about the downtrodden,
about equality — are not alien to Islam,” Eliacik said.

Viewpoint

What safe zone? Turkey’s margin to manoeuvre in Syria shrinks
Yavuz Baydar

Erdogan sees Moscow
as his only hope but
he may get nowhere
in terms of assistance
for his Syria plans.

A

nalysing events in the
Middle East is like palm
reading through opal
glass — nothing is as it
seems and not much is
clear. Today’s political winner is
tomorrow’s big loser. Those in power
would be wise to listen to good
advice, pay attention to history and
think everything through more than
twice.
US President Donald Trump is
the latest victim of his own impulsiveness. Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, who has also been
misled by his own delusions of
grandeur, doesn’t seem to be able to
recover from what looks like a massive misstep.
With ripple effects of the US decision on military withdrawal from
Syria, both Trump and Erdogan are
in serious trouble. Both have been
cornered by their short-sightedness.
The January 16 terror attack in
Manbij in north-eastern Syria, in
which four US troops were among
the 20 people killed, may be just one
of the unexpected events linked to
Trump’s decision. It is hard to tell
what has been set in motion in the
complex situation in Syria but the
attack will probably lead to consequences that will add to the drama.
Aside from that, the American side
realises the implications of a pullout
from Syria. It means abandoning a
key role in defining Syria’s future. It
is tantamount to a declaration that
the UN-backed Geneva process is
null and void and it leaves a wider
opening for Russia and Iran.
Soon after Trump’s stunning
announcement of the American
pullout, this column argued that,
despite Ankara’s euphoric reaction,
Erdogan would not emerge a winner.

Calling the shots. Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) meets
with his Turkish counterpart Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Sochi, last
September.
(Reuters)
There has been much zigzagging
in Washington since then. There is
every indication that Ankara is more
squeezed diplomatically than ever
before and that it has much less
room for manoeuvre between the
major players in Syrian theatre.
Much of the talk in Turkey has
centred on a so-called safe zone, a
strip along Syrian-Turkish border.
Erdogan said Trump has given
Turkey the green light to set up a
safe zone, more than 500km long
and 32km wide. The region referred
to as “east of the Euphrates” is vast.
Do the maths and it is clear from the
American and Turkish statements
that they have a completely different
understanding of what this zone is
to be about.
Initially, Erdogan was talking
about building houses in the safe

zone with US financing. Perhaps, the
Americans found the idea so laughable he received no reaction from
Trump or his aides.
Yasar Yakis, a former Turkish foreign minister, explained to the Ahval
news site that Turkey wants to go it
alone in controlling the safe zone.
The United States wants to secure
the Kurdish presence in north-eastern Syria and a no-fly zone through
the United Nations. At another level,
there seems little clarity on how the
American pullout will be handled by
the two allies.
Aaron Stein, an American expert
on military issues in Syria, posted
on Twitter: “The US non-paper
says that the US and TR (Turkish
Republic) will coordinate on the
withdrawal but, per my understanding, the US withdrawal is not con-

ditioned on agreement w/ TR. Why
does this matter? If the buffer zone
talks implode, the countermoves by
the other actors important to future
of NE (north-eastern Syria).”
It is not about if but when the
buffer zone talks implode. Syria
has told Turkey that any move into
its territory will be considered a
hostile act. Russian Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov indicated hesitation
about Ankara’s intentions to control
a large zone in Syria. Iran is keeping its counsel because it sees the
impractical nature of the Turkish
position. After the attack in Manbij,
the Americans may modify their
decision on Syria.
The positioning of all four powers
helps to explain a lot. It makes clear
that there cannot be a Turkeycontrolled safe zone inside Syria
without consent from all. The safe
zone will remain a verbal reality. It
is ridiculous to suppose Turkey will
enter foreign territory uninvited,
disregard Kurdish private properties
and start huge construction projects.
Experts agree that a safe zone
would, in any case, require a UN
Security Council decision.
Faced with this reality, Erdogan
sees Moscow as his only hope but
he may get nowhere in terms of
assistance for his Syria plans. Russia
has become impatient with what
it views as Turkish inability or
unwillingness about Idlib. Jihadists
there are advancing instead of being
disarmed by Ankara. It is safe to
assume that Moscow will talk tough
on Idlib. Clearly, Turkey’s margin to
manoeuvre has shrunk.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journalist
and regular columnist for The Arab
Weekly.
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Debate
1979 again? Spectre of unrest hangs over Iran
Ali Alfoneh

S

oft-spoken, bespectacled, grey-haired with
3-day stubble and always
wearing a suit, Ali Rabiee
looks as if he might be
an academic. He is, in
fact, a former labour minister in
Iranian President Hassan Rohani’s
government, a revolution-era labour
activist and a former Intelligence
Ministry official.
He is well able to offer measured
and well-judged analysis of the
plight of the Islamic Republic.
Rabiee recently delivered an unambiguous message. In an interview
January 13 with the Iranian Students
News Agency (ISNA), Rabiee
addressed the spectre of unrest
hanging over the Iranian regime and
argued that the beginning of the
end is the moment when the ruling
elites begin to fight each other.
Rohani’s former minister said
inequality and the widening gap
between the haves and have-nots in
Iran contributed to the unrest but so
did “the people with smartphones

The question is: Do rival factions
among the elites agree and will
they manage to set aside the
push for short-term gain to
secure the regime’s longevity?

in their hands, who constantly face
the contrast between the life they
desire and the reality they live in.”
Rabiee emphasised that the greatest danger was factionalism and
rivalries among the regime’s elites.
“A political current somehow desired to humiliate the government
and organise street rallies against it,”
he said.
The former minister said: “Investigations show that the protests
and unrest, which first played out
in Mashhad, were dominated by
a political current that rivals and
opposes the government… Those
protests ignited countrywide uprisings.”
The reference is to the seemingly spontaneous December 2017
protests in Mashhad, Iran’s second
largest city, against soaring prices
of basic food items. The demonstrations, which appeared to have
begun over economic grievances,
acquired a political dimension with
the crowd shouting slogans such as
“Death to Rohani” and “Death to the
dictator.”
Rabiee warned of the recurrence
of uprisings in Iran and the message
it would send. “There is permanent
dormant dissatisfaction [with the
regime] and there are plenty of reasons for this, [in particular] because
of unfulfilled expectations… and
there is no optimism concerning the
future,” he said.
Rabiee has the experience and the
background to make an astute assessment. Born into a working-class
family in Javadieh neighbourhood
in southern Tehran, he worked as a
technician at General Motors before
the revolution. There, he organised

strikes, which brought him to the
attention of the SAVAK, pre-revolutionary Iran’s intelligence service.
After the revolution, he joined
the nascent Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps and volunteered for
front-line duty during the 8-year
war with Iraq. Towards the end of
the war, Rabiee joined the Ministry
of Intelligence and Security, successor to SAVAK, which had surveilled
him before 1979.
It was around this time that
Rabiee, known by the pseudonym
“Ebad,” had the opportunity to meet
General Hossein Fardoust, a childhood friend of the shah. Fardoust,
who once served as deputy chief
of SAVAK, betrayed the shah in the
course of the revolution and helped
the transfer of power to Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini and his followers in 1979.
Fardoust’s betrayal, however, did
not secure his freedom after the
revolution. Towards the end of his
life, he was interrogated by Rabiee,
who recounted the important lesson
he learnt from the general. “I was
having afternoon tea with Fardoust
and he told me: ‘Once those on top
of the system collapsed and [the regime] lost its cohesiveness, the shah
could no longer prevail.’”
Rabiee argues the Islamic Republic is facing a similar challenge.
His analytical point of departure is
the unrest that began in December
2017 and continued into 2018. In his
opinion, the unrest is different from
other protests in Iran. “Previously,
we normally explained street-level
rebellion [as caused by] external
influences but this time we must
consider domestic rivalries as the

Unambiguous message. Former Iranian Labour
Minister Ali Rabiee.		
(Twitter)
engine of protests,” he told ISNA.
Then, he addressed the issue
more directly. “Repetition of this
kind of unrest is possible because
the root causes of those protests are
present,” he said, stopping short of
comparing the protests of 2018 with
the revolution of 1979.
“Revolution must deliver an
alternative to existing conditions,”
Rabiee added. “A revolution has
a leader and revolutions involve
different social classes… none of
which were present during the 2017
and early 2018 unrest.”
Rabiee’s analysis is not inaccurate.
The question is: Do rival factions
among the elites agree and will
they manage to set aside the push
for short-term gain to secure the
regime’s longevity?
Ali Alfoneh is a senior fellow
at the Arab Gulf States Institute
in Washington.

Will 2019 usher in Iran’s transition to the rule of state?
Khattar
Abou Diab

F

ebruary will mark the
40th anniversary of the
Khomeinist revolution in Iran. With the
obvious and tangible
effect of US sanctions
and widespread internal protests,
questions are being raised about
the likelihood of Iran’s opening a
new chapter in its political history
by either doing away with the
long-standing revolution ideology
inside Iran or by marking the start
of the countdown for the end of
the Iranian era in the Middle East.
Clear answers to these questions
are difficult to come by given the
ambiguity in US President Donald
Trump’s approach to Iran and to
the transformation of the new
world order into something like
the law of the jungle.
The striking contrast in the
evolution of Iran in the last four
decades is the blatant contradiction between its failure to build
a normal national state focused
on the interests of its people and
in playing a positive regional role
and its successes in expanding its
influence abroad.
This expansion was achieved in
part to the ideological, religious
and material means invested in it
but thanks to the so-called gifts it
received from Washington in the
forms of the elimination of Iran’s
arch-enemies in Kabul and Baghdad and of relying on Tehran and
its role in post-Saddam Hussein
Iraq or in the war against terrorism
and Sunni-Shia strife.
During Ayatollah Ruhollah

Iran’s imperial project, from
the mountains of Yemen to the
mountains of Lebanon via
Syria and Iraq, seems to have
succeeded but the price was
heavy.

Khomeini’s time, Iran tried to
export its revolution to Iraq but
failed even after eight years of
war with Iraq (1980-88). Following 2003, however, Tehran
launched its regional expansion,
especially during the presidency
of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (200513) and under the watchful eye
of Iranian Supreme Leader Ali
Khamenei and with the help of
former President Akbar Hashemi
Rafsanjani. He died in mysterious
circumstances in 2017.
Indeed, Tehran took full
advantage of the policies of the
Obama administration, which
opted for a partnership with Iran
at the expense of Washington’s
Arab alliances. Using the cover
of the historic nuclear deal, Iran
bolstered its ascendancy from the
shores of the Arabian Gulf to the
shores of the Red Sea and those of
the Mediterranean.
However, history in the Middle
East shows that the rise and fall of
regional roles is a result of shifts in
regional or international balances
and marks the beginnings and
ends of specific eras. With the possibility of political and economic
fluctuations and their weight
in changing the face of history,
geography remains a major factor
determining policymaking. Along
with economic ambitions, it is the
engine behind wars.
This fluctuation in regional
powers left traces in the history
of the Middle East. Iran’s actions
during recent decades illustrate
this observation.
The Middle East experienced
the downfall of the so-called Arab
regional order, especially after
the US invasion of Iraq, and this
resulted in a strategic vacuum that
Turkey, Israel and Iran rushed to
fill.
It was Iran, however, that benefited most from this transformation thanks to the United States’
understanding since the days of
American-Iranian cooperation in
Iraq after the 2003 invasion and
to the enthusiasm of the Obama
administration.
The outcome of the Iranian era
in the Middle East has not been remarkable both inside and outside

