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srael and Iran are threaten-
ing to escalate military action 
against each other, risking 
widening the confrontation 

between Tel Aviv and Tehran in 
Syria, which is already host to 
multiple conflicts.

Israel said it carried out air 
strikes January 21 against Iranian 
targets in Syria in response to a 
missile fired by Iran’s al-Quds 
Force a day earlier from Syria to-
wards the Israeli-occupied Golan 
Heights.

“We are acting against Iran and 
against the Syrian forces who are 
tools of Iranian aggression,” said 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu.

The Israeli raid killed 21 fight-
ers in Damascus: 12 Iranians, three 
Iran-backed militiamen and six 
loyal to Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, the Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights said.

Netanyahu signalled Israel’s 
military action against Iranian 
targets in Syria would continue. 
“The [Israeli military] is the only 
military that is fighting the Iranian 
Army in Syria. I am certain in our 
ability to defeat the enemy.”

Israeli officials have been in-
creasingly open about carrying 
out air strikes in Syria, in a marked 
change to Israel’s policy of am-
biguity regarding military action 
outside its borders. Israel’s out-
going military chief, Lieutenant-

General Gadi Eisenkot, said Israel 
had struck “thousands” of Iranian 
targets in Syria “without claiming 
responsibility.”

Israeli military analyst Yoel Gu-
zansky said Israel wants Iran to 
know that US plans to withdraw 
its 2,000 troops from Syria would 
not weaken Tel Aviv’s resolve to 
counter Tehran there.

“The Iranians are persistent. We 
have to be persistent, too,” Guzan-
sky, a senior fellow at the Institute 
for National Security Studies, a Tel 
Aviv think-tank, told the Associ-
ated Press.

By going public about the 
strikes, Israel has pushed Iran to 
escalate its rhetoric about a possi-
ble response.

“We assure the Iranian peo-
ple that we are ready to retaliate 
against any threat,” said Iranian 
Air Force commander Brigadier-
General Aziz Nasirzadeh. “Our 
current and future generations are 
eagerly and full-heartedly ready 
for battling with the Zionist re-
gime and eradicating them from 
the face of the Earth.”

Former US senior official Martin 
Indyk said the showdown could 
spill out outside of Syria. “It’s in 
Israel’s interest to keep the conflict 
in Syria, where Israel has an over-
whelming advantage,” he told the 
New York Times. “Iran may look 
elsewhere, where [it has] more 
leverage and that includes terrorist 
activity.”

The Israeli air strikes drew criti-
cism from Russia, which — like 
Iran — is supportive of the Assad 
government but also fosters good 
ties with Tel Aviv.

“The practice of arbitrary strikes 
on the territory of a sovereign 
state, in this case, we are talking 
about Syria, should be ruled out,” 
Russian Foreign Ministry spokes-
woman Maria Zakharova told the 
Russian news agency TASS. “We 
should never allow Syria, which 

has suffered years of armed con-
flict, to be turned into an arena 
where geopolitical scores are set-
tled.”

Israeli officials assured Russia 
that Israel would not target Syrian 
troops but asked Moscow to make 
sure that Iranian forces or Tehran’s 
proxy militias don’t get too close to 
the Israeli border.

The Russians have maintained 
good relations with most of the ad-
versaries in the Syrian war, using 
their strong presence in the coun-
try to prop up the Assad regime. 
Moscow expressed “understand-
ing” towards the security concerns 
of Israel and Turkey when those 
concerns do not threaten Damas-
cus itself.

Russia has supported Hezbollah 
against Syrian rebels yet looked the 
other way when Israel bombed the 
Lebanese militia. Russia has also 
supported the Kurdish People’s 

Protection Units militia, which is 
backed by the United States in the 
fight against the Islamic State, but 
Moscow turned a blind eye when 
Turkey bombed the militiamen in 
Syria.

Israel has continued hitting Ira-
nian targets in Syria with impunity 
but analysts warned the escalation 
might get out of control.

“Despite Israel’s apparent control 
of the situation, a sense of failure 
could well make Qassem Soleima-
ni, commander of al-Quds Force in 
Syria, respond irrationally,” wrote 
Alex Fishman in Ynetnews.com.

Iran’s retaliation is likely to be 
carried out by — and at the expense 
of — its proxies in the region.

“[Iran] could conduct an effec-
tive campaign against Israel from 
the Lebanese front through Hez-
bollah, or from Iran or western 
Iraq. Yet all of these options, in 
particular the Lebanon option, 

would be a declaration of war on 
Israel that a country like Lebanon 
simply cannot afford,” wrote Fish-
man.

To counter Iranian influence in 
the region, the US Treasury an-
nounced sanctions against two 
of Iran’s proxy militias in Syria: 
the Fatemiyoun Division and the 
Zaynabiyoun Brigade. The move, 
however, is unlikely to deter the 
Afghan and Pakistani militiamen 
from fighting Iran’s battles in Syria.

Not only does the Syrian war ap-
pear far from over but what was 
a side conflict in the chaos, the 
Israeli-Iranian enmity, is increas-
ingly becoming a dominating fea-
ture of hostilities there.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online 
Editor of The Arab Weekly.
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New escalation. People stand next to metal sculptures at Mount Bental, an observation post in the 
Israeli-occupied Golan Heights.                                   ( Reuters)
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tability in parts of Syria fol-
lowing the government’s 
success in recapturing ter-
ritories from the armed op-

position is tempting some Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon, Turkey and 
Jordan to return home.

However, in Egypt, the opinion 
of many Syrian refugees is: “There 
is no going back.”

“Why should we?” asked Abu 
Hussein Ismail, a Syrian restaurant 
owner in his mid-40s. “We have 
already settled down and are build-
ing a future in this country.”

In Egypt, Syrian refugees do not 

live in isolated camps but are inte-
grated into society. Many have es-
tablished businesses and partner-
ships. Some Syrians had enough 
money when they arrived in Egypt 
to start their own business. They 
are mostly involved in street food 
projects but others established tex-
tile factories and trade companies.

“The Syrians are very smart and 
skilled and have succeeded in mak-
ing themselves very popular in the 
market,” said economist Manal al-
Ashri.

The Egyptian government esti-
mates investments Syrians have in-
jected into the economy since the 
start of the Syrian civil war at $500 
million-$1.5 billion.

Syrians established colonies in 
Cairo, the cities on its outskirts and 

in the Nile Delta. One such large 
area was set up in 6th of October 
city, a sprawling conglomeration 
on the north-western outskirts of 
Cairo. There Syrians own homes, 
shops, workshops and restaurants 
and have built a strong reputation 
in the food and clothing industries. 
Most of the shops are named after 
Syrian cities, such as Damascus, 
Aleppo and Homs.

Ismail said he had $100,000 
when he arrived from Aleppo. He 
opened a restaurant and worked 
behind the counter with his five 
brothers. Three years later, ten 
people, including chefs, waiters 
and delivery boys, work at the res-
taurant, known for Syrian beef and 
chicken shawarma.

“The market is very good and 

people are very friendly here,” Is-
mail said. “My children and other 
family members are growing ac-
customed to living in Egypt and 
want to stay for good.”

People like Ismail pose fierce 
competition to Egyptians. In reac-
tion, the Egyptian government im-
posed regulations limiting Syrians’ 
entry, including high fees on entry 
visas. Residents from Syria must 
renew their residency permits 

every six months and families with 
children enrolled in school once a 
year.

Those residents, however, ben-
efit from the social and education 
systems. They study in the same 
public schools and universities 
as Egyptians and get free medical 
treatment in government hospi-
tals.

“One of the reasons the Syrians 
do not want to return home is that 
some of them have built their eco-
nomic empires in a country that is 
growing accustomed to their pres-
ence,” said Arkan Abulkheir, the 
self-styled head of the Syrian com-
munity in Egypt.

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist in Cairo.

Ibrahim Ouf

Syrian refugees see their future in Egypt

Israel, Iran edge closer to 
wider confrontation in Syria

What was a side conflict in the 
chaos, the Israeli-Iranian enmity, is 
increasingly becoming a dominating 
feature of hostilities there.

►

The Egyptian government 
estimates investments 
Syrians have injected into 
the economy since the start 
of the Syrian civil war at 
$500 million-$1.5 billion.