Iran. Over the years, the Iranian
regime failed to establish a new
state structure with effective and
efficient governing institutions.
The objectives of the parallel
revolutionary state in Iran, its
methods and interests were bound
to clash with old official state
structure, which is fading away.
The greatest paradox in Iran with
respect to the demands of the
people is that those who on the
surface and on paper hold the
reins of power (the presidency
and the government) do not really have the power of decision.
The real decision makers in Iran
are the supreme leader and his
entourage. They are immune from
accountability.
Iranian Health Minister Hassan
Ghazizadeh Hashemi recently
resigned to protest the ministry’s
budget cuts. The country is heading towards austerity to cope with
deteriorating economic conditions.
Because of US sanctions that
have hit the banking sector and
dollar-based transactions in addition to the oil sector, the Iranian
rial took a sharp dive losing more
than 60% of its value against the
dollar. Tehran expects to finance
35% of the 2019 budget from oil
revenues, based on an expected
oil price of $50-$54 a barrel, and
on exporting 1 million-1.5 million
barrels per day.
Economic difficulties are expected to worsen given China’s
withdrawal from the massive Paris
gas project, the withdrawal of
Russia’s Russneft Group from Iran
and the European Union’s inability
to adopt an alternative mechanism to circumvent Washington’s
sanctions.
One of the most prominent
causes of the crisis in Iran is
increasing control of the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps over
the economy and the large
military budgets in parallel with
the collapse of the environment
and the destruction of water
resources.
Billions of dollars that ought to
have been invested in development, infrastructure and benefits
for the Iranian people have been

spent on the nuclear programme,
military programmes and external
expansion in Yemen, Gaza, Iraq,
Syria and Lebanon.
Iran’s imperial project, from
the mountains of Yemen to the
mountains of Lebanon via Syria
and Iraq, seems to have succeeded
but the price was heavy. Entire
countries have been devastated
and their social fabric ripped
apart. Historical relations between
the different peoples of the region
took a direct hit.
All of this has happened because
the regime of velayat-e faqih has
its own ideological programme,
which is detached from the interests of the Iranian state.
Its main objective is to become
the leading force of the Islamic
world. The Iranian regime lives
with the idea that it is a major
power that is difficult to conquer.
Its stock-in-trade is anti-America
and anti-Israel slogans, which it
uses as cover for its expansionist
agendas.
To form and consolidate its
regional axis, the Iranian regime
is constantly playing on rivalries
among Washington, Moscow,
Beijing and Europe. To circumvent
US and international sanctions,
the Iranian regime is counting on
its deep penetration of Iraq as well
as on its strategic agreements with
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and the Pakistani regime.
However, the regime’s jig is up in
Iran and it is teetering on the edge
of the abyss. Over the past months,
Iran has experienced popular protests that touched on all aspects of
society and life. Massive protests
nationwide mobilised millions of
citizens across the country.
The demands of the Iranian citizens are to restore their historical
national state and close the page of
the regime of the rule of the jurist.
Ayatollah Mahmoud Hashemi
Shahroudi’s death may have
signalled the beginning of the inability to renew this page and the
beginning of the end of the Iranian
era inside and outside of Iran.
Khattar Abou Diab is a professor
of geopolitical sciences at the Paris
Centre for Geopolitics.
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Zaghari-Ratcliffe case gaining global attention
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

I

ran is finding itself under increased international pressure
over the case of imprisoned
British-Iranian aid worker Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe, who went
on a hunger strike in an attempt to
secure medical treatment. There
have been calls for Britain to grant
her diplomatic protection and take
stronger actions to secure her release.
The hunger strike began days
after Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s husband
revealed that his wife had been
“pushed to the edge” after she was
pressured by Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps officers to spy for Iran.
“They tried to push her to become a spy for Iran in the UK,”
Richard Ratcliffe said January 14 at
a news conference. “She was told it
would be safe for her and safer for
her family if she agreed to do this.
She was told to think about it and
that they would return. She felt
she’d been warned that spying was
[the] only way she’s get out. She
has been terrified ever since.”
Zaghari-Ratcliffe was sentenced
to five years in prison after being
convicted of spying against Iran in
2016. She denies the charges, with
few outside Iran saying the Thomson Reuters Foundation project
manager is guilty.
Despite being eligible for parole,
Zaghari-Ratcliffe remains in Tehran’s infamous Evin prison, where
she has complained of lack of medical treatment.
Her decision to undertake a 3-day
hunger strike, in conjunction with
similar action by Iranian human
rights activist Narges Mohammadi,
who is also imprisoned and reportedly in need of urgent medical
care, secured medical attention.
“It’s outrageous it’s had to come
to this for Nazanin and Narges,”
Amnesty International UK Director
Kate Allen said in a release. “Nazanin and Narges are prisoners of
conscience, forced to resort to des-

perate, life-endangering measures
simply to get vital medical care.
“The Iranian authorities should
stop playing cruel games with
Nazanin and Narges and immediately release them. Pending their
release, they should be allowed the
medical care they urgently need.”
The wider political implications
of Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s detention
increased following reports of the
hunger strike, with UK Foreign
Secretary Jeremy Hunt summoning Iran’s ambassador to the United
Kingdom to discuss the issue.
“Today I summoned the Iranian
ambassador to demand Nazanin
has immediate access to the health
care she requires. Her ongoing detention is TOTALLY unacceptable
and her treatment at the hands of
Iranian authorities is a fundamental breach of human rights,” Hunt
posted on Twitter, calling on Iran
to “take action now.”
Iranian Ambassador to the United Kingdom Hamid Baeidinejad
said the campaign to free ZahghariRatcliffe, which is being spearheaded by her husband, as “unhelpful.”
“The way he [Ratcliffe] is trying to politicise the matter and
publicise it is not helpful… It is
only making this more complex,”
Baeidinejad said.
Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s family hopes
to convince the UK Foreign Ministry to grant her diplomatic protection, a process that would give the
British government greater powers
to assist her while making family
visits more likely.
“We want the government to
stop saying tough words and [start]
making tough acts,” Ratcliffe said.
Diplomatic immunity would
move Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s detention
beyond the usual consular level
and make it a state-to-state issue.
In addition, six UN human rights
experts have called on Tehran to
take urgent action.
“We urge the [Iranian] government to immediately and unconditionally provide Nazanin
Zaghari-Ratcliffe and Narges Mohammadi with access to the appropriate treatment and care they

Ongoing ordeal. Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe embraces her daughter Gabriella in Damavand, Iran,
following her release from prison for three days, last August. 					
(AFP)
have repeatedly requested in light
of their serious health concerns,” a
joint statement said.
The statement was signed by
Dainius Puras, special rapporteur
on the right to health; Diego GarciaSayan, rapporteur for independent
judges and lawyers; Nils Melzer,
special rapporteur on torture;
Seong-Phil Hong, chair-rapporteur
on the working group on arbitrary
detentions; Michel Forst, special
rapporteur on human rights de-

Despite being eligible for
parole, Zaghari-Ratcliffe
remains in Tehran’s
infamous Evin prison,
where she has
complained of lack of
medical treatment.

fenders; and Javaid Rheman, special rapporteur on human rights in
Iran.
“The authorities must urgently
address the violations that are the
basis of their hunger strike protest,” the statement said, warning
that if Tehran failed to do this, this
could be considered “cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or
even torture.”
The increased pressure on Iran
comes at a time when Tehran is
seeking to convince global partners, including the European Union to circumvent US sanctions
after Washington unilaterally withdrew from the Iran nuclear deal last
year. Tehran wants the remaining
signatories to the nuclear agreement a special purpose vehicle to
allow Iran to continue trading oil
but many in Europe question why

they should seek to assist Iran
when it is demonstrating increasing intransigence.
“This is a brutal regime and we
are seeing that with the denial of
medical attention to Nazanin,”
British MEP Margot Parker told
Britain’s Daily Express newspaper,
adding that she had called on the
EU high representative and European Parliament to take a stronger
stance to protect Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s
rights.
“There comes a point when you
have to stand up and be counted.
The EU cannot hold the value of
human rights if it is tied to the appalling misery and the shocking
behaviour of the Iranian regime,”
she said.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Turkey moves to widen influence among Muslims in Europe
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

urkey is moving to widen
its influence among Muslims in western European
countries following steps
by governments there to weaken
Ankara’s grip, critics said.
Participants at a conference in
Cologne, Germany — under the
auspices of Turkey’s state religious
authorities and attended by a Muslim Brotherhood representative
— created a secretariat in Ankara
tasked with organising Europewide meetings of Muslims every
two years.
The 3-day conference in January
also called for the establishment of
a “coordination council” to serve as
an interlocutor for other organisations and for state bodies.
“Until recently, Ankara’s religious outreach to Europe mainly
targeted the Turkish Muslim diaspora,” Aykan Erdemir, a senior fellow at the Foundation for Defense
of Democracies, a Washington
think-tank, said via e-mail. “Lately,
the Turkish government has been
extending its outreach to Europe’s
wider Muslim diaspora, in part as
a reaction to the ongoing debates
about a ‘European Islam’.”
The meeting in Cologne was organised by Turkey’s Directorate for
Religious Affairs, or Diyanet, and
its German affiliate, known as Ditib.
Turkish news reports said Hussein
Mohammed Halawa, secretarygeneral of the European Council
for Fatwa and Research, an organisation in Dublin with close links
to the Muslim Brotherhood, was

among the approximately 100 attendees. Local officials in Cologne
said they knew nothing about the
conference, local newspaper Kolner Stadt-Anzeiger reported.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan often casts himself in the
role of a protector of Muslims everywhere. He has sharply criticised
Israel for its treatment of Palestinians and Myanmar for the forced
displacement of the Muslim Rohingya.
Diyanet is an important tool
of Turkish soft power. The body
sends hundreds of Turkish imams
to Germany and other European
countries; Ditib runs about 900
mosques in the country. Diyanet
has overseen the construction of
dozens of mosques beyond Turkey’s borders, among them the biggest mosques of the Balkans, built
in Albania.
European countries are wary of

perceived efforts by Erdogan’s government to use the approximately
5 million people of Turkish origin
in Europe for its political ends,
while Ankara accuses Europe of
turning a blind eye on an increase
in Islamophobia on the continent.
Relations between several EU
countries and Turkey were thrown
into crisis when Erdogan said the
Europeans were applying “Nazi
methods” following a ban in Germany and the Netherlands on
Turkish election campaign events
in their territory.
Turkey has been sending imams
to mosques in Germany, Austria
and other European countries for
decades but that role has come
under scrutiny in recent years.
News reports in Germany accused
Ditib of spying on Erdogan critics
in Turkish mosques in Germany, a
charge the association denied.
Some European officials have

promoted the idea of a “European
Islam” to better integrate Muslims
into their countries’ societies and
to weaken the influence wielded by
Turkey and some other nations.
Last November, Germany’s conservative Interior Minister Horst
Seehofer called for an “Islam for
Germany, an Islam of Germans”
and asked Muslim congregations in
his country to phase out financial
support from abroad, a statement
seen as a reference to Turkey. Austria’s government last year closed
seven Turkish-run mosques and
initiated investigations against
40 imams for allegedly accepting
money from Turkey.
Some of the Cologne meeting’s
conclusions appeared to be a direct
response to those developments.
“Islam is a religion of peace that
defends the same universal values
everywhere in the world,” said an
18-point communique issued at the

Calculated moves. The official inauguration of the Cologne Central Mosque, last September.