Russia has supported 
Hezbollah against Syrian 
rebels yet looked the 
other way when Israel 
bombed the Lebanese 
militia.
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The new game Russia, China play
With the Trump administra-

tion fumbling its way through an 
uncertain foreign policy agenda, 
the vision of the United States 
representing and defending the in-
terests of the Western hemisphere 
along with those of a cluster of 
truly democratic countries in other 
parts of the world are no longer 
realities.

Politics in Washington has be-
come so scrambled, so confusing 
that for many the playing field has 
become uncertain.

With no US full government 
functioning for more than a month 
and the FBI investigating the 
American president to ascertain 
whether he is serving Russian 
interests, Moscow’s role in the 
2016 US presidential elections is 
still unclear.

Just how much influence in 
American politics Russia has 
is worrisome. Just how much 
influence and leverage does the 
Kremlin hold over the American 
president is still unanswered. US 
President Donald Trump says it 
has none. He also said — repeat-
edly — that he had untoward busi-
ness dealings in Russia but this 
president has been known to lie.

One thing that is certain is the 
Washington’s leading role in fight-
ing colonialism and communism 
since World War II is no longer. 
The Russians are back with an 
agenda similar to Soviet days.

Turkey, a key US NATO ally, has 

started meeting with the Russians 
much to the regret of Washing-
ton. Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan has made trips to 
Moscow, where he promised to 
purchase Russian weapons.

What’s even more worrying 
for Washington politicians is 
how much Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu has begun to 
engage in talks with Moscow.

Middle East opinions are in-
creasingly under the impression 
strongmen’s politics in Russia and 
China can provide models for the 
region.

Russian President Vladimir 
Putin is having a field day as is 
Chinese President Xi Jinping. The 
role-model value of both countries 
stems from the military successes 
of Russia in Syria and the impres-
sive economic prosperity of China.

Without any worry for any 
unpredictable electoral repercus-
sions, Russia has inserted itself 
militarily in the Syrian war and 
supported the Assad regime.

Nobody knows how many casu-
alties the Russian military has suf-
fered in Syria. Putin is not about 
to release that sort of information 
no matter how liberal he appears 
to be in the public eye. The bottom 
line is Russia came across as a reli-
able military partner while Europe 
and the United States were pussy-
footing around trying to decide 
but never reaching a decision.

As for China, it has impressed 

through strong economic policies 
and anthropological development 
being able to not only reach the 
moon but apparently to plant pre-
sumably something edible.

The US pro-democracy agenda 
has lost most of its lustre as a 
result of the disastrous fallout 
from the Western-supported “Arab 
spring” uprisings. Putin has invest-
ed in the agenda’s failure high-
lighting the bloodshed and chaos 
caused by the post-2011 upheaval. 
The millions of displaced as well 
the stark display of impotence and 
disunity in the Arab world since 
then have caused the severe ero-
sion of US soft power in the region.

In this new game of nations, 
the United States is relegated to a 
third, perhaps even fourth place, 
well behind Russia and China, 
and in a more regional status, yes, 
quite possibly even behind Iran. 
Trump’s view of Syria is that of a 
great big sandbox not worth fight-
ing over. Iran, with its policy of 
expansion and hopes of bridging 
Tehran to the Mediterranean, is 
only too happy to oblige.

While the United States is work-
ing to recluse itself behind a wall, 
the Russians and the Chinese are 
working hard to pull down barriers 
and have more than a seat around 
the table.

It’s a totally great new game.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

W 

e are living in a 
landmark mo-
ment the Middle 
East and, by 
extension, all 
countries associ-

ated with the region in one man-
ner or another. Tectonic changes 
are under way in the region’s po-
litical, economic and, ultimately, 
social structure.

The politics and policies in play 
in the Middle East are in flux as are 
political and economic alliances 
that were established decades ago.

Regional and international trea-
ties are up for possible alteration. 
Friends and foes, as well as areas 
of influence in the Middle East, are 
without a doubt shifting, much 
like the sand dunes in the Arabian 
deserts; only this time the prevail-
ing winds are reshaping regional 
geopolitics.

S
omething has accelerated 
modification of the rules 
of the game between Iran 
and Israel. Tel Aviv talked 
of intercepting a missile 
fired by an Iranian unit in 

Syria directed at the Golan Heights. 
Media outlets close to Damascus 
and Tehran boasted about the 
attack.

It looked as though Tehran was 
baiting Israel to act and Israel was 
more than willing to accommo-
date.

There seemed to be some 
convergence in the behaviour of 
Tehran and Tel Aviv amid the 
tensions over Syria, which does not 
rule out that the game in Syria was 
rigged.

Previous Israeli attacks in Syria 
were carried out without official 
announcement by the Israeli 
military or political authorities. 
Israel was sure to be discrete about 
its raids. Some would say Israel 
didn’t want to embarrass the 
regime in Damascus, which has so 
often promised to respond to 
Israeli attacks at an “opportune 
time.” Others would say that Israel 
didn’t want to embarrass Russia, 
which controls the skies over Syria.

The latest raids, however, mark a 
new phase in Israel’s dealing with 
Iran in Syria and possibly in Iraq at 
a later stage. The military opera-
tions were announced by Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu, perhaps for electoral 
calculations, and details were 
given later by the Israeli military. 
Israeli Intelligence Minister Yisrael 
Katz talked about a full-blown 
confrontation with Iran. Tel Aviv 
has chosen to prepare the Israeli 
public for a possible major war.

While Iran might have invited 
the Israeli retaliation for tactical 
reasons, it probably did not 

anticipate the extent of the 
response and the change in the 
Israeli political spin. Tehran is 
unlikely to respond to the raid but 
that doesn’t prevent Iranian Air 
Force Commander General Aziz 
Nasirzadeh from declaring that 
Iran is eager to remove Israel from 
the map.

Just like that — in the blink of an 
eye — Tehran wiped out the public 
relations efforts of Foreign Affairs 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif, 
who in December told French 
magazine Le Point that Iran has 
never called for the destruction of 
Israel.

It is increasingly clear that the 
balance of power in Syria does not 
favour Iran. It is in favour not just 
of Israel but also of Russia, Turkey 
and the United States and what-
ever they are cooking up for Syria.

By firing a missile at Israel, 
Tehran knew that Israel would 
react. Iran might have hoped for 
this reaction so it could add it to 
the cards to take to the negotiating 
table during their next talks with 
Washington, hoping to have 
enough leverage to stay in Syria.

Iran realises that its exit from 
Syria has become a Russian 
demand, before being an Israeli 
and American demand, and that 
the need of the Damascus regime, 
under Russian patronage, to 
normalise relations with Arab 
countries is conditional on this 
withdrawal.

Iran must carefully examine 
statements US Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo made during his tour 
of the Middle East, in which he reit-
erated his country’s hard-line 
stance against Iran, in a way to 
prevent any misunderstandings of 
US President Donald Trump’s 
decision to withdraw US troops 
from Syria. US national security 
adviser John Bolton visited Israel 
to reassure Tel Aviv and perhaps 
even encourage it to cross the line 
by playing games with Iran in Syria.

It was reported that, while in 
Baghdad, Pompeo demanded that 
Iraq dissolve terrorist groups 
belonging to Iran, hinting at the 
possibility of Israel expanding its 
targets to groups in Iraq as well.

Tehran, however, loves to play 
the game of arrogance and defi-
ance, sometimes by launching 
space satellites to demonstrate its 
missile capabilities, other times by 

threatening to remove Israel from 
the face of the Earth. It does not 
realise the magnitude of the 
changes on the international scene, 
which began to emerge in Europe 
and seems to be laying the founda-
tions for a new direction that may 
be announced in the Warsaw 
Conference in February.

So, if the development in the 
Israeli approach is based on the 
backdrop of this transformation, 
then Iran would be suggesting to 
the international community its 
priorities in the region and 
clarifying what is permanent and 
what is shifting in its strategies.

Iran responded to Pompeo’s tour 
by sending Zarif to Iraq. Over five 
days he met with the leaders of the 
three branches of power, in 
addition to most of the others in 
power in the Iraqi political scene. It 
was as though he was touring an 
Iranian province and, in his 
meetings with most of the decision 
makers in Iraq, he sought to 
confirm Iran’s intention to keep its 
dominance of Iraq forever.

Tehran seemed to suggest to 
Washington that Iraq was a 
fundamental asset in Iran’s 
strategy in the region, while Syria 

The latest Israeli raids mark
a new phase in Israel’s dealing 
with Iran in Syria and possibly
in Iraq at a later stage.

was a sideshow that could be 
negotiated. Tehran is aware that it 
has lost its Yemeni card and that 
Hezbollah’s inflexibility on the 
issue of the composition of the next 
Lebanese government suggests 
that Lebanon is going to be the only 
haven after Iran’s withdrawal from 
Syria.

Iran has never been a suicidal 
state, however, and Tehran knows 
very precisely its limits. It is aware 
it is losing its cards outside its 
borders, especially in Syria and 
Yemen. During street protests in 
Iran, there were repeated slogans 
denouncing Iran’s presence in 
Gaza, Syria, Yemen and Lebanon 
on the grounds that those places 
had nothing to do with Iran.

Tehran could be suggesting that, 
while it may be forced to give up 
the distant capitals it controls, it 
will never renounce its right to 
interfere in Iraq. Didn’t some 
Iranian say that “Iran is an empire 
whose capital is Baghdad”? It 
might be that if Baghdad falls, the 
empire of the velayat-e faqih will 
be the next to go.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

The politics and policies in 
play in the Middle East are in 
flux as are political and 
economic alliances that were 
established decades ago.

Claude Salhani

Mohamad Kawas

Under pressure, Iran might let go of Syria but not of Iraq

Entrenched footprint. A poster of a member of Shia Popular Mobilisation Forces with 
Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps Commander Qassem Soleimani is seen at the Iraqi 
side of the Shalamcha Border Crossing.                                                                               (Reuters)
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ubbed as one of the most 
important exercises of the 
year by its military, Egypt 
recently concluded air 

and sea drills with counterparts in 
Bahrain. Egyptian naval and air of-
ficers travelled to Bahrain, a key 
ally of Cairo, to participate in the 
Hamad 3 military exercises along-
side Bahraini troops.

The exercises at Isa Air Base in 
southern Bahrain included combat 
drills and “training in joint air and 
sea combat management using ad-
vanced air and naval tactics,” an 
Egyptian Army statement said.

The Egyptian mili tary has been 
regarded as the strongest among 
Arab countries, frequently playing 
a leading role in various regional 
military coalitions since the 1950s. 
Despite its somewhat understated 
regional role in recent years, Cairo 
is increasingly employing military 
diplomacy and operational ex-
changes to reassert regional lead-
ership.

The emerging strategic environ-
ment and deepening alignment 
between Cairo and Riyadh, which 
are the two heavyweights leading 
the regional Arab bloc, generated 
new expectations and responsi-
bilities for Egypt.

The Hamad 3 drills follow the 
Red Wave 1 exercises in December 
in Saudi Arabia, which brought the 
Egyptian Navy together with Sau-
di, Jordanian, Sudanese, Djibou-
tian, Yemeni and Mauritanian na-
vies. Riyadh is aiming to support 
more frequent military engage-
ments with regional partners as a 
way of enhancing understanding 
as well as developing capacities 
and expertise.

The Red Wave 1 exercises 
were against the backdrop of 
Riyadh spearheading efforts at 
creating a bloc of Red Sea coun-
tries with a cooperative frame-
work focused on security and  

economic integration.
Much like Riyadh, Cairo has 

been investing greater effort into 
military diplomacy and has ex-
tended a growing involvement in 
joint exercises with regional part-
ners to deepen cooperation.

In December, the Egyptian mili-
tary, for the first time, initiated 
joint counterterrorism exercises 
with African counterparts from 
the Community of Sahel-Saharan 
States at the Mohamed Naguib 
military base west of Alexandria.

Having battled a low-intensity 
insurgency in the Sinai since 2011, 
Cairo has stepped up efforts to 
build capacities at home and in-
creasingly with regional partners 
given the transnational nature of 
non-state threats. The security 
environment in the Middle East 
emphasises cooperation and col-
lective action in effectively coun-
tering complex threats.

From the Sahel to Libya and the 
Sinai as well as low-level insurgen-
cies in the Horn of Africa, Egypt 
must be wary of managing insta-
bility around its periphery and 
help build partnerships that can 
function as bulwarks to terrorist 
and insurgent threats.

By sharing its experiences in 
counterterrorism operations, tac-
tics, techniques and procedures 
and by applying lessons learnt 
from its campaign in the Sinai, 
Egypt has reinforced its role as a 
mentor to regional partners.

Last year, Egypt sent a military 
contingent to Jordan for the Aqa-
ba 4 exercises that were aimed at 
practising drills against mutual 
threats with a focus on terrorist 
and asymmetric threats, such as 
the rapid deployment of special 
forces around critical national in-
frastructure and sensitive sites 
in urban environments. Jordan, 
which has also confronted terror-
ist threats, recently resumed im-
ports of Egyptian gas after militant 
attacks on pipelines halted sup-
plies after 2011.

Egypt’s most significant recent 
wargames took place in Novem-

ber when it hosted counterparts 
from Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Bahrain 
and Jordan — with Morocco and 
Lebanon participating as observ-
ers — for Arab Shield 1, a 16-day ex-
ercise. Participants from the Arab 
Gulf and Jordanian contingents 
included air, ground, naval and 
special forces, reflecting the broad 
spectrum of drills and joint ma-
noeuvres that were undertaken.

In October, Egyptian and Saudi 
land forces conducted the Tabuk 
4 military drills in southern Egypt 
and, in August, Egypt participated 
extensively in Eagle Response 
2018, which included the US, Sau-
di and Emirati navies.

Exercises the Egyptian armed 
forces have been involved in re-
cently included drills for close-in 

air support, precision air raids, 
targeting hideouts, neutralising 
improvised explosives devices 
and undertaking manoeuvres to 
protect civilians, secure sensitive 
sites and critical national infra-
structure. On the naval side, Cairo 
has exercised with partners to se-
cure sea lanes of communication 
and ensure freedom of navigation 
for commercial shipping, includ-
ing against the threat of mines and 

asymmetric attacks.
These recent examples suggest 

Egypt, together with Saudi Ara-
bia, is stepping up its military en-
gagement with key security part-
ners and taking a leading role in 
strengthening emerging alliances.

There is particular significance 
attached to such efforts that have 
become more frequent and larger 
in scale and scope considering the 
prospect of an “Arab NATO” on the 
horizon. Lessons from recent exer-
cises would feed planning towards 
the goals such an alliance would 
aim to achieve in the future.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai 
and maintains a cross-disciplinary 
focus in international security, 
defence policy and strategic 
issues.
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etecting crimes more 
swiftly and efficiently in 
the face of new techno-
logical threats has become 

the focal point of police forces in 
the Gulf region.

Gulf Cooperation Council mem-
bers are increasingly being targeted 
by cyber-criminals. Research by se-
curity firm Symantec revealed that 
1 in 175 e-mails in Saudi Arabia is 
blocked as potentially malicious, 
compared to the global average of 
1 in 412.

“We are talking today about the 
future,” said Sulaiman Alkaabi, 
CEO of the Future Foresight Foun-
dation in the UAE. “Criminal organ-
isations today have a foresight plan 
and high-tech intelligence. They 
have also built their own commu-
nications network.”

Speaking at the Future Secu-
rity Summit in Dubai, Alkaabi 
said the Internet of Things (IoT) 
would be the new target of crimi-
nal organisations. “We should be 
prepared as law enforcement au-
thorities because there is a big gap 
between the technologies used by 
the police and those used by ter-
rorist groups,” he said. “We should 
bridge this gap and be able to  
counter these crimes.”

He gave the example of 3D print-
ing, breakthrough technology that 
has the potential of becoming a 
lethal weapon if it is not regulated 
adequately. From plastic guns and 
grenades to the manufacture of il-
legal drugs, Alkaabi warned of the 
threat 3D printing poses.

“It took me 27 hours to print this 
pistol,” he said, pointing at the gun 
in his hand. “It has 17 pieces and 
can shoot anyone, with the instruc-
tions on how to use it available 
on the internet. Criminal organi-
sations are rapidly adopting new 
technologies, some of which can be 
difficult to detect, so it has become 
really easy for them.”

The Dark Web, which consists of 
96% of the internet, has been the 
source of many evolving threats. 
“It’s dangerous,” he said. “Any-
thing illegal, related to drug and 
human trafficking, as well as weap-
ons sales, is available on the Dark 
Web and it is coded in a profession-
al way. It’s a major challenge for the 
police.”