(Reuters)

end of the meeting and posted on
the Ditib website.
“Restrictions of Islam defining it
as belonging to a certain region or
nation by adding adjectives — like
‘German Islam,’ ‘French Islam,’
‘Belgian Islam’ or ‘European Islam’
— contradict the universality of Islam, which enlightens all eras and
places at the same time,” the statement said.
Volker Beck, a former German
lawmaker who teaches at the Centre for Religious Studies at Ruhr
University in Bochum, Germany,
said the conference in Cologne was
a sign that Turkey was trying to
gain a supervising role over Muslim
groups in Europe.
The Diyanet wanted to “tie Muslims in all of Europe to Turkey”
with the help of the coordination
body supported by the Cologne
meeting, Beck wrote on Twitter.
“Instead of Euro-Islam or German
Islam, the answer [for Turkey] is
to have all reins over Muslim organisations converge in Ankara.”
The Diyanet did not respond to a
request for comment.
Erdemir pointed out that Ankara
regarded the issue of a “European
Islam” with suspicion. “Erdogan
sees these debates as a European
attempt [to] curb his influence and
responds not only to be strengthening his patronage of Turkish
Muslims but also other Muslim diasporas,” he wrote.
“This strategy also resonates
with Turkey’s growing patronage
of Muslim Brotherhood networks
globally, as Erdogan aims to bolster
his leadership credentials as the
patron not only of Turkish Muslims
abroad, but also of other Muslim
diasporas.”
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Fearing for his life,
Turkish player skips
NBA game in London
Thomas Frank

Washington

L

ike many Turkish people, Enes Kanter has been
sharply critical of Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Unlike other critics, however, Kanter is an international
basketball star who plays for the
New York Knicks in the National
Basketball Association (NBA) and
assails Erdogan publicly.
Kanter’s criticism of Erdogan
and his fear of retaliation led the
26-year-old to take the extraordinary step of skipping a team trip
for a January 17 game in London
where the Knicks played the Washington Wizards.

Kanter’s fears were
understandable and his
decision was supported
by teammates and the
NBA.
“I easily could be kidnapped or
killed by Turkish agents,” Kanter
wrote in a January 15 column in the
Washington Post explaining why
he avoided travelling outside the
United States. “Erdogan’s arms are
long. He hunts down anyone who
opposes him.”
Kanter’s fears were understandable — the Istanbul Chief Prosecutor’s Office drafted an international
arrest warrant and an extradition

request for Kanter, the Istanbul
newspaper Daily Sabah reported —
and his decision was supported by
teammates and the NBA.
Kanter has openly supported
Fethullah Gulen, the Turkish cleric
and Erdogan opponent who lives
in self-exile in the United States.
Turkish prosecutors claim Kanter
has funded the Gulenist terror
group in Turkey that is blamed
for the July 2016 attempted coup
on Erdogan. Kanter denies such
charges.
Kanter grew up in Turkey and
played basketball there, including a stint on the Turkish national
team in 2008 before moving to
the United States in 2009 to attend school. He joined the NBA in
2011, playing for the Utah Jazz and
Oklahoma City Thunder. He was
traded to the New York Knicks in
September 2017 and is the team’s
third-leading scorer and leading
rebounder this season. He is the
Knicks’ highest-paid player, collecting a reported $18.6 million this
season.
Kanter began criticising Erdogan after the 2016 coup attempt,
prompting the Turkish government to cancel his passport and
issue an arrest warrant for him for
his supposed membership in the
Gulenist group. Kanter remains a
Turkish citizen and does not have
a US passport, which makes leaving the United States risky for him.
“I am definitely a target and Erdogan wants me back in Turkey

Safe distance. Turkish NBA player Enes Kanter watches his team, the New York Knicks, play the
Washington Wizards at the O2 Arena in London on television, January 17.
(Reuters)
where he can silence me,” Kanter
wrote in the Post.
When Kanter was in Indonesia
in 2017 running a children’s basketball camp, he was pursued by
Indonesian police after the Turkish government told them he was
dangerous, Kanter wrote.
“Erdogan is a strongman and I
knew there would be a backlash
for the things I’ve said about him
and the Turkish government but I
didn’t know it would be like this. I
receive many death threats,” Kanter wrote.
Although some teammates said
they don’t understand why Kanter
is speaking out they support him,
Kanter wrote.

When Turkish prosecutors said
in 2017 that they planned to charge
Kanter for criticising Erdogan and
would seek a 4-year prison sentence, Kanter told a New York
newspaper: “Four years? That’s it?
For all the trash I’ve been talking?”
NBA Commissioner Adam Silver
issued a statement January 17 in
support of Kanter. “These are significant issues that he is dealing
with,” Silver said. “There’s nothing
more important to me, as the commissioner of the league, [than] the
safety and security of our players
and so we take very seriously the
threats that he has received.”
Kanter’s situation reflects the increasingly international nature of

the NBA, the world’s premier basketball league. When the current
season started in October, 108 of
the league’s 450 players were born
outside the United States, including six from Turkey. The NBA has
players from 43 countries including Egypt, Israel, Mali and Tunisia.
The NBA has worked to broaden
its international appeal and started
having regular-season games overseas in 1990. The league’s games in
London began 2011, selling out the
20,000-seat O2 Arena.
The game that Kanter skipped
was riveting. The Washington
Wizards overcome a huge deficit
in the final minutes and beat the
Knicks, 101-100.

Viewpoint

The disaster of US democratic imperialism
Francis Ghilès

Democratic
imperialism
unleashed sectarian,
ethnic and ideological
fights that have set
back the Middle East
for a generation.

T

he United States has
begun withdrawing its
troops from Syria after US
President Donald Trump
pledged to disentangle
his country from foreign wars.
Misgivings about Trump’s moves
were shared across a broad spectrum of the Washington political
establishment for whom democratic imperialism has become a
way of life.
After 9/11, American neoconservatives articulated a vision
of foreign policy that favoured the
use of force to impose democratic
institutions on oppressed people
on the pretext that, because people
subjected to authoritarian rule
are unable to determine their own
fate, foreign powers have a moral
obligation to forge their destiny for
them.
Yet, as historian Andrew
Bacevich noted, despite the relative strength of the US armed forces reaching its zenith in the postCold War era, the United States’
well-equipped, well-endowed,
well-trained and highly disciplined
troops have “been unable to accomplish any of the core tasks they
have been assigned… We send
troops off to war but they do not
achieve peace. Instead, America’s
wars and skirmishes simply drag
on, seemingly without end.”
There are many reasons that
explain this sorry state of affairs,
not least that the armed services
have been designed, Bacevich
continued on a blog posted last
April on TomDispatch.com, “not to
defend the country but to project
military power on a global basis…
actually defending the United
States qualifies as an afterthought.
It trails behind other priorities such
as trying to pacify Afghanistan’s
Kandahar province or jousting with
militant groups in Somalia.”
There are perhaps 800 US
military bases around the world
and the costs of running this

policy have been hugely expensive,
greatly adding to the nation’s debt.
Now consider the Middle East,
which has been the focus of most
US military activity over the past
generation. The democratic imperialist ideal is predicated on the
conviction that people across this
vast region are culturally homogeneous, that their middle classes
are strong and politically assertive,
that their citizens are mindful of
their duties to one another and
that a social and institutional basis
for democracy exists.
This analysis is flawed as senior British and French military
commanders who opposed their
respective countries from joining
the United States in Iraq in 2003
and Libya in 2011 realised. Some
commanders saw shortly after the
fall of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan that attempting to build
democracy in that country was an
act of folly, notwithstanding the
democratic aspirations of many
Afghanis.
Many people there could not
agree on the essential contours
of the nation, much less the basic
nature of the state. Fundamentalists there, as across the Arab
world, define “nation” in terms of
a community of Muslim believers
whose interpersonal relations are
governed by Islamic law while
nationalists define it as those who
share a common language, culture
and heritage, bound together by
civil laws and secular institutions.
Minorities in Afghanistan, Iran
and Arab countries define the nation in terms of their own peculiar
sectarian traits, dominated by
institutions that ensure proportional representation — the Copts
in Egypt and Maronites in Lebanon
illustrate the point.
Non-Arab minorities define it in
linguistic cultural terms — the Berbers in Algeria offer a case in point.
Tunisia, which is religiously
homogeneous and has no linguistic

minorities, has accommodated a
democratic debate since the fall
of Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011
not least because the revolt that
toppled him was home grown, not
encouraged or influenced from
abroad. The Tunisian middle class
is stronger than in most Arab countries and the influence of women
has been greater than elsewhere in
the region, due to their emancipation three generations ago under
Habib Bourguiba.
The so-called Arab awakening
posed a huge predicament to the
United States. From having ignored
democracy in the name of oil at the
outset of “America’s War for the
Greater Middle East,” the title of
Bacevich’s 2016 book, the United
States after 9/11 declared itself democracy’s greatest champion.
Not for the last time since the
advent of the Islamic Republic
of Iran in 1979, US policymakers
“concluded that eliminating a single bad actor is the key to solving
a much larger problem,” Bacevich
wrote in his book. Not for the last
time US policy makers failed to
grasp that there is no unifying aim
to “the war against terrorism.”
There are other, deeper, reasons
why the broader Arab world is not
ripe for democracy.
The Arab and Berber, Kurdish,
Sunni or Shia mind are perfectly
capable of liberal thought but
institutional and traditional social
barriers constitute formidable
obstacles to its realisation. They
oppose the spirit of checks and
balances, separation of church
and state and individual freedoms
that characterise most Western
democracies.
The Middle East inherited
from its Ottoman, Mamluk and
caliphate predecessors a tradition
of centralised bureaucracy and an
authoritarianism symbolised by
monarchs or military dictators for
whom consolidating their power,
suppressing the opposition and

preserving economic privilege for
clan were more important than
economic and educational development for all.
Middle-class forces have remained weak when faced with
military, monarchical, clerical or
agrarian forces whose priorities are
far removed from democracy.
Democratic rule does not simply
rest on free elections. If they are
not accompanied by institutional
and economic reform, the result is
stalemate, as Tunisia is discovering.
Free elections in Iraq handed
power to the Shias and greater
influence to Iran, exactly the opposite of what the US neo-conservatives had intended. In Egypt they
are a blueprint for whoever holds
the military.
Ahead of the US invasion of
Iraq in 2003, a senior US academic
warned the chief of staff of the
vice-president of the United States
that free elections in Iraq would
hand greater power to Iran. “You
understand history, we make it,”
was the arrogant response of Lewis
“Scooter” Libby.
Democratic imperialism unleashed sectarian, ethnic and ideological fights that have set back
the Middle East for a generation. It
has utterly failed to revitalise most
countries it has visited.
Sectarian and ethnic strife,
frustration and paralysis, the restoration of autocratic rule — these
have been the consequences of a
half-baked theory, which, from
the start, contained the seeds of its
own destruction.
Maybe Donald Trump is wiser
than we think but it is odd is that,
for a president whose doctrine is,
very simply, being anti-Obama, his
policy in Syria is not all that different than his predecessor’s.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Abu Dhabi’s energy
summit tackles urgency
of climate change
Caline Malek

Abu Dhabi

P

olicymakers, top government officials and academics gathered from around the
world at the World Future
Energy Summit in Abu Dhabi to address climate change.
With only 12 years left, experts
said, to keep the world below a 2-degree Celsius temperature change —
said to be the limit to avoid a climate
change — energy is seen as a central
aspect of addressing that challenge.
The aim in the United Arab Emirates is to increase the contribution
of clean energy to the total energy
mix from 25% to 50% by 2050, reduce the country’s carbon footprint
of power generation 70%, increase
consumption efficiency 40% and
save approximately $190.6 billion
over the next 30 years.
“Over this past decade, the world
has made advances that exceeded
even the most optimistic projections,” said Sultan Ahmed al-Jaber,
UAE minister of state and chairman
of Masdar, at the opening of the
summit, which is part of the Abu
Dhabi Sustainability Week.
“In 2009, there were less than 14
gigawatts of installed solar capacity
around the world and, today, there
are nearly 400 gigawatts,” he said.
Wind power has demonstrated
similar growth, expanding from 121
gigawatts to 539 gigawatts. “With
wind and solar both becoming increasingly price competitive, each
is on a path to breaking 1,000 gigawatts of power within only the next
five years,” Jaber noted.
“Throughout this progress, the
UAE has leveraged its energy expertise to play an influential role as a
catalyst for and an incubator of clean
energy and sustainability. As early
adopters and developers of some of
the largest solar plants in the world,
from Shams 1 to the Mohammed bin
Rashid Al Maktoum Solar Park, the
UAE has injected confidence in the
renewable energy industry within
our region and far beyond our borders.”

Jaber spoke of the country forging
strategic partnerships with companies and governments to improve
energy access from West Africa to
the Pacific islands while strengthening and diversifying energy supply
in the United Kingdom and Serbia
with some of the largest and most
complex onshore and offshore wind
projects in the world.
With Masdar recently investing
in offshore wind turbines in Saudi
Arabia — the country’s first and the
largest in the region — trends are indicating that sustainable energy will
be a preferred choice for investment
in the future.
“This and many other projects
will definitely accelerate the most
significant renewable energy market in the Middle East and will set
in motion the kingdom’s ambitious
58 gigawatt-target, representing a
key component of the Saudi Vision
2030,” Jaber said. “We are building
bridges across borders and bringing
the public and private sectors together around a single, one common
cause.”
As the world’s population grows,
driving demand for energy and resources, sustainable development
will become more critical.
“This imperative is embedded in
the UAE’s Vision 2071, which seeks
to leverage disruptive technology
and breakthrough innovation to advance our energy leadership, further
diversify our economy and truly
achieve sustainable development,”
Jaber said.
“As we enter the Fourth Industrial
age, artificial intelligence, big data
and the Internet of Things are multiplying efficiencies and redefining
possibilities across each and every
industry. This era of industry convergence has the potential of completely transforming the sustainability landscape.”
As this year’s sustainability week
focused on the symbiotic relationship between sectors to create lasting and tangible effects across every
facet of sustainability — environmental, social and economic, Jaber
spoke of the Zayed Future Energy
Prize, which evolved into the Zayed
Sustainability Prize.

New
dynamics.
UAE Minister
of State and
Chairman of
Masdar Sultan
Ahmed
al-Jaber
during the
opening
ceremony
of the World
Future Energy
Summit.
(Masdar)

“From restoring power after a
devastating typhoon in the Philippines to lighting up the lives of
schoolchildren in Kenya and turning
a grandmother in Malawi into a solar
power entrepreneur, the refocused
prize has been a power lever of real
and true humanitarian impact,” he
noted.
“It will deepen and amplify this
impact by extending its focus beyond energy to include water, food
and health and a special award
dedicated to the next generation of
young innovators who will deliver
the breakthrough sustainable solutions that are very much needed for
the future.”
The summit, themed “Industry
Convergence: Accelerating Sustainable Development,” explored how
industries are responding to digital
transformation in global economies
and the opportunities it presents,
focusing on energy, climate change,
water, the future of mobility, space
and biotechnology
“As responsible global citizens, we
are committed to partnering with
the international community in the
pursuit of sustainable development,
to advancing research and development of promising and commercially viable forms of clean technology
and to investing in the next generation of sustainability pioneers and
innovators,” Jaber concluded.
“This commitment is embed-

ded in the defining principles of a
progressive, inclusive, tolerant and
forward-thinking UAE. If we have
the vision, the will and the commitment to act in partnership for a sustainable future, the possibilities of
progress are just limitless.”
Sustainability is a top priority the
UAE strives to implement. Thani alZeyoudi, UAE minister of climate
change and environment, said: “The
world is witnessing a technological
revolution that can considerably accelerate the pace of sustainable development through connecting the
physical and digital worlds.”
“Over the last couple of years, our
attention as a global community has
been focused on game-changing
events,” said Adnan Amin, directorgeneral of the International Renewable Energy Agency. “We have now
added climate change, with the
Paris Agreement and the dire conditions around carbon mitigation.”
Energy is a central aspect of addressing that challenge. “The energy strategy of Abu Dhabi is one
of those iconic examples — 70% decarbonisation in a country with the
biggest per capita carbon footprint
in the world and a 44% renewable
energy target is a transformational
plan but it’s one that can be met,”
he said.
Caline Malek is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Saudi Aramco IPO still on the table

A

Jareer Elass

series of developments
suggest that Riyadh
may be putting pieces
in place for the longawaited limited sale of
shares in state oil and
gas firm Saudi Aramco, including addressing the more immediate hurdle
of the company buying a controlling stake in petrochemicals giant
Saudi Basic Industries Corporation
(SABIC).
Results from an independent audit
of Saudi Arabia’s oil and natural
gas reserves and the fact that Saudi
Aramco would have to open its
financial books as part of a global
bond issuance indicate that the
Saudi government wants to reassure
investors that it is taking transparency seriously.
Citing an audit conducted by US
consultancy DeGolyer and MacNaughton, Riyadh said that its crude
reserves were higher than previously
estimated.
Saudi Aramco held 268.5 billion
barrels of oil reserves at the end of
2017, up from a previous estimate of
266.3 billion barrels. Based on current production levels, Saudi Arabia
could theoretically produce oil for
another 70 years.

France agrees
to 1 billion euro
loan to Iraq
French Foreign Minister JeanYves Le Drian announced new
support for Iraq’s reconstruction
efforts during a trip to the country.
France would issue a 1 billion
euro ($1.1 billion) loan over the
next four years, Le Drian said.
“French businesses are absolutely
available to contribute to Iraq’s
reconstruction,” he added.
Paris granted Baghdad a $512
million loan in 2017 to help implement reforms and improve public
services, whose dire state sparked
protests last summer.
(Agence France-Presse)
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The kingdom’s gas reserves were
put at 325.1 trillion cubic feet (Tcf),
up 17.2 Tcf from a previous estimate.
The audit is the first third-party
review of the kingdom’s oil and gas
reserves in approximately 40 years
because Riyadh has traditionally
considered such information an
issue of national security. The Saudi
government hopes that the audit
will alleviate concerns of potential
investors in the Saudi Aramco initial
public offering (IPO) regarding longstanding rumours that the kingdom’s oil capacity was in decline.
The idea of selling up to 5% of
Saudi Aramco through an IPO
involving the kingdom’s local stock
exchange, the Tadawul, and one
or more foreign bourses, was first
broached three years ago. The sale
is intended to raise as much as $100
billion for the state sovereign wealth
fund — the Public Investment Fund
(PIF) — to invest in domestic and
foreign opportunities as a means of
reinventing the kingdom’s economy.
The IPO, the centrepiece of Saudi
Vision 2030, has faced challenges,
including industry scepticism about
the government’s $2 trillion valuation of Saudi Aramco, Riyadh’s
reluctance to be fully transparent
about company finances and operations and questions about what will
ultimately be offered for sale and
on which foreign bourses the shares
would be listed.
Adding to the delay was the

Briefs

regime’s decision last summer for
Saudi Aramco to purchase most or
all of the government’s 70% stake in
SABIC, which technically is owned
by the PIF. Government officials
made it clear that the sale process
would affect the time frame for
the IPO, with the expectation that
the share floatation would not take
place until at least 2020.
In recent comments about Saudi
Aramco issuing its first international
bonds, Saudi Oil Minister Khalid
al-Falih said the kingdom plans to
have the IPO in 2021 and that the
bond issuance would be conducted
in the second quarter of 2019 and
will “probably be in the $10 billion
range.”
The Saudi government pressed
Saudi Aramco to acquire the SABIC
shares to strengthen the oil firm’s
downstream portfolio in advance of
the eventual IPO. However, with the
presumed value of $70 billion for the
government’s total stake held by the
PIF, the move is essentially a creative assets swap between two state
firms giving the sovereign wealth
fund a well-needed cash injection.
Given that Vision 2030 has been
slow to generate a large amount of
revenue because the IPO stalled,
there is speculation that a $70 billion
infusion into the PIF could rescue
the Saudi regime from having to go
through with the IPO.
Riyadh has encouraged Saudi
Aramco to drum up cash for the

SABIC purchase through domestic
and international bond issuances as
well as securing bank loans. Falih,
however, indicated that the bond
issuance next quarter “is intended
to give Aramco multiple sources of
capital” and is not necessarily linked
to the SABIC purchase.
He also stressed that, in issuing the global bonds, Saudi Aramco would release its financial and
reserves data, a step that the firm
reportedly has not taken since 1980.
The global bond issuance will come
on the heels of the Saudi government raising $7.5 billion from global
bond sale January 9, the first debt
sale for Riyadh since journalist
Jamal Khashoggi’s killing.
Several moves Saudi Aramco has
made to enhance its downstream
sector could signal its preparation
for an eventual IPO. The firm established a wholly owned subsidiary,
Saudi Aramco Retail Company, to
sell fuel through a planned domestic
network of petrol stations and Saudi
Aramco has taken 100% ownership of a Dutch rubber company,
Arlanxeo.
In its push to expand beyond its
oil business, Saudi Aramco has been
pursuing investment opportunities involving petrochemicals and
chemicals production.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues for
The Arab Weekly.

Saudi Arabia
urges ‘fair’
energy transition
Saudi Arabia called for a “fair”
and gradual energy transition as
it unveiled a domestic renewable
energy programme.
“Balancing greenhouse gas
emissions will take decades,”
Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih
said at Abu Dhabi Sustainability
Week. “It’s not going to be done
overnight.”
The kingdom plans to create “a
global hub of renewable energy
capability” over the coming decades, producing upward of 200
gigawatts of power.
(Agence France-Presse)

Turkey keeps
main interest
rate unchanged
Turkey kept its main interest
rate unchanged for a third time
since a dramatic hike in September, in line with market expectations and helping the lira rally
against the dollar.
The central bank said in a statement that the 1-week repo rate
would remain at 24%. Inflation in
Turkey remains in double digits.
The Turkish lira gained more
than 1% to 5.3 liras to the US dollar
after the announcement.
(Agence France-Presse)

Egypt non-oil
private sector
activity shrinks
in December
Egypt’s non-oil private-sector
activity shrank for a fourth month
in December but the rate of contraction slowed from November,
the Purchasing Managers’ Index
survey showed.
Private sector activity has expanded in only five months in the
last three years. The contraction
was the slowest in four months.
Daniel Richards, MENA Economist at Emirates NBD, said that
though activity had shrunk, an
expansion in purchasing activity
indicated private sector activity
may be about to improve.
“There are other factors within
the survey data that suggest that
the Egyptian economy will begin
2019 in a relative position of
strength,” he said.
(Reuters)
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Electronic transactions modernising Egypt’s tax, finance systems

E

Mohamed
Hammad

gyptian Finance
Minister Mohamed
Maait said he was
acting swiftly to wrap
up the 100,000 tax
appeals filed and to
remove obstacles
from investors’ paths.
Maait said tax disputes that
have been settled include major
investment companies operating
in the food industry, mills,
engineering services, chemical
industries, telecommunications,
tourism and electronics, as well as
import-export companies.
He pointed out that the initiative was meant to alleviate
burdens on investors and reflects
the government’s desire to
improve investment conditions in
Egypt. He noted that the government has no intention of increasing taxes and said his ministry’s
plan was to maintain the stability
of the government’s fiscal and
financial policies to create a
suitable business environment.
The Egyptian Finance Ministry
is involved in expanding the base
of taxpayers without disturbing
tax rates through an electronic
payments system, Maait said.
“The government is updating tax
schedules destined for investors
with the idea of consolidating any
investor’s various tax files under a
unique registration number
beginning next May,” he said.
Tax revenues account for 77.8%
of total state budget revenues in
Egypt and about 14.6% of the
country’s GDP. The government is
seeking to increase that percentage to about 18% of GDP within
four years.
The Finance Ministry has
prepared a draft of the electronic
bill and projects relating to taxes
on advertisements in websites and
social network platforms and to
the e-commerce sector, in general,

are in the works to gather a greater
share of e-commerce in global and
domestic trade.
Maait said the state’s electronic
system of public finance has been
activated. The ministry has closed
61,000 bank accounts held by
government agencies and
replaced them at the central bank
with a Unified Treasury Account.
Government payments by paper
cheques have been eliminated and
all payments are made electronically. This has led to an improved
overall performance and sped up
the transfer of funds to government services, Maait said.
He pointed out that the state
budget has been fully digitised,
from the preparation phase to the
final closing of accounts. He said
the Finance Ministry faced a
series of challenges in this regard,
including training 15,000 employees on the new methods.
The new budget, which goes
into effect in July, is focused on
the social dimension and on
attaining a growth rate of about
6.5% on the way to achieving 8%
growth by 2021-22.
To reach those target rates, an
average rate of 25% in investments is needed, Maait pointed
out, saying the unemployment
rate must be reduced to about 8%
from its current 11.8%. The
country’s economy must provide
900,000 new jobs annually and
poverty rates must be below 25%,
he said.
Maait said Egypt’s GDP during
the new fiscal year will reach $350
billion, compared to this year’s
$295 billion. The goal is a surplus
of 2% in the budget before