He mentioned quadcopter 
drones that can be programmed to 
create a lethal outcome. “The big-
ger challenge is that if you have 
thousands of these robots in one 
city, they can create major dam-
age,” Alkaabi said. “This is the fu-
ture that awaits us.”

Although the United Arab Emir-
ates and Saudi Arabia and other 
countries are upgrading their capa-

bilities, there are no specific laws 
regulating technologies such as 3D 
printing and artificial intelligence 
(AI). Drone flyers in the UAE must 
register the devices with the Gen-
eral Civil Aviation Authority to le-
gally fly them at heights of more 
than 120 metres in allocated areas.

“Criminals are focusing on AI, 
IoT, robots and technology in gen-
eral,” Alkaabi noted. “Having a gun 
in the UAE is illegal but a printed 
gun is legal so there needs to be 
laws for this kind of infrastructure. 
Saudi Arabia should create legisla-
tion before an accident takes place. 
The Gulf is especially a target and 
with criminal organisations that 
are now ‘smarter’ than the police, 
there are many challenges we have 
to focus on going forward.”

By 2030, Dubai Police expect to 
deploy AI-powered systems. The 
UAE has introduced a Strategy for 
Artificial Intelligence, a Dubai 3D 
Printing Strategy and a UAE Strat-
egy for the Fourth Industrial Revo-
lution, along with Dubai Future 
Councils, to develop police ser-
vices.

“Smart Dubai 2021 is no longer 
an initiative, we’ve got a city of the 
future right here,” said Abhay Bhar-
gava, director of industrial practice 
at Frost & Sullivan in the UAE.

“In the journey of digital trans-
formation in Dubai, we have 1,000 
smart services, 100 initiatives and 
much more happening around data 

exchange, including new technolo-
gies, autonomous vehicles and 
drones, so it’s important to know 
about security and safety.”

Dubai has spent $400 billion to 
combat cybercrime and, with a ris-
ing number of internet users, ex-
pected to reach 5 billion by 2020, 
planning for the future will prove 
crucial.

“The future cities are based on 
smart government, infrastructure 
and transportation,” said Briga-
dier Abdullah bin Sultan, director 
of the Future Foresight Centre at 
Dubai Police. “As the population 
of Dubai and around the world 
continues to increase, we are 
expecting to face a number of  
challenges ahead.”

The new digital age has shifted 

from physical security to data se-
curity.

“We require a dedicated layer of 
communication and infrastructure 
to connect 8,800 sets of security 
systems in the emirate of Dubai,” 
said Arif Al Janahi, director of op-
erations and security services at 
the Security Industry Regulatory 
Agency in the UAE.

“We are preparing all the sen-
sory to be able to adopt AI to con-
nect everything together. But all 
security systems require legisla-
tion, technical requirements and 
management. If one is weak, then 
we cannot implement any physical 
security.”

Caline Malek is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Sabahat Khan

Caline Malek

Building capacities. An Egyptian Army officer instructs his soldiers during military exercises.      (AFP)

Drills with Bahrain highlight Egypt’s 
expanding regional engagement

Dubai security summit turns attention 
to evolving threat of cybercrime

Much like Riyadh, Cairo has 
been investing greater effort 
into military diplomacy and 
has extended a growing 
involvement in joint 
exercises with 
regional partners.

New era. Andreas Rex, Intersec’s show director (L) speaks during 
the Future Security Summit in Dubai.          (Intersec)
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Head of UN monitoring mission in Yemen resigns

Aden

T 

he UN official tasked with 
monitoring the ceasefire in 
Hodeidah, Yemen, abruptly 
resigned and is expected to 

be replaced by a Danish major-gen-
eral with UN peacekeeping experi-
ence.

UN Special Envoy to Yemen Mar-
tin Griffiths confirmed the resigna-
tion of retired Dutch General Patrick 
Cammaert, who arrived with a team 
of UN monitors in Hodeidah in late 
December to observe the ceasefire 
between the Iran-allied Houthi re-
bels and Saudi-backed Yemeni gov-
ernment forces.

Reuters quoted diplomatic sourc-
es as saying that the United Nations 
plans to replace Cammaert with 
Danish Major-General Michael An-
ker Lollesgaard, who led a UN peace-
keeping mission in Mali in 2015-16.

Al-Masdar News reported that Grif-
fiths was asked January 24 during a 
meeting with political leaders at the 
Yemeni Embassy in Riyadh wheth-
er differences in opinion between 
Cammaert and Griffiths might have 
led to the retired general stepping 
down. Griffiths said Cammaert’s 
mission had “come to an end with 

the establishment of the [ceasefire 
observation] team.”

Sources close to the Houthi militia 
said leaders of the group and Cam-
maert clashed over several issues 
and described him as less accommo-
dating than previous UN representa-
tives.

Pro-Houthi Al-Masirah televi-
sion said Secretary-General of the 
Houthi Political Bureau Fadl Abu 
Taleb complained to Griffiths about 
Cammaert’s alleged bias and what 
he called a lack of responsiveness by 
the Saudi-led coalition that would 
“impede the agreements on Hodei-
dah and prisoners.”

Saudi-owned Al Arabiya reported 
that the Houthi militia had fired “di-
rectly” on a convoy carrying Cam-
maert after he met with representa-
tives of the Yemeni government.

As the UN reshuffled its ranks, the 
coalition fighting in support of the 
internationally recognised Yemeni 
government alleged that recent at-
tacks by the rebels utilised Iranian 
drones and military techniques.

Coalition spokesman Turki al-
Malki said the Houthi drone at-
tack on the Yemeni government’s 
Al Anad Airbase January 10 “used 
plans and methods” of Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps. Malki 
also said the Houthis were in pos-
session of Iranian Ababil-T drones.

The airbase strike resulted in 
death of several people, including 
Yemen’s chief of military intelli-
gence, Major-General Mohammed 
Saleh Tammah.

The United Arab Emirates, the 
Saudis’ main partner in the coali-
tion, called for an end to Iran’s inter-
ference in the Middle East, pointing 
to situations in Yemen and Syria as 

examples of Tehran creating insta-
bility in the region.

“The conflicts in Yemen and Syria 
clearly show that Iran is the common 
perpetrator. Iran has created more 
tension and instability in our region, 
posing a serious threat to the stability 
of the Middle East,” Saud al-Shamsi, 
UAE Deputy Permanent Representa-
tive to the United Nations, told the  
UN Security Council.

“We, therefore, call on the inter-
national community and the Securi-
ty Council to seriously pressure Iran 
to end its interference and support 
for terrorist and sectarian militias in 
Arab countries.”

Shamsi reiterated the UAE’s com-
mitment to the UN diplomatic ef-
forts but noted that, while the coa-
lition has proven its commitment to 
the ceasefire in Hodeidah, the Hou-

this repeatedly violated the agree-
ment.

“These transgressions include 
heinous crimes against the Yemeni 
people, threats to the security and 
stability of neighbouring states and 
international navigation and looting 
of humanitarian aid,” he said.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Yemen.

News & Analysis Yemen         

G 

iven its war and its 
political deadlock, 
the Yemeni crisis 
does not look like it 
is breaking out of the 
cycle of war and its 

political, military and economic 
quagmire.

The internationalisation of the 
crisis is still in its early stages. 
Things changed after an agree-
ment was reached in Sweden. It 
looks like the Houthis succeeded 
in trading political attrition for 
media exposure while the inten-
tionally recognised government 
camp looked bland and insipid, 
repeating over and over again the 
expression “the three reference 
documents” when many things 
have changed that knocked out 
UN Security Council Resolutions 
2451 and 2452.

To understand what is going on 
in Yemen, look at Lebanon. The 
contexts can hardly be separated.

In Lebanon, Hezbollah insists 
on disrupting the formation of a 
new government and the March 
14 Alliance appears unable to 
produce any effect on the political 

scene. It is clear that Hezbollah 
and its allies have full control of 
the state apparatus.

In this context, there were calls 
for a constitutional conference to 
restructure the political for-
mula in Lebanon and kill the Taif 
Agreement. Hezbollah is using 
the country’s profound economic 
crisis as one more trump card in 
its hand. The party is not inter-
ested in alleviating the economic 
pressure on the Lebanese. On the 
contrary, it wants to exacerbate it 
to do away with the Taif Agree-
ment and draft a new political 
agreement in accordance with 
the political gains of the so-called 
Axis of Resistance.