Maait pointed out
that the state budget
has been fully
digitised, from the
preparation phase to
the final closing of
accounts.

deducting interest on public debt.
This will contribute to reducing
the state budget deficit to 7% and
drive inflation rates down to
about 10.9% annually, he said.
The government plans to reduce
the public debt-to-GDP ratio to
approximately 80% in the 2021-22
budget, compared with 108% in
2017 and 91% in the current fiscal
year.
Maait said the economic reform
programme implemented by
Cairo in the last period and
financed by the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) has been
hailed as a success by credit rating
institutions. The agencies have an
overall positive picture of Egypt’s
economic future, Maait pointed
out.
He stressed that the economic
reform programme was 100%
locally designed and is working
following the government’s
planning efforts to implement it.
It was like bitter medicine for a
patient and the IMF acknowledged the Egyptian economy’s
capacity for growth, another
success of the reform programme.
Maait also highlighted that
Egypt has not fallen one day
behind paying its external debts
and meeting its financial commitments, which should strengthen
the confidence of foreign investors in the investment climate in
the country.
In the current state budget, the
interest payments on Egypt’s
external debts stand at about $30
billion, which represents about
10% of GDP and about 38% of the
overall budget.
Maait said the reform programme’s plans for restructuring
subsidies aim to make sure
subsidies reach only deserving
people. This explains increases in
spending on health, education
and social protection programmes.
Oil subsidies have fallen $1.2
billion, now accounting for 26.7%
of the total state subsidies. Last
year, they represented 33%.
Four phases of the planned five

Bolstering investors’ confidence. Egyptian Finance Minister
Mohamed Maait speaks at the Africa 2018 Forum in the Red Sea resort
of Sharm el-Sheikh, last December.
(Reuters)
in lifting fuel subsidies have been
implemented and the last phase
will see the total liberation of
energy prices. It was meant to be
implemented in July but Cairo
opted for the implementation of a
new pricing mechanism for
95-octane gasoline by the end of
last December and it is expected
that the same mechanism will be
extended to other types of fuel
and to electricity in the coming
months.
Maait said the government is
developing a partnership programme with the private sector in
the implementation of infrastructure projects, utilities and public
services. The move is to relieve

the state budget of some funding
of such projects, provide better
services to citizens and attract
more foreign direct investment.
The minister said partnership
programmes with the private
sector in infrastructure projects,
utilities and public services
enjoyed wide political support
and great cooperation from all
ministries. There are plans for
including the private sector in the
construction of 54 schools, the
main administrative building of
Ain Shams University and a dry
port in 6th of October city.
Mohamed Hammad is an
Egyptian writer.

Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum a powerful new global player
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

planned Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum is expected to expand cooperation between natural gas
producers and consumers in the
region, creating a powerful global
energy player and potentially providing Europe with an alternative
supply of gas.
“This is particularly true with
major producers in the region
agreeing to join hands in maximising benefits from new finds,” said
oil and gas expert Ramadan Abul
Ela. “Regional discoveries will
change the international map of
energy supply but this will materialise only when producers join
hands.”
The Eastern Mediterranean Gas
Forum (EMGF) was announced
January 14 in Cairo at a meeting of
energy ministers from Egypt, Cyprus, Greece, Israel, Italy, Jordan
and the Palestinian territories.
The forum, with headquarters in
Cairo, is planned to ease exploitation of Eastern Mediterranean gas
reserves to further economic development in the region.
“The forum will support producing countries by enhancing their
cooperation with consumer and
transitory parties in the region,” a
statement from Egypt’s Ministry
of Petroleum said. “It will take advantage of existing infrastructure

International standing. EU Commissioner for Energy and Climate
Action Miguel Arias Canete (C) visits the Zohr gas field facilities,
off Egypt’s Mediterranean coast.
(Twitter)
and develop further infrastructure
options to accommodate current
and future discoveries.”
The EMGF creates a “systematic
dialogue” between producers and
consumers on gas policies. Senior
energy officials in the countries
forming EMGF will begin consultations on its structure and then
recommendations to their energy
ministers who are to meet in April
to officially launch the forum.
Plans to establish the forum
come as Eastern Mediterranean
countries look to exploit recent

energy discoveries. Egypt has used
production from its huge Zohr gas
field, discovered off its Mediterranean coast in 2015, to halt costly
imports, satisfying local demand
and making plans to become a natural gas exporter.
Israel will start selling gas to
Egypt this year under a $15 billion
deal for the export of 7 billion cubic feet of gas annually over ten
years from its Leviathan field for
re-export.
Cyprus is intensifying gas exploration amid expectations that

drilling north of the Zohr gas
field will produce results.
Gas produced in the region will
likely end up in Egypt for processing before being sent to international markets, helping Cairo become a regional energy hub.
Apart from securing its domestic
needs, this would allow Egypt to
increase its international standing
at a time that reliance on natural
gas is growing, especially in Europe. Europe is dependent on imports from Russia but increasing
tensions between western European countries and Moscow is making this problematic.
“Egypt will be the main player
in the regional gas business,” said
Gamal al-Qaluibi, a member of the
board of the Egyptian Society for
Petroleum, an advisory body of the
Ministry of Petroleum. “It will play
this role for strong reasons, including its geographic location.”
Egypt has a strong petroleum
and gas infrastructure, including several refineries, liquefaction
plants and petrochemical factories, which is why it was chosen as
headquarters for the EMGF.
The EMGF is a first step in a
broader plan to develop the Eastern Mediterranean’s energy profile, including increasing gas exports and production and finding
new ways to transport natural gas
to international markets at a competitive price.
However, the EMGF has notable
absences from Eastern Mediterranean gas players, including Syria,

Lebanon and Turkey.
Turkey, an influential political
and military player in the region,
has opposed gas exploration off
Cyprus in areas it considers disputed waters. Political tensions
between various EMGF members
and Ankara also explain why it was
not part of the Cairo meeting.
Turkish energy experts, including some with close ties to the
government, have put forward
the idea of Ankara establishing a
north-eastern Mediterranean gas
forum with Northern Cyprus, Lebanon and Syria. However, few say
this could be a genuine rival to the
EMGF.

The EMGF creates a
“systematic dialogue”
between producers and
consumers on gas
policies.
“It is in Turkey’s best interests
to come on board as far as the new
forum is concerned,” said Rashad
Abdo, an economics professor at
Helwan University. “Eastern Mediterranean producers can help it
secure some of its gas needs but,
for this to happen, Ankara needs
to mend fences with its Mediterranean neighbours, which is why I
say the new forum will change the
rules of the game in the region.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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For Egypt, Africa
Cup of Nations
is more than just
a sports event
Amr Emam

Cairo

P

reparations are being made
in Egypt to host the Africa
Cup of Nations, set to kick
off in June, at a time Cairo
is seeking to reassert its ties with
Africa.
Egyptian Prime Minister Mostafa Madbouli established a special
panel to monitor readiness for the
football tournament and ensure
that stadiums used for matches of
the 24 teams participating in the
competition were in top shape.
“Our stadiums are completely
ready for the championship,”
Egyptian Youth and Sports Minister Ashraf Sobhi said. “Guest
African teams and fans will get to
know that the Confederation of
African Football (CAF) had selected Egypt to host the competition
for a good reason.”

Apart from seeking to woo
its neighbours and regain
its status in Africa, Egypt
is striving to prove that it
is a safe and stable
country.
Egypt prepares to host the Africa Cup of Nations after Cameroon
was stripped of hosting duties following concerns about the pace of
its preparations.
Qualification matches are to take
place March 20-26 with the Africa

Cup of Nations tournament set for
June 15-July 13. Those matches are
to be played in Cairo, Alexandria,
Ismailia, Port Said and Suez.
Inside government offices, the
Africa Cup of Nations is less about
football than about Egypt’s foreign
policy and economic prosperity.
Visits are being made to sports facilities and plans are being made
to make the best use of the competition in advancing Egyptian interests in Africa.
Egypt, which neglected ties
with the continent in the past, has
sought to strengthen its presence
in Africa in recent years, and views
the tournament as a priceless opportunity to do this. This is why almost every high-ranking official in
Egypt is watching preparations for
the event, particularly given questions over security at stadiums.
Fans only returned to Egypt’s
stadiums last year following the
Port Said stadium riot in February
2012 that left 74 people dead and
more than 500 injured. Since then,
Egypt’s domestic matches were
played in predominately empty
arenas, although CAF Champions
League games were played to full
stadiums, demonstrating Egyptians’ love of football.
Political talk shows are ditching
the issue of party politics, the opposition and what the government
did or did not do, to focus on the
Africa Cup of Nations.
“We must forget our differences
for now and focus on one thing:
How the organisation of the competition can be a success,” said

Raising the flag. Egyptian football fans with a picture of star player Mohamed Salah before an Africa
Cup of Nations Cup qualifying match in Alexandria, last November.
(Reuters)
Ahmed Moussa, host of “On My
Own Responsibility” on Sada alBalad TV.
Egypt has learned the lesson of
neglecting ties with African states
the hard way, particularly given
the effect on Cairo’s attempts to
negotiate with Addis Ababa over
the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance
Dam, which could have a major effect on Egypt’s share of Nile waters.
Egyptian companies and products are losing out in African markets to Turkey and Iran, threatening Egyptian strategic interests
and economic prosperity.
Militant groups in African countries, such as Mali, Somalia and
Nigeria, are believed to be coordinating with others active in North
Africa, particularly neighbouring
Libya.
“These are all reasons that make
it important for Egypt to revive its

ties with fellow African states,”
said Ibrahim al-Shuweimi, a former Egyptian assistant foreign
minister for African affairs. “Football is a popular sport in Africa and
it has a magical ability to bring
peoples together.”
Egypt is also preparing to take
over the presidency of the African
Union, a body that froze Egypt’s
membership in 2013 following the
ouster of Islamist President Muhammad Morsi.
Since Morsi’s ouster, Egypt
made a strong effort to return to
the African fold. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s first foreign trip as president in June 2014
was to attend an African Union
summit. Sisi has since made dozens of visits to African capitals and
welcomed many African leaders to
Egypt.
Apart from seeking to woo its
neighbours and regain its status in

Africa, Egypt is striving to prove
that it is a safe and stable country.
Cairo has made significant gains
in the fight against terrorism,
weakening the branch of Islamic
State in the Sinai Peninsula.
Approximately 100,000 policemen are to be deployed across the
country to provide security for the
Africa Cup of Nations, the Interior
Ministry said. Dozens of rapid intervention units will be posted in
host cities to secure the safety of
participating teams and the fans
expected to travel to Egypt for the
matches.
“Security conditions have improved greatly thanks to the huge
efforts made by the security establishment over the past years,” said
former Assistant Interior Minister
Magdi al-Bassiouni. “The competition will be a very good chance
for Egypt to show the world that it
is stable and secure.”

Vaping addiction sweeping Jordanian youth
Roufan Nahhas

Oversell.
An assortment
of e-liquids
sit next to two
portable
vaporisers.

Amman

V

aping devices are becoming popular in Jordan
especially among young
people, who have created a strong demand for trendy
e-cigarettes.
Young female and male vapers
seem infatuated by the shift to devices that use liquids containing
a mix of nicotine and flavoured
ingredients for practicality and
the misconception that it is less
harmful and helps quit regular
smoking.
“Carrying a pack of cigarettes
became something of the past.
Today, we have this small thing
that is easy to carry, comfortable
and there are lots of options regarding the design and flavours,”
said Ghada, who mentioned she
replaced smoking with vaping
when she was 16.
“The smell of tobacco usually
sticks to your hair and clothes but
with vaping you would smell like
coconut or chocolate,” added the
19-year-old university student,
who asked to be identified only
by her first name.
A 2016 report by the World
Health Organisation (WHO) stated that 32.2% of students aged 1315 use tobacco globally.
Vaping is also attracting older,
long-time smokers.
“When I discovered vaping, I
had doubts. I used to smoke one
packet a day and I was enjoying
it despite health warnings. Now I
shifted to vaping and find it very
comfortable and practical and
there are many flavours to choose

(Reuters)

from,” said George Sofia, 44, a
bank employee.
“We all know that, at the end, it
is all bad for your health but quitting is really not easy.”
A report by Tobacco Atlas, an
online resource that maps the
nature and magnitude of tobacco
use, placed Jordan eighth, immediately ahead of Russia and
Syria, in percentage of residents
who use tobacco. Jordan, Syria
and China (14th place) were listed
as the most tobacco-dependent
non-European countries.
The report said 942 million men
and 175 million women aged 15
and older smoke across the world.
More than 6 million people die
each year from tobacco use, To-

bacco Atlas said, adding that second-hand smoke caused 884,000
deaths in 2016.
Dr Jeries Emseeh said there are
uncertainties considering vaping
compared to regular smoking.

Young female and male
vapers seem infatuated by
the shift to devices that
use liquids containing a
mix of nicotine and
flavoured ingredients.
“Some say it is even worse than
smoking regular cigarettes; others
say it is safer so no one knows,”
Emseeh said. “Long-term effects

of e-cigarette usage are unknown
but researchers say that vaping
may modify the DNA in the oral
cells of users, which could increase their cancer risk but still
we need to wait and see,”
“I believe that vaping is the first
step towards smoking at a later
stage. The mere fact of holding
something in your mouth and
vaping may develop to regular
smoking and, as doctors, we recommend not to use vaping at all,”
Emseeh added.
E-cigarettes were introduced
in 2004 and have since become
smaller, easy to charge and taste
better than tobacco, users said.
“The different flavours appeal
to young people who do not like

the smell of tobacco, so they turn
to vaping like those who smoke
the hookah. Moreover, it is less
costly. The cost for an average
user is around $45 per month
compared to $75 per month for
a consumer of one pack of cigarettes a day,” said Marwan Abbasi,
owner of a tobacco shop in Amman.
The Jordanian Ministry of
Health banned the importation
of all vaping devices in 2017 as
a follow-up to the 2009 ban on
e-cigarettes. However, they are
available on the black market and
many people buy them abroad.
Jordan became a party to the
WHO Framework Convention
on Tobacco Control in February
2005, which led to smoke-free
places, a ban on tobacco advertising and health warnings being
placed on tobacco products.
While there are no official statistics about smoking-related
deaths, WHO said that approximately 12% of total deaths of
those who are 30 and older in Jordan are linked to smoking.
Tobacco Atlas said more than
3,100 Jordanians die from tobacco-related disease every year
while more than 9,000 children
10-14 years old use tobacco. Tobacco kills 46 men and 15 women
every week, the group said.
A 2018 report by RAND Health,
an independent health policy
research programme, said adolescents who use vaping products were not only more likely to
smoke cigarettes but were also
likely to increase consumption of
both products over time.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.
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Books can provide ammunition for terrorism
Sympathy is
not enough.
A Moroccan
woman places
a flower
during a vigil
for the two
Scandinavian
terrorism
victims
outside
the Danish
Embassy in
Rabat, last
December.

Amine Zaoui

T

he vile and horrible rape
and killing of the two
Scandinavian young
women last December
in the mountainous
outskirts of Marrakech,
Morocco, defies all dictionaries in
all languages for the right word that
befits such beastly, sick acts.
The Marrakech killings invite all of
us as representatives of the cultural
and creative elites to ponder this
pathology deeply. We need to reexamine the many issues that drove
some so-called Muslims to such
levels of savagery. We must have the
courage to expose the ideological
backgrounds of such pathological
acts and to bear our historical and
philosophical responsibilities of
freely investigating the spawning
farms of this type of terrorism.
There is no doubt that huge
amounts of money fund the spawning processes of Islamist terrorism, which require the presence of
money-laundering operations to
operate. As important as funding is,
however, what is even more essential
to these processes is the presence of
the appropriate market for terrorist
thinking and ideas.
Obviously, in the case of Islamist
terrorism, the bottomless ideological
well feeding terrorism is the sizeable
number of so-called Islamic heritage
books that circulate among readers from younger generations and
encourage and even justify terrorist
practices in the name of religion.
As long as the enlightened and
secular elites in the Maghreb, Arab
and Islamic countries keep silent
or do not dare call things by their
names, successive generations of
Muslims will remain submerged in
the ammunition of Islamist terror —
these deadly old books.

There is no doubt that huge
amounts of money fund the
spawning processes of Islamist
terrorism, which require the
presence of money-laundering
operations to operate.

(AFP)

If enlightened and creative elites
do not find the individual and collective intellectual courage to denounce
and condemn the ideological frames
that many of these books preserve
and diffuse, despicable acts of violence will continue to be carried out
in the name of Islam.
The enlightened elites of the
Maghreb, Arab and Islamic world
must muster the strongest intellectual determination to critically
examine, revise and classify Islamic
tradition and jurisprudence books
according to their danger potential
and according to our need for them.
They must have the intellectual
audacity to call for a ban on some of
them, especially those that clearly
call for “war,” “conquest” and “jihad” and that reject the idea of “living together in peace” and the idea of
sharing the God symbol of all that is
good, of happiness and justice.
They need to make sure that these
books never reach the hands of
young Arab readers or those of young
Muslims in Europe, the United States
and Asia.
If the elites fail or prove unable
to achieve that then, frankly, they
would be acting like someone who is
trying to shield himself from sunlight
by using a sieve.
There is a terrifying arsenal of
books that, taken together, would

represent a virtual factory running
day and night, 365 days a year, to
carry out brainwashing operations and incite new generations to
venture into the culture of death and
boycott the culture of life. Many of
these books are labelled “sacred,”
even though they were produced
by human beings, who can make
mistakes. The authors, for their most
part, were jurists who lived at the
mercy and in the service of a bloody
political authority.
If we do not stop reprinting many
of these terrorist books that hide
behind a selection of the Prophet’s
sayings, regardless of the degrees
of authenticity of them, and which
found their places among the
fundamental references of Islamic
jurisprudence and the main tools
for forming the brains and souls of
modern-day believers, such as Sahih
al-Bukhari and Sahih Muslim, and
some other books of history and
Sunnah such as Tabari’s book, we
will never break this vicious circle of
reproducing extremism.
If we fail to rid our schools and
children of these books, we won’t be
able to live in peace and security and
the world around us won’t be able
to deal with us in terms of modern
values and mutual interest.
If we cannot save our libraries
from these books, which are killing

weapons in the hands of their readers, we will continue to create new
hatcheries for terrorism with each
new library built.
If we cannot rid our mosques of
these books of “fear” and “hatred,”
we won’t produce believers who are
also citizens instead of producing believers who are also kamikazes ready
to plant terrorism and kill.
If we cannot do so, out of our
sense of responsibility as enlightened intellectuals and thinkers
whose main role is to counter these
ideas of death and ruin, then what
happened in Marrakech will happen
again and again in any city or village
where a library, a mosque or a school
provides these books.
If, out of respect for freedom of
opinion and freedom of expression
or out of fear of being accused of
Islamophobia, we fail to counter
these deadly tides then we might as
well be part of the next rape crime.
We might as well be the knife that
slaughters the next Christian, Jewish, Buddhist or secular tourist.
Silence is complicity in murder.
Those who killed the two Scandinavian tourists in Morocco were
leaning on the contents of those
poisonous books and on our silence.
Amine Zaoui is an Algerian novelist
and academic.

Weaponising extremist fatwas against Islam
Nader
Aboul Foutouh

T

he extreme political
right in the West is reintroducing old Muslim
fatwas into the public
sphere as a pretext to
attack Islam. These fatwas are characterised by religious
radicalism and extremism. They
use false religious notions to incite
hatred towards non-Muslims.
No wonder then that tension is
building between Muslims in the
West and Western societies, reducing the chances for greater understanding and communication.
The Global Fatwa Index, by
Egypt’s Dar al-Ifta al-Misriyyah,
cites an interesting report on the
relationship between Islamophobia
and fatwas recirculated in the West
via social media to increase hostility towards Muslim minorities in
many Western countries.
The index is put out by an observatory established last October

Publication of one wrong
fatwa in the West can
negatively affect the lives of
thousands of Muslims.

during the World Fatwa Conference. Its goals are to connect all
fatwa institutions around the world
and counter republication of old
fatwas that contain misconceptions
about Islam because they are no
less dangerous than incitements for
terrorist acts or promoting extremist ideologies or targeting civilians.
Reports published by the Global
Fatwa Index are based on analysis
of more than 10,000 fatwas circulated in 2018. It said 60% of the
fatwas focused on calls for killing,
violence and destruction. Naturally,
they formed grounds for spreading
hate and anti-Muslim messages to
justify Islamophobic attitudes.
Observers said the recirculation
of extremist fatwas aims to increase
hostility between Muslim minorities and the Western societies in
which they live for the benefit of
the political right wing in those
countries. Right-wing extremists in
the West try to intimidate societies into fearing Islam and Muslims
and to popularise claims that all
Muslims, without distinction, are a
threat to European civilisation.
This ideological trend is reflected
in much of the material spread
via social media. The prize for
most recirculated hard-line fatwas
goes to Osama bin Laden’s 1994
fatwa, which says that Jews must
be fought around the world, and
Yusuf al-Qaradawi’s 2004 fatwa
that called for the kidnapping and
killing of Americans in Iraq.