The same manoeuvre is taking 
place in Yemen. The Houthis were 
dragged to the Sweden nego-
tiations by the United States’ big 
stick. From the outset, however, 
the Houthis set specific goals that 
have not changed since 2015: re-
structure the political and power 
structure in Yemen in accordance 
with the changes that resulted 
from their September 21 coup.

The Houthis realise that it is 
difficult to overcome the political 
process based on the Gulf Coop-
eration Council initiative, just like 
Hezbollah in Lebanon which is 
aware of the difficulty of overcom-
ing the Taif Agreement. Therefore, 
the fundamental content of the 
crisis must remain centred on 
changing the political contract 
in the country regardless of the 
political and economic costs for 
Yemen or Lebanon.

What remains to be seen then 
are the Houthis’ chances of 
achieving their goals.

Consider the international scene 
in which the United States appears 
to have no political vision for all 
of the Middle East and not even 
in its declared strategy against 
Iran. The confusion inside the US 
administration and its growing 
internal problems are undermin-
ing the White House’s capacity 
to have a political role that could 

influence the Yemeni scene.
Look to the days preceding the 

adoption of UN Security Council 
Resolution 2451, when Russia 
threatened to veto the British 
draft resolution condemning Iran. 
The United States backed down 
and decided not to support the 
resolution, which could have 
stopped military operations in 
Hodeidah.

Likewise, Europe has no ability 
to influence developments in 
Yemen. The Europeans are expe-
riencing their politically weakest 
era since the end of World War II. 
Major European capitals are sub-
jected to unprecedented political 
crises. This situation has deprived 
Europe of political influence in 
the Middle East. Even the British, 
who were determined to resolve 
the Yemeni crisis, have lost the 
drive to do it due to the Brexit 
crisis.

There is a need for a critical re-
view of the years of war in Yemen 
at the regional level. This review 
must start with the recognition 
that the Arab project of mod-
eration has achieved important 
gains that need to be preserved. 
Furthermore, the Arab alliance 
must recognise that it lost the 
advantages of UN Security Council 
Resolution 2216 after the adoption 
of Resolutions 2451 and 2452. That 
loss was only partial but signifi-
cant.

The military front that could 
have had a good chance of chang-
ing the balance of power was the 
one that existed in Hodeidah 
before the adoption of Resolution 
2451. With that resolution, the 
pro-government camp and their 
allies lost the capacity to reverse 
things and that reverberated 
across Yemen.

The Marib Front has not 
progressed forward and will not 
move towards even putting pres-
sure on Sana’a. In any case, this 
front remains outside any plan for 
the area and is dependent on the 
plans of the Muslim Brotherhood, 

which is searching for a share in 
the political scene, a share that 
is likely to be guaranteed by the 
Houthis in a final settlement.

The Houthis are aiming for 
negotiations about the political 
framework, which is part of UN 
Resolution 2451. This is why they 
are trying to drain the efforts of 
UN Special Envoy Martin Griffiths.

They are also draining the ef-
forts and patience of the interna-
tional community because they 
know it will enable them to reach 
that round. For that purpose, they 
were willing to make concessions 
concerning prisoners or Taiz, 
while the opposite camp was busy 
making media declarations about 
references and instruments that 
were no longer valid.

The pro-legitimacy camp has 
yet to accept that the changes at 
the end of 2018 are here to stay 
and that it is unproductive to 
insist on referring and appealing 
to political instruments that failed 
politically, militarily and eco-
nomically. The Houthis have not 
lost the advantage presented by 
the rigid attitude of the pro-legiti-
macy camp, even after the recent 
handover by Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar 
of the leadership of the pro-legit-
imacy camp. The old general has 
been clinging to failure since 2016.

Sana’a, Beirut, Damascus and 
Baghdad are Iran’s pawns on the 
chessboard and Iran is moving to 
manufacture a different face to 
Yemen, Lebanon, Syria and Iraq. 
The Shia crescent seems to have 
adopted a more rigid stance and 
Sana’a will soon join in unless the 
risk is addressed by moving to 
protect Aden and its coastline all 
the way to al-Mahrah.

The necessity of separating the 
south from the north in Yemen is 
no longer just related to southern 
Yemenis’ right to sovereignty as it 
is to the existential issue of Arab 
national security.

Hani Salem Masshour is a Yemeni 
writer.

Seeing the big picture in Yemen
Viewpoint

Hani Salem 
Masshour

Saleh Baidhani

Al Arabiya reported that 
the Houthi militia had 
fired “directly” on a 
convoy carrying 
Cammaert after he met 
with representatives of 
the Yemeni government.
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Stalling tactics. Houthi fighters ride on the back of a truck in the 
Red Sea city of Hodeidah, last December.                                  (Reuters)
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Tensions rekindle in Iraq’s oil-rich Kirkuk

Kirkuk

T 

ensions have resurfaced in 
the oil-rich, multi-ethnic 
Iraqi province of Kirkuk 
after a Kurdish party raised 

the flag of the country’s autono-
mous Kurdistan region over the 
building that houses its headquar-
ters, drawing protest from the cen-
tral Iraqi government in Baghdad.

Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-
Mahdi, in a statement, criticised 
the raising of Kurdistan’s flag by the 
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan and 
asked that it be taken down from 
the building in Kirkuk.

Kirkuk is Iraq’s most multicultur-
al province with a population that 
includes Arabs, Kurds, Turkmen, 
as well as Chaldean and Assyrian 
Christians. In 2018, Iraq’s Central 
Statistical Organisation estimated 
the Kirkuk population at nearly 1.5 
million.

Kirkuk is not part of the autono-
mous Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment (KRG), which controls Erbil, 
Dohuk and Sulaimaniyah provinc-
es. However, Article 140 of the Iraqi 
Constitution stipulates that the fate 
of Kirkuk should be determined in a 
referendum by its residents.

“Having a referendum would 
give the choice to the residents of 
Kirkuk if they wanted to be part 
Kurdistan or remain under Bagh-
dad’s rule,” said legal expert Tariq 
Harb.

Arab, Turkmen and Kurdish fig-
ures have accused each other of 
making demographic changes to 
fix the results of a future refer-
endum. They also disagree over 
interpretations of some codicils  

of Article 140.
Rival commentators disagree 

over whether Kirkuk is a reference 
to the city or the province. They 
also disagree on whether the ref-
erendum, which was to have taken 
place in 2007, is valid or expired.

Article 140 states that the Iraqi 
government should carry out a cen-
sus and a referendum “by a date 
not to exceed the 31st of December 
2007.”

Kurdish peshmerga forces, sup-
ported by US airpower, took control 
of Kirkuk when the Iraqi Army was 
defeated by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in 2014. After the defeat of ISIS, 
Iraqi forces reclaimed Kirkuk from 
Kurdish control in October 2017.

The central government’s re-
newed control of Kirkuk came af-
ter a souring of relations between 
Baghdad and Erbil over the decision 
by the KRG to have a referendum in 
September 2017 on Kurdistan in-
dependence. Baghdad viewed the 
referendum as illegal and imposed 
sanctions on the KRG.

Tensions between Baghdad and 
Erbil eased after the KRG gave back 
the central government control of 
disputed areas that the peshmerga 
captured during the war on ISIS. 
Baghdad has since lifted the eco-
nomic measures against the KRG 
and the selection of Abdul-Mahdi 
as prime minister of Iraq.

Abdul-Mahdi, unlike Haider al-
Abadi, his predecessor as prime 
minister, has very good ties with 
KRG officials. However, the Kurd-
istan flag incident showed that 
Abdul-Mahdi will not compromise 
the sovereignty of the central gov-
ernment in dealing with Kurdish of-
ficials.

“Raising the flag by Kurdish polit-
ical parties was aimed at taking the 
pulse of people in Kirkuk and put-
ting pressure on Baghdad to resolve 
the Kirkuk issue,” said Emad Uglo, a 
45-year-old resident of Kirkuk.

“The presence of oil in Kirkuk 
makes it wanted by the KRG. Al-
though Baghdad is weak and has 
not formed a cabinet yet, the pres-
ence of Iraqi forces on the ground 
has prevented the KRG from domi-

nating Kirkuk.”
Jalal Hasan Mistaffa, a researcher 

from Sulaimaniyah, said the issue 
of Kirkuk is not confined to Bagh-
dad and Erbil but implicates neigh-
bouring countries.