Abdul Hamid al-Atrash, former
head of the Fatwa Committee
at al-Azhar, said the republication of extremist fatwas through
social media could widen the
gap between East and West and
increase hatred among peoples. It
is an extremely sensitive issue and
requires a straightforward upfront
confrontation, exactly as if facing
real terrorists because it creates
new waves of radicalism.
Chadian Grand Mufti Ahmed alNur, while visiting Cairo, said many
voices in the West called for an
end to such malicious campaigns.
He said most people in the West
understand that republication of
old fatwas is intended to create
tension between Muslims and
Western communities. He insisted
that such acts violate the values of
citizenship in Western countries
and affect the principle of peaceful
coexistence among citizens.
Nur pointed out that bringing up
these fatwas in the current context
is dangerous to Western societies
and would spread fanaticism and
hatred. This is why it is imperative
for Muslims to keep communicating with the West.
Within the context of its actions
to correct religious discourse,
the Egyptian Ministry of Awqaf
published “Misconceptions,” a
book intended for secondary school
and university students. The book
was given free of charge and was
translated into several foreign

languages.
“Misconceptions” includes
discussions, corrections and refutations of concepts used by extremist
groups to recruit people through
misinterpretation, including the
concepts of jihad, Dar al-Kufr, Dar
al-Islam and the Islamic caliphate.
It pointed out the danger of takfirist
practices.
Some observers said that such
moves are limited and do not
amount to real understanding and
dialogue to confront the crisis.
What is needed is a mechanism at
the highest levels of leadership to
effectively refute hostile crimes.
Barakat Abdulaziz, professor
of media at Cairo University, said
monitoring the circulation of such
fatwas is not the desired goal. What
is needed is to respond using social
networking sites and the websites
of official religious institutions. It
is imperative that the responses be
translated into foreign languages.
Abdulaziz said always being on
the defensive shows an inability
to communicate with the West.
Observatories like the Global Fatwa
Index should be strengthened and
developed. There should be plans
and close coordination between Islamic religious institutions because
publication of one wrong fatwa in
the West can negatively affect the
lives of thousands of Muslims.
Nader Aboul Foutouh is an
Egyptian writer.
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Sharjah transforms streets into open exhibits for Islamic art
Ahmed Hashem

Sharjah

A

rtists from around the
world showed their work
in the streets of Sharjah,
creating paintings and
murals for the Islamic Arts Festival.
The festival, the largest of its
kind in the Arab world and the
Middle East, brought together 63
artists from 20 Arab and foreign
countries. They produced 377
pieces in traditional and contemporary art.
The event, which took place December 19-January 19, featured 55
exhibitions, 144 art workshops, 11
experimental films and training
workshops in Arabic calligraphy.
The Islamic Arts Festival, organised by the Sharjah Department
of Culture under the patronage of
Sharjah Ruler Sheikh Sultan bin
Muhammad al-Qasimi, is an international event specialising in the
Islamic arts. It celebrates the vitality and expressive depth of Islamic
art as a universal artistic language.
The festival, established in 1998,
is devoted to Islamic art in both its
civilisational and contemporary
dimensions. Each year, it showcases a rich collection of Islamic
art varied in space and time. The
festival reflects Sharjah’s and the
United Arab Emirates’ vision to
consolidate and revive Islamic art
and to establish its presence in the
contemporary global visual arts
landscape.
Artists and supporters of Islamic
art say the festival has restored
the sheen to ancient Islamic art
and given it a respected position
among the world’s arts traditions.
It has contributed to the discovery
of new talents and to creation of
excellent art projects.
Visitors to Sharjah said they were
impressed with the murals and

A tribute to Palestinians. “Mi’raj” by Emirati artist Fatma Lootah.

(Islamic Arts Festival)

the busy visual worlds they produced in a creative moment
through their imagination and intuition,” Qusair said.
He indicated the exhibitions
blended the “spirit of light, the
beauty of colours and the symbolism of sound.”
An exhibition titled “Road Map
to the Hidden Treasure” by Egyptian-British artist Ahmed Moustafa showcased 12 works, including
a fresco called “Al Israa, Al Mi’raj
and Beyond Sidra Al-Montaha”
and paintings inspired by Quranic
verses in which colours fused with
free-flowing waves of geometric
shapes and Arabic letters.
This year’s festival hosted a forum for Gulf women calligraphers,
organised in cooperation with the
Emirates Association for Arabic
Calligraphy and Islamic Ornamentation. Twenty-one female artists

from the United Arab Emirates,
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and
Oman participated in the forum,
which featured 42 works in bold
calligraphic variations and included training sessions in Arabic calligraphy.

paintings that adorned the streets
of the emirate, covering more than
six major art sites, including the
Sharjah Art Museum, Al-Majaz Waterfront and the Maraya Art Centre
“The festival has put the name
of the Sharjah emirate on the map
of the international art movement,” said festival Director Mohammed Ibrahim al-Qusair. “It attracts art lovers and creators from
all over the world, as well as photographers and television cameras
streaming pictures of the city’s
streets, which are transformed
over a 30-day period into open exhibitions.”
Qusair said the latest festival
brought together artists from
Brazil, France, Japan, the United
Kingdom, Saudi Arabia and Egypt.
Their work — from murals to frescoes — reflected “the artistry of
their creations and highlight[ed]

Mohammed Ibrahim
al-Qusair,
Islamic Arts Festival
director

“The festival has put the name
of the Sharjah emirate on the
map of the international art
movement.”
One of the most notable contributions this year was “Mi’raj,” by
Emirati artist Fatma Lootah. It was
erected at the centre of the Majaz
Waterfront Square and was a tribute to the Palestinian cause.

Saudi artist Zahrah al-Ghamdi
exhibited “The Circle of Moderation,” in which she transformed
Islamic ornamentation into an abstract language.
“The work emphasises circular
ornamentations, which is one of
the most pronounced geometric
ornamentations and represents
the sun disk. The work highlights
the characteristics of Islamic ornamentation such as balance, extension, complexity, repetition and
intertwining,” Ghamdi said.
Khalid Zahid from Saudi Arabia
and Ali Chaaban from Lebanon
presented a collaborative piece
“Mehrab” at the Sharjah Museum
of Islamic Art. The two artists dissected components of a mosque
and individualised the functions
of each component.
The Maraya Centre for Art was
the site for an exhibition by Palestinian artist Dana Awartani. One
piece, titled “Love is My Sharia,”
consisted of eight embroidered
pieces with intricate inscriptions
inspired by the poetry of Ibn ‘Arabi. The artwork is a meditation in
visual form.
Through “Listen to My Words,”
Awartani attempted to deliver
a holistic artistic experience
through an installation combining
hand-embroidered silk panels and
emotional voices of women reciting poetry from the past. The artist said she wanted to highlight the
issue of women’s exclusion from
art, politics and science. Her piece
used poetry by radical female Arab
poets from the pre-Islamic era to
the 12th century.
The halls of the Calligraphy
Square of the Arts Area of Sharjah
were decorated with calligraphic
paintings that constructed a beautiful image of the Arabic alphabet through poems, idioms and
Quranic texts.
Ahmed Hashem is an Egyptian
writer.

Viewpoint

Tunisian playwright Youssef Bahri and the social role of theatre
Mohamad
al-Hammamsi

Bahri keeps
abreast with the
theatre of the Gulf
countries in
general but has a
specific affinity
with theatre
practice in the
United Arab
Emirates.

T

unisian playwright,
dramaturge and novelist Youssef Bahri is a
well-known theatre figure in the Arab world.
He is quite familiar with
the art form, whether through his
participation with theatrical works
at festivals or as a member of their
juries. He is a theatre critic and instructor at the University of Sousse
and has published several studies
on theatre, cinema and literature.
In an interview with The Arab
Weekly, Bahri discussed the role
of theatre in Tunisia and the Arab
world in general. Since the beginning of the practice of theatre by
the Greeks and through its theoretical understanding in Aristotle’s
“Poetics,” the role of theatre has
become more diversified. Theatre,
Bahri said, plays a social role that
includes “inciting” audiences to
become aware and enlightened but
there isn’t a single path to “raising
consciousness and enlightenment.”
Bahri advocates for a decentralised approach to the promotion
of theatrical culture. The purpose
should be to take theatre to the
people and spread its practice to
various social and age groups and
to different regions of a country,
he said
In Tunisia, most cities, villages and communities lack spaces
suited for theatrical performances
or for theatre practice, let alone
well-equipped theatres, he noted.
The same is true of secondary
education and university institutions. Opportunities for people to
come into contact with theatre or
to practice it and understand its
role are rare in most regions of the
country. It does not make sense in
this context to talk about theatre’s

An eye on
challenges.
Tunisian
playwright,
dramaturge
and
novelist
Youssef
Bahri.

(Al Arab)

role in raising awareness or in
enlightening audiences.
Bahri bemoaned the fact that
theatre practice in Tunisia is basically confined to a handful of halls
along two streets in Tunis. He
was critical of the state approach
in building a centralised cultural
venue in downtown Tunis, which
he describes as a closed “ghetto”
even if it is called “the City of
Culture.”
Instead of building theatres in
various parts of the country, the
government allocated a separate
hall to “regional theatre” within
the “City of Culture,” Bahri said.
Bahri contended that most of
Tunisia is at the pre-1909 stage
when the first made-in-Tunisia
play, “Sincere Brotherhood,” was
produced and performed.
“I have no ready-made proposals for how to progress with the

whole of ‘Arab theatre,’” Bahri said.
“There are problems in theatre in
every country that need to be examined locally and require specific
solutions.
“In each country, we find problems of training, of production, of
financing, of distribution, of appropriate legislation and regulations
and of theatrical output, et cetera,
that do not resemble the same
problems in other countries.
“Theatre requires legislation,
personnel, funds, infrastructure,
distribution platforms and product
valuation. In most Arab countries,
we do not know whether there are
policies specific to theatre promotion or just orientations or simply
the presence of some theatre
activity without any planning and
vision.”
Bahri said he keeps abreast with
the theatre of the Gulf countries in

general but has a specific affinity
with theatre practice in the United
Arab Emirates. “I have a better
knowledge of this theatre,” he said,
“and I’m part of its momentum.
“Theatre in the UAE is not just
putting on stage activities and
plays. There is a vision [guiding it]
and programming mechanisms and
qualified implementation that give
its output credibility. This is particularly evident in Sharjah, where
new concepts are being applied to
the organisation and structure of
the theatre.
“Festivals, for example, have
attained high levels of quality and
they are connected, ranging from
the desert to the city and from
theatre for children to the Sharjah
Theatre Days and others.”
Mohamad al-Hammamsi is an
Egyptian writer.
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Hasbaya’s neglected
but enduring charm
in south Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Hasbaya

S
Treasure trove. Damaged statues at the UNESCO-listed ancient city of Hatra, south of Mosul.

(AFP)

Iraq’s archaeological
sites face looting,
urbanisation threats

Karen Dabrowska

London

A

narchic development and
looting in war-torn Iraq are
the greatest threats to its
treasure trove of archaeological heritage, warned Iraqi archaeologist Lamia al-Gailani.
Gailani, an associate researcher at
London University’s School of Oriental and African Studies, said more
than one-third of the site of the ancient Assyrian city of Nineveh, on the
outskirts of Mosul, has been covered
with houses.
“Archaeology is never a priority for
any government,” Gailani said. “It
has always been like that and now,
with Iraq’s financial difficulties, the
last place they want to put money is
into archaeology.”
“However, there are a lot of rescue
excavations. If a plot of land where
archaeological objects can be found
has been designated for new buildings, there are rescue excavations. I
have been to the store rooms in the
[National Museum of Iraq] where a
lot of the rescued objects are stored.”
Gailani, who left Iraq to live in
Britain in the 1970s, has returned
to her homeland for a few months
every year to continue her work. She
said she was particularly concerned
about the looting and sale of artefacts, illicit trade among militiamen
and Islamic State militants who destroyed many of Iraq’s archaeological riches.
“One way to stop the looters is for
the Iraq State Board of Antiquities
and Heritage (SBAH) to start digging
for the objects looters are after,” she
said. “The board has a large excavations and survey department but it
has to cover the whole of Iraq. We
have thousands of archaeological
sites and the department does not
have enough staff. They can’t stop
the looting and much of the development on archaeological sites.”
Another major problem is the lack
of well-trained local archaeologists,
Gailani said.
“During the time of the monarchy (1932-58) archaeologists were
sent to the West for higher education and 17 graduates from overseas
were employed by the SBAH,” she
said. “Training abroad continued
during the ‘60s, ‘70s and ‘80s but after Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990 and
sanctions were imposed, the brain

A portal to ancient history. UNESCO-listed ancient city of Hatra,
south of Mosul.
(AFP)
drain started and the foreign trained
archaeologists left the country. In
2002, there was only one graduate
with a PhD from Europe in Iraq.”
Gailani said Iraq has a lot of catching up to do after years of conflict and
the dark period of the Saddam Hussein era when the country was closed
to the outside world. However, she
said she was hopeful that the “future
is bright.” Iraqi Minister of Culture
Abdulamir Hamdani is an archaeologist and training programmes inside
and outside Iraq have resumed.
Gailani noted that the British Museum organised a training excavation in southern Iraq at Tello, the
modern Arabic name for the ancient
Sumerian city of Girsu. It represents
one of the earliest known cities of
the world, revered in the third millennium BC as the sanctuary of the
Sumerian heroic god Ningirsu.
The training is part of capacity
building in SBAH. Approximately 50
staff members are being trained in a
variety of sophisticated techniques
of retrieval and rescue archaeology.
Security problems have had a negative effect on foreign excavations
but increasing numbers of foreigners are returning to Iraq, Gailani said.
Italians are working on several sites,
including Ur and Kut. The British discovered a grand port city founded by
Alexander the Great in 324BC near
Basra and the Germans are working
in Uruk, one of the world’s oldest cities.
The Americans are also active. To
help revitalise Mosul, the US State

Department awarded the University of Pennsylvania $2 million for a
3-year, two-phase stabilisation project.
In phase one, already under way,
a team led by archaeologists Richard
L. Zettler and Michael Danti are conducting assessments and implementing small-scale repairs at 15-20 sites,
mainly mosques and churches. The
second phase will involve prioritisation of sites for conservation. The Al
Nuri Mosque was destroyed by the
Islamic State as the army closed in.
The Church of Saint Ephraim was
used as a flea market for household
goods.
The Smithsonian Institution in
Washington is trying to secure endangered artefacts from the ancient
imperial city of Nimrud, 30km south
of Mosul, and the British have almost
completed setting up a museum in
Basra.
Gailani is helping train Iraqi curators, a programme sponsored by the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New
York. She is working on two books:
a history of the National Museum of
Iraq from 1923-58 and a picture book
of the Iraqi royal family.
The history book will be based on
museum archives that no one has
looked at and will include accounts
of excavations. “It will be a popular
book with a chapter on how some
of the objects ended up in the museum,” Gailani said.
Karen Dabrowska is an Arab Weekly
contributor in London.

itting at the foot of the majestic Mount Hermon in the
heart of the fertile valley of
Wadi al-Taym is the charming
town of Hasbaya, a forgotten historical heritage in southern Lebanon.
For centuries, the town was the
seat of the feudal Chehab family,
which ruled the area until the 19th
century. Vestiges remain that testify
to a by-gone era of Lebanon’s history.
The centrepiece in the town is the
Serail of Hasbaya, also known as the
Citadel. Dating to the Crusader period, the citadel was seized by the
Chehabi dynasty in 1170 and some
of its descendants still live there.
“It is believed that a Roman temple existed on the site where the
fort was originally built by the Crusaders,” said Emir Munzer Chehab.
“The Chehab family conquered the
area in 1170 and rebuilt the fort adding the upper floors.”
The Chehabs transformed the
fort into a big palace similar to
Italian palaces and citadels of
the Renaissance. “At one time,
63 branches of the Chehab family
lived in the serail. Today, the ownership of the site is shared by 50 of
their descendants but only three
families, including myself, still live
here permanently,” Emir Munzer
said.
The exquisite building consists of
three floors above ground and three
subterranean levels. Inscribed on
either side of the arched main entrance are lions looking down on
rabbits, emblematic of the Chehabi
family.
“The emblem meant that under
the rule of the Chehabs, the strong,
represented by the lion, cannot devour the weak, represented by the
rabbit. In other words, their rule is
strong but also just and fair,” said
the emir, who is also a historian.
Over subsequent historic eras, the
fort incorporated various architectural styles. Mediaeval touches from
the Crusaders include the vaulted
chapel, arrow slit windows and the
tower in the south-west corner of
what the Chehab family turned into
a compound that covers 20,000 sq.
metres and includes several mediaeval houses and a mosque from the
13th century.
“During excavations, many skulls
were discovered in the underground floors of the fort. The Crusaders used the subterranean levels
as dungeons and used to bury their
dead in the castle’s curtain wall itself. I believe there are still remains
from that time buried underneath,”
Emir Munzer said.
On the opposite side of the village
stand the ruins of the old Khan, or
caravanserai, built in 1350 by Emir
Abou Bakr Chehab. Next to the recently restored Khan where traders
of the past used to do their commerce, a fruit and vegetable mar-

ket operates today. Farmers from
all over the area converge on the
market each Tuesday to sell locally
grown and homemade products.
In addition to the Chehabi
mosque, Hasbaya boasts six old
churches and Khalwat al Bayyada
(White Sanctuary), the most sacred
sanctuary of the Druze community.
In a secluded area with scenic, unobstructed views of Mount Hermon, the Khalwat has been a centre
of meditation, prayer and study of
the esoteric and gnostic Druze faith
for more than 300 years.
At the centre of the sanctuary is
the beautiful 150-year-old sitting
area with arched windows, high
ceilings, carpets and private niches.
With its 40 hermitages, the Khalwat
provides a sense of solitude and
sanctity amid a splendid natural
environment. A small porch is used
for drying fruit and vegetables as
mandatory gifts of food for departing visitors is part of the khalwat’s
tradition.
“Hasbaya is probably the oldest and the only village in Lebanon
where the main religions and sects
making up the Lebanese fabric are
represented. There was also a synagogue, which was destroyed at a
certain period of time,” Emir Munzer noted.
Watered by the Hasbani River, the
area is known for the olive groves
covering the terraced hills and the
valley. Hasbaya has kept its traditions alive and its restaurants
overlooking the river offer culinary
treats such as the famous Lebanese
mezze and its workshops produce
traditional clothing such as abayas,
caftans and turbans.
“The olives and the olive oil produced in this area are unbeatable,”
said Najib Shams, an agriculture expert and entrepreneur. “Most farm
produce is organic and whatever
you eat in the local restaurants is
made of locally produced ingredients.”

For centuries, the town
was the seat of the feudal
Chehab family, which
ruled the area until the
19th century.
Visitors have the choice of several
restaurants, all serving authentic local cuisine.
With its historical vestiges, Hasbaya is a true heritage that has been
long neglected. The area reeled under Israeli occupation from 19822000. During that period, many
traditional buildings sustained extensive damage and were not maintained.
“Priceless heritage sites such as
the Chehab Serail need restoration
badly but unfortunately the authorities are neglecting them. They
consider that they have more pressing priorities to deal with,” Emir
Munzer said.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

Breathtaking view. The Hasbani River in southern Lebanon. (Samar Kadi)
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Agenda
Manama:
Through May 15
“The Bahrain National Museum:
A 30th anniversary retrospective” exhibition traces the
history of the Bahrain National
Museum and highlights major
milestones.
Abu Dhabi:
January 28-30

Visitors ride a vehicle on a tour of the Dubai Desert Conservation Reserve. 							

(DDCR)

UAE’s first desert reserve
offers unique wildlife escape

The second Abu Dhabi Publishing Forum features panel
discussions, workshops and an
exhibition showcasing advanced
technologies in digital publishing. This year’s edition will focus
on the significance of digital
publishing and its role in spreading knowledge.
Tizi Ouzou:
During February
The National Amazigh Film
Festival in Tizi Ouzou, in northcentral Algeria, showcases fulllength feature films, documentaries, shorts and animation that
celebrate Amazigh culture in
Algeria.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Beirut:
February 12-March 17

Dubai

Al Bustan International Festival
of Music and the Performing
Arts is a musical celebration in
various locations in Beirut that
promotes music from all over
the world. The festival includes
orchestral concerts, choral
music, opera and dance performances.

A

s the first national park in
the United Arab Emirates,
the Dubai Desert Conservation Reserve is a unique
escape offering visitors an opportunity for viewing native wildlife and
experiencing the adventure possibilities of the inland desert.
The reserve is teeming with wildlife, including the Arabian oryx and
Arabian gazelles, endangered native
species that have been reintroduced
into the area.
Only a 45-minute drive from
Dubai, the 225-sq.km reserve, once
a huge camel farm, is one of the
largest formally protected conservation areas in the Gulf. It is an attractive destination for adventure
travellers and outdoor enthusiasts,
with its rolling sand dunes and
golden landscape.
The land that the reserve occupies
was bought by Dubai ruler Sheikh
Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum in 1993 after being inspired by
national parks in South Africa and
deciding that Dubai needed its own
reserve.
Some 70 endangered Arabian
oryxes, which were reintroduced to
the protected area, have grown into
a herd of more than 400, the largest
free-roaming herd of its kind in the
Emirates. There are also approximately 300 Arabian gazelles and
100 sand gazelles.
Other wildlife species that call the
dunes home include the sand cat,
Gordon’s wildcat, Arabian red fox,
sand fox, gazelle, hedgehog and the
pygmy shrew. Plants are colourful

A visitor holds a falcon at the Dubai
Desert Conservation Reserve. (DDCR)

Dubai:
February 20-22
The 17th Emirates Airline Dubai
Jazz Festival will take place at
Dubai Media City Amphitheatre.
Local and international jazz and
blues artists, such as Alicia Keys,
Snow Patrol and British jazzfunk band Jamiroquai, are to
perform at the festival.

Visitors pepare to ride horses at the Dubai Desert Conservation Reserve. 		
and diverse, with several species of
trees, flowering shrubs, herbs and
grasses.
In 2003, the list of birds in the reserve consisted of 60 species. The
improvement of the environment
through protected area management has resulted in the recording
of 126 species.
While the reserve mainly acts
as a research unit, travellers may
explore the area on condition that
they be accompanied by certified
guides. Both half-day and full-day
tours are available from approved
operators.
The park offers many types of activities that cater to travellers with
varying interests.
Thrill-seekers can go sand board-

ing or drive with four-wheelers on
the undulating sand dunes or practice archery. Hot-air balloon rides
offer a panoramic view of the reserve with an endless ocean of sand
dunes and emerald green oases.
Traditional camel tracks are available for those preferring to wander
in the desert on camels or horses.
Falconry displays and lessons are
also on offer.
Those looking for a more relaxed
experience can soak up the spirit
of the desert on low cushions in
Bedouin tents for a traditional dune
dinner. Visitors can stay overnight
in one of the nine camps that are
primarily used for Bedouin-style
dining and limited camping or seek
more luxurious hotel accommoda-

A Bedouin man walks with a camel at the Dubai Desert
Conservation Reserve. 					

(DDCR)

(DDCR)

Marrakech:
February 24-May 16

tion on the reserve.
The interesting flora and fauna,
as well as activities, including barbecues and camel rides, make the
experience unforgettable for most
travellers.
“Unique in many ways. I would go
back in a heartbeat. A very unique
reserve, but with eyes open, there
is much to see and enjoy,” wrote
Amanda, a visitor from the United
States.
“The place to go to experience the
desert, its wildlife and vegetation
and ride through the desert on camel backs,” wrote Doug from Canada.
2017 was declared the International Year of Sustainable Tourism
for Development by the United Nations, an objective that the Dubai
Reserve has been tuned to since its
establishment more than 15 years
ago.
The use of solar power, waste
recycling, limited access to designated areas of the reserve, specific
routes and activities and limits on
daily visitor numbers and vehicles
entering the reserve are among
measures followed to ensure the reserve’s sustainability.
The best time to visit the Dubai
Desert Reserve is between November and March when temperatures are around 27 degrees C.
Those who opt for a summer visit
should expect highs of more than
38 degrees C.
Prices for tours and activities vary
depending on the provider and the
length of the experience. Reservations should be made and can
be done through the Dubai Desert
Conservation Reserve’s website on
https://www.ddcr.org/.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest to
travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.

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

Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

The Marrakech Biennale is a
festival with the mission to
build bridges between cultures
through the arts. The seventh
edition will take a multidisciplinary approach to introduce
artists and works primarily from
the Arab world, the Mediterranean region and sub-Saharan
Africa.
Dubai: March 1
The third Wasla alternative
Arabic music festival has lined
up acts in a wide variety of
genres, including rock, folk, jazz
and electronica. Bands from
Jordan, Lebanon and Egypt are
to perform at the festival. The
first Wasla took place in 2016
with live sets by returning guests
Mashrou’ Leila, Souad Massi and
Jadal.
Amman: March 1-3
The Dead Sea Fashion Week is an
annual event and country-wide
celebration of talent, creativity
and diversity that aims to combine the worlds of fashion, art,
music and culture. Innovative
runway shows, presentations
and entertainment encourage
collaborations and consumer
relationships between designers,
buyers and media experts.