“Kirkuk is the centre of a stra-
tegic conflict between its compo-
nents that has created a corner of 
regional instability that draws in 
Turkey, Iran and Syria,” said Mistaf-
fa. “Iran’s support for Iraq’s militia 
allows Tehran to play a significant 
role in Kirkuk.”

Fatih Sangawy, a lecturer at 
the University of Human Devel-
opment in Kurdistan, agreed. 
“Kirkuk’s issue will not be resolved 
due to the external influences. At 
the moment, it is impossible for 
Kirkuk to be part of the Kurdistan  
region,” he said.

“The city’s oil-richness is the 

cause of the continued conflict to 
control Kirkuk. As usual, ordinary 
people are paying the price at the 
end.”

The passion about Kirkuk, how-
ever, is not always about oil.

“It is about being able to reclaim 
your land and your dignity. It’s 
about knowing that you are not 
denied what is rightfully yours be-
cause of your ethnicity,” said Tanya 
Gilly Khailany, a Kurdish female ac-
tivist.

“People were kicked out of the 
city of Kirkuk just because they 
were Kurds. People from Kirkuk 
were denied licences to fix their 
homes just because their ethnic-
ity was Kurdish. They were not 
allowed to buy properties of any 
kind just because they were Kurd-
ish,” said Khailany, in a refer-
ence to the Arabisation policy of  

Saddam Hussein.
Turkmen residents say they, too, 

were victims of Saddam’s Arabisa-
tion policies but add that the Kurds 
also discriminate against them. 
Kirkuk was originally a Turkmen 
city, they maintain.

Khalil al-Hadidi, a Kirkuk provin-
cial council member who is Arab, 
said Kirkuk witnessed demograph-
ic changes before and after 2003. 
Hadidi accused Kurdish officials of 
seeking to change the demography 
of Kirkuk to make it part of the KRG, 
at the expense of its non-Kurdish 
residents.

The best solution, he argued, is 
for “Kirkuk to remain an Iraqi prov-
ince.”

Azhar al-Rubaie and Yousif 
Raheem are freelance journalists 
in Iraq.

Iraq               News & Analysis

Azhar al-Rubaie
and Yousif Raheem

Bone of contention. Members of Iraqi security forces at an oil field in Dibis area on the outskirts of 
Kirkuk.                                                                                                                                                                          (Reuters) 

Arab, Turkmen and 
Kurdish figures have 
accused each other of 
making demographic 
changes to fix the results 
of a future referendum.

D 

espite US sanctions, 
Iran appears in a more 
comfortable position at 
the regional level with 
US President Donald 
Trump’s disengage-

ment from the Middle East. Iran is 
thus gearing up to consolidate power 
in countries where it projects influ-
ence, including Iraq.

The United Sates reinstated 
sanctions on Iran last November, 
targeting more than 700 individuals 
and entities, including major 
banks, oil exporters and shipping 
companies. The US Department 
of State designated the son of 
Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah a global terrorist. 
In October, the US Senate passed 
bills sanctioning Hezbollah and 
foreign nationals and companies 
that secured material, financial 
or technological support to the 
Lebanese militant group and its 
regional affiliates.

Tehran’s fresh regional ease will 
increase its influence and, combined 
with the battle of wills it is waging 
against the United States, appears 
to be contributing to the political 
gridlock in Iraq.

The Iraqi parliament appointed 
14 of Iraqi Prime Minister Adel 
Abdul-Mahdi’s 22 cabinet nominees 
in November. Other ministers 
were appointed in December. 
However, lawmakers failed to vote 
on the key defence and interior 
ministries, mainly because of 
political disagreements between 
the two largest political blocs in 
the parliament — the Islah alliance 
dominated by prominent Shia cleric 

Muqtada al-Sadr and the pro-Iran 
Shia al-Binaa coalition led by 
militiaman Hadi al-Amiri.

The mercurial al-Sadr is perceived 
as one of the strongest political 
players and a kingmaker in Iraq. His 
bloc, the largest in parliament, has 
54 out the 329 parliamentary seats. 
Power within Shia blocs is more 
fragmented: al-Sadr is a powerful 
enemy because he can raise stakes 
thanks to his ability to command 
widespread street movements. 
Al-Sadr has capitalised on anti-
corruption protests across Iraq.

In addition, Iraq is ruled by the 
tradition of consensual democracy, 
which disregards the principle 
of majority rule and encourages 
political factions to form a 
participatory government. This rule 

allowed Nuri al-Maliki, at the behest 
of Iran, to sideline Ayad Allawi, who 
had won the plurality of the vote in 
the 2010 elections, to become prime 
minister at the time.

This policy is favoured by 
Iranian allies in Iraq and Lebanon. 
“Consensus is necessary in Iraq, 
parties need to agree on the 
ministries,” said Montathar Nasser, 
editor of al-Alam, an Iraqi news 
outlet.

Pro-Iran figures such as Qais 
Khazali, leader of the Asaib Ahl 
al-Haq militia, Maliki and Amiri are 
clinging to the appointment of Falih 
Alfayyadh as minister of interior.

Alfayyadh is head of the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) and a 
member of a Dawa Party, perceived 
to be close to Iran. The PMF, which 

played a critical role in the defeat 
of the Islamic State (ISIS), includes 
militia groups with ties to Iran.

The choice of the pro-Iran camp 
to head the interior ministry was 
objected to by al-Sadr’s bloc.

“Al-Sadr does not want someone 
who is affiliated to a clear party 
line, such as Falih Alfayyadh,” 
said Nasser. “Alfayyadh was the 
only name submitted for the post 
of minister of interior and has the 
support of Qassem Soleimani,” said 
Nasser, in reference to the head of al-
Quds Force, the elite branch of Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, 
responsible for external operations.

Since the claimed defeat of 
ISIS, Soleimani and Iraj Masjedi, 
Soleimani’s former aide who is now 
Tehran’s ambassador to Baghdad, 
have been playing an active role in 
Iraqi politics.

As Washington ratchets up its 
coercive policy towards Tehran, 
Iranian leaders appear to be 
hardening their stances in Iraq. 
“Iran and the United States are still 
fighting for influence in Iraq,” said an 
Iraqi diplomatic source who did not 
wish to be named.

Regardless of how long the Iraqi 
government takes to be formed, Iran 
proves once again that it disposes of 
significant regional clout that it uses 
at its convenience. The West has, 
more than ever, to contend with a 
Tehran that has the power to shape 
regional developments.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
analyst and a fellow at the Rafik 
Hariri Centre for the Middle East at 
the Atlantic Council.

Iran contributing to political gridlock in Iraq
Viewpoint

Mona Alami

Since the claimed 
defeat of ISIS, 
Soleimani and Iraj 
Masjedi, 
Soleimani’s former 
aide who is now 
Tehran’s 
ambassador to 
Baghdad, have been 
playing an active 
role in Iraqi politics.

Transnational politics. Hadi al-Amiri, leader of the Iran-backed 
Badr Organisation, speaks into a walkie-talkie in Falluja.     (Reuters)
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Opinion

Syria’s dangerous new phase

The US absence in Syria is offset by a greater Israeli involvement 
there within the context of understandings with Russia. 

W 

hat is happen-
ing in Syria 
confirms that 
the war there 
has entered a 
different stage. 

Those who are betting that the 
Syrian regime has rehabilitated 
itself are betting on a fantasy and 
proving they are detached from 
reality since the events of 2011.

Something has changed 
in Syria and it changed so 
fundamentally that some 
questions have become 
inevitable: Can Syria regain 
its former structure? Is it still 
possible to recreate what used 
to be called the Syrian Arab 
Republic in a new form?

What transpired from the 
recent Israeli raids on Damascus 
and its surroundings and from 
the official announcement of 
these attacks is rich in lessons. 
It revealed that Israel has gained 
in aggression and arrogance 
following US President Donald 
Trump’s announcement of a US 
military withdrawal from the 
east of the Euphrates.

Israel wants to confirm that it 
is directly concerned with any 
future arrangements in southern 
Syria. It wants to remind Iran 
it cannot celebrate the 40th 
anniversary of the Islamic 
Revolution in Iran and the fall 
of the shah by boasting that its 
missiles are a stone’s throw from 
the Golan Heights, as it does in 
Lebanon through Hezbollah.

There are new rules in the 
game being played in Syria, 
rules based on understandings 
between Israel and Russia, which 
announced after the downing 
of its warplane in Syria last 
September that it would deploy a 
network of its S-300 air defence 
missiles there and reduce the 
manoeuvring margin for Israeli 
planes.

It is quite likely that these 
understandings were the result 
of recent meetings between 
Russian and Israeli officers aimed 
at closing the page on the recent 
past.

The September incident and 
the deployment of Russian 
missiles are not the only topics 
that have become a thing of the 
past between Israel and Russia. 
It seems that the announcement 
of the deployment of the missiles 
in Syria was part of a Russian 

campaign meant for internal 
consumption and nothing else. 
It was only natural. The Kremlin 
had to act angry in the eyes of the 
Russian people after the incident.

Another thing that has become 
a thing of the past is Trump’s 
ability to develop a strategy for 
Syria. It has become clear that 
the Trump administration had no 
strategy in Syria where the most 
important player in its eyes is 
Israel. The US strategy in Syria is 
Israel’s strategy.

Turkey also had entered 
the game in Syria in force and 
grabbed a part of northern Syria 
while eyeing Aleppo in the long 
run.

The next question to ask is: 
Where does Iran fit in this new 
equation in the Syrian theatre?

Many things have changed 
and cards have been reshuffled 
in Syria but the most relevant 
changes for Iran must be the 
reconciliation between Russia 
and Israel and the United States 
giving the green light to Israel to 
do as it pleases in Syria.

The United States will, of 
course, support anything that 
Israel does. This explains why 
Israeli officials did not shy away 
from officially and publicly 
announcing the Israeli air raids 
that had targeted the Damascus 
airport and other areas close to 
the Syrian capital. Israeli officials 
had once been careful not to 
publicise Israeli raids on Syrian 
territory. Now, they are being 
bold about it, especially when 
the target is Iranian presence in 
Syria.

The new phase of the war in 
Syria raises a different kind of 
questions. Perhaps the most 
important is how far Israel and 
Iran are willing to go in their 
skirmishes in southern Syria. 
Could these skirmishes escalate 
into a full-blown confrontation 
that might extend to Lebanon 
or maybe there is room for 
agreements between the 
two belligerents? There is no 
clear answer but this game is 
potentially very dangerous for 
the region.

What has not changed is the 
fate of the Syrian regime. It 
turns out that the regime has 
become part of the past, too. 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
only concern, for now, is how 
to remain in Damascus and 

helplessly watch another stage 
that may not be the last in the 
process of fragmenting Syria.

The regime, which has no 
legitimacy of any kind, has no 
other alternative but to play 
the role of a false witness in the 
process of killing for good the 
Syria we have known. This is the 
same Syria that fell victim to the 
tyranny of the Ba’ath Party on 
March 8, 1963, and then to the 
tyranny of the despotic minority 
regime established by Hafez 
Assad.

Unless Turkey’s ambitions in 
Syria also change, it is not clear 
what will result from contacts 
between Ankara and Washington 
on the Turkish presence in Syria 
and on how to deal with the 
Kurds there. However, Turkey has 
established a permanent presence 
on Syrian soil and is waiting for 
the right time to expand further. 
Ankara believes that it has a right 
to a vital space where it can move 
freely, be it in Syria or in Iraq. 
Turkey is eyeing both Aleppo and 
Mosul.

The US absence in Syria is offset 
by a greater Israeli involvement 
there within the context of 
understandings with Russia. 
Turkey also is exercising a more 
aggressive policy there without 
overlooking Russian interests. 
Finally, in Syria there is a regime 
that refuses to accept that it has 
gone politically bankrupt and that 
betting on Iran sometimes and 
on Russia at other times will not 
benefit it in the long term.

The Syrian war has entered a 
completely new phase, open to 
all possibilities, including a full-
blown confrontation between 
Israel and Iran if the latter insists 
on staying in Syria while looking 
for a deal with the Great Satan.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.
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Editorial

T
he recent dispute between France and 
Italy is only the latest manifestation 
of Europe’s widening divide with the 
rise of populist politics.

This divide is affecting intra-Euro-
pean relations as well as the conti-

nent’s policies on global issues such as migra-
tion. It is also conditioning Europe’s attitude 
towards its southern neighbours.

The French-Italian row reflects the deep 
European divide over two visions. One is 
advocated by anti-migration and anti-EU 
parties, such as Italy’s far-right League and the 
Five Star Movement. The other vision finds 
expression in the more traditional, establish-
mentarian and pro-EU policies of French 
President Emmanuel Macron, who is now the 
target of the Italian populists’ ire.

The row has given way to an unprecedented 
French-Italian war of words that serves to 
discredit Europe’s policies in the Maghreb and 
Africa. It is also fuelling doubt about Italy’s and 
France’s commitment to find a solution to the 
instability and chaos unhinging Libya since the 
2011 end of the NATO-led military campaign.

Italian Interior Minister Matteo Salvini 
accused France of having “no interest in 
stabilising the situation” in Libya, “probably 
because it has oil interests that are opposed to 
those of Italy.”

The stakes for both Italy’s ENI and France’s 
Total in Libya’s energy resources may be huge 
but it doesn’t do much for the credibility of 
international peace efforts in that strife-
plagued country to paint the French and Italian 
roles as driven by purely mercantile motives.

Accusations by senior Italian officials can 
only lend credence to the most cynical, if not 
conspiratorial, theories regarding European 
designs on Libya.

And the French-Italian row can only adversely 
affect Europe’s treatment of another  loaded 
problem, that of migration.

Since June, Rome has closed Italian ports to 
migrant rescue ships while blasting Paris for its 
attitude towards migrants. “France has no 
reason to get upset because it pushed away tens 
of thousands of migrants (at the French border), 
abandoning them there as though they were 
beasts,” said Salvini.

More than Paris or Rome, it is migrants who 
have a lot to lose in the French-Italian crossfire 
as their tragedy continues to unfold.

Since the beginning of the year, more than 
200 migrants have drowned trying to cross the 
Mediterranean. The UN migration agency said 
no fewer than 4,216 migrants made it to Europe 
in the first 16 days of the year, compared to 2,365 
during the same period of 2018.

For lack of a welcome and safe harbour in 
Italy, many of the rescued migrants are being 
sent back to Libya despite the inadequate 
holding conditions there. The UN refugee 
agency (UNHCR) has criticised the European 
“politicking around sea rescues.”

UNHCR spokesman Charlie Yaxley observed 
that “rescue at sea has been taken hostage by 
politics… decisive leadership that taps into 
fundamental values of humanity and compas-
sion is sorely needed.” Private NGOs find it 
increasingly impossible to lend a helping hand 
to migrants drifting at sea in makeshift boats.

Instead of eliciting a debate about the deep 
roots of the migration problem and the way to 
effectively address it, the French-Italian spat is 
only fuelling a self-serving blame game.

“If people are leaving today it’s because 
European countries, France above all, have 
never stopped colonising dozens of African 
countries,” claimed Italian Economic Develop-
ment Minister Luigi Di Maio. The solution 
advocated by Di Maio is hardly deserving of the 
descriptor. “The EU should sanction France and 
all countries like France that impoverish Africa 
and make these people leave because Africans 
should be in Africa, not at the bottom of the 
Mediterranean,” he said.

Ironically, even in France, the Yellow Vest 
insurrection has led to a rise in the political 
fortunes of the far-right. It has also ushered in 
new debate about imposing immigration 
quotas, this time suggested by Macron himself.

In the run-up to elections for the European 
Parliament in May, one can expect such populist 
rhetoric to escalate and permeate the political 
debate.

The already-significant tension emanating 
from the two colliding visions of Europe will not 
help address the issue of migration, help resolve 
MENA’S lingering conflicts, such as the one in 
Libya, or assist the region with tackling its 
chronic socio-economic difficulties. It will only 
complicate them.

French-Italian 
row complicates 
Europe’s stance on 
migration, Libya

There are new rules 
in the game being 
played in Syria, rules 
based on 
understandings 
between Israel and 
Russia.
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Opinion

The costly war between Tunisia’s government 
and trade unions

Al-Bashir cannot pin Sudan’s crisis on foreign plots

Tunisia deserves a better class of politicians and requires a deeper 
sense of political responsibility on the part of its leading elites.

Like all other countries, Sudan has enemies and friends but 
there is little cause for its enemies to conspire against it. 

Amine Ben Messaoud

Mohamed Aboelfadl

T 

he decision by the 
Tunisian General La-
bour Union (UGTT), 
the main labour 
union in Tunisia, to 
call another general 

strike in February confirms 
the wide gap between Tuni-
sian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed’s government and the 
union and signals the escalation 
of the crisis with unknown po-
litical and social consequences.

The UGTT’s quick 
announcement, soon after the 
of strike January 17 of its more 
than 500,000 civil servant 
members, of a second general 
work stoppage February 20-
21 contains several unsaid 
messages.

The first is addressed to 
Chahed to let him know that 
the union will not forgive his 
resorting to requisitioning 
public servants in many vital 
sectors. The second message is 
to the political troika in power, 
telling it that the basis for the 
demands that led to the January 
17 strike is valid for coming 
work actions.

The third message is 
addressed to the public 
reaffirming that the UGTT is 
still a social force capable of 
mobilising thousands of people 
and affecting the balance of 
power in Tunisia.

Sources inside the UGTT 
insisted that the option for 
calling for civil disobedience 
was not absent from the minds 
of union leadership and that 
the choice of a general strike 

was the last warning to the 
government until social and 
economic demands of the union 
are met.

UGTT’s management team 
has other options for protest 
and escalation but, after the 
deadline of February 21, the 
situation will be different. The 
union prides itself on having 
resisted the power of some 
legendary national figures, such 
as President Habib Bourguiba 
and Prime Minister Mohamed 
Mzali, and therefore will not 
shy away from standing up to 
politicians it accuses of having 
sold their souls and the country 
to international donors.

The anger of the UGTT 
leadership is not directed only 
at Chahed’s government but 
also at official policy choices in 
public affairs, especially that of 
borrowing from abroad while 
squeezing and impoverishing 
citizens.

The government and 
parties composing it find 
themselves between the 
hammer of international donor 
organisations and the anvil 
of escalating UGTT protests. 
Chahed’s government does not 
possess many alternatives to 
appease the union other than 
those offered during the last 
minutes of negotiations January 
16.

Ironically, the wage increase 
offered by the government was 
not a real one. The government 
had offered to reduce salary 
deductions, which gives 
employees the impression of 

increased income but really 
hurts social security and 
retirement funds. In other 
words, pensioners would end 
up footing the bill.

The fact is that the 
government would not have 
resorted to those options had 
it not been for the absence 
of the alternatives and for 
the International Monetary 
Fund’s heavy hand restricting 
the government’s capacity 
for social negotiations and 
manoeuvres.

Both the government and 
the UGTT have omitted from 
their considerations two very 
important aspects. The first 
concerns the tremendous cost, 
both material and immaterial, 
associated with the crisis.

At the economic level, one 
strike day incurs enough 
losses to cover the demanded 
increase in wages. At the 
public relations level, the 
strike and failed negotiations 
represent a tremendous blow 
to the international image of 
the country because it gives 
the impression that Tunisia 
is incapable of ensuring 
social harmony and therefore 
becomes less attractive to 
foreign investors.

Such a cost is very high, 
especially when there are 
competing countries more than 
ready to take advantage of the 
erosion of Tunisia’s soft power.

The second consideration 
concerns the possible 
emergence of a rejectionist 
social atmosphere that would 

S 

udanese President 
Omar al-Bashir is 
walking the same 
path of many leaders 
accustomed to blam-
ing their failures on 

internal and external bodies.
Sudan is a country with many 

problems. There is no need 
for foreign conspiracies in the 
traditional sense to shake the 
ground under the feet of its 
regime. That can easily be done 
by angry citizens and that is 
what is happening in Sudan. 

Al-Bashir seems to have used 
up all the opportunities to 
stabilise his regime and protect 
himself from the consequences 
of popular protests. He is mak-
ing the same mistakes as his 
predecessors in Sudan by seiz-
ing control and concentrating 
power in his hands, refusing 
to let go of it or to listen to 
the complaints of Sudanese 
citizens.

He has relied on his National 
Congress Party, which is 
nothing more than the political 
arm of the Islamic movement 
in Sudan, and on the military, 
to which he belonged and that 
always had the upper hand 
in Sudan. Both have shown 
discontent with al-Bashir’s 
actions.

With the outbreak of the 
current crisis, both distanced 
themselves from al-Bashir, 
believing they could save 
themselves even if they had 
to sacrifice the president. 
However, when the party and 
the military became convinced 
that the ship might sink with 
everyone on board and that 
the people would not be fooled 
into accepting al-Bashir as a 
scapegoat, they decided to 

stand behind him.
Obviously, al-Bashir, the 

government, the party and the 
Islamic movement are acting 
as one unit for their own self-
preservation. The leaderships 
closed ranks and mobilised 
behind the pretext of facing 
a conspiracy from inside or 
outside Sudan for which they 
have given no evidence.

Like all other countries, 
Sudan has enemies and 
friends but there is little cause 
for its enemies to conspire 
against it, just as there was 
little enthusiasm among its 
friends to support it. If some 
mysterious party wished to 
destroy Sudan, it could have 
used any of the hundreds of 
problems and widespread 
tensions crippling the country. 
So far then, the conspiracy 
theory, which al-Bashir is 
constantly bringing up, sounds 
more like a smokescreen used 
to dam up torrents of protests.

As for Sudan’s friends — 
or, more accurately, those 
the Sudanese regime takes 
as friends — they did not go 
beyond the moral support of 
resounding political speeches 
calling for preserving the 
unity and stability of the state. 
There was no emergency 
economic assistance and yet 
the economic crisis is the 
heart of the problem and is 
likely to worsen regardless 
of whether al-Bashir stays in 
power. Sudan is a prisoner of 
the accumulation of years of 
economic difficulties.

The problem is that many 
parties, both inside and outside 
Sudan, are convinced that 
the chances for the regime’s 
survival are limited. This is bad 

news for al-Bashir. Should he 
crack down on the protesters 
even more or ease up the 
security solution to take away 
the opposition’s argument?

Resorting to crackdowns has 
rarely succeeded. The reason 
is simple: The inevitable rise 
in the number of victims 
of the regime’s repression 
leads to increased anger 
and hostility towards the 
Sudanese government at the 
international level. This is why 
al-Bashir started harping on the 
tune of a conspiracy.

The second approach has 
succeeded in some countries, 
depending on the wisdom of 
the ruling regime. However, 
in the case of Sudan, that 
approach is likely to fail. 
Judging by experiences 
of some Arab countries, 
whenever governments tried 
to bend, popular demand for 
social, economic and political 
advantages increased. This 
was how the regimes of Hosni 
Mubarak in Egypt, Zine El-
Abidine Ben Ali in Tunisia and 
Ali Abdullah Saleh in Yemen 
were brought down.

The case of the Syrian regime 
is unique. The iron-fist policy 
adopted by Bashar Assad was 
not enough and almost led 
to his collapse and the state 
as well. However, the regime 
survived within the framework 
of a complex game of power 
balance in the region, thanks to 
the generous support of Russia, 
Iran and Lebanese Hezbollah 
and thanks to the regional and 
international changes at the 
time.

That’s not the case of Sudan. 
The country and the regime are 
fragile enough that there is no 

condemn both the UGTT’s 
demands and the government’s 
handling of the crisis.

There is the emergence of 
actions and actors in escalating 
protests by students and 
parents in many schools 
and provinces. They are 
denouncing the tug of war 
between the union and the 
government because the threat 
of an incomplete school year 
represents a threat to their 
academic futures and robs 
them of the right to education.

This form of protest reflects 
the deep preoccupations of 
many segments of Tunisian 
society that believe this 
futile struggle between the 
government and the union has 
become a financial and moral 
burden.

Tunisia is footing the bill 
for delaying the creation of a 
council for socio-economic 
dialogue, either in the shape 
of the former quartet for 
national dialogue or in any one 
commensurate with the existing 
challenges. What is even more 
painful is that the country is 
paying with its future for some 
people’s obsession with power 
and preparations for upcoming 
elections.

Tunisia deserves a better 
class of politicians and requires 
a deeper sense of political 
responsibility on the part of its 
leading elites.

Amine Ben Messaoud is a 
Tunisian writer and political 
analyst.

need for a conspiracy to bring 
them down. Going on and on 
about a conspiracy will harm 
the regime. 

The spectre of a conspiracy 
might be useful in countries 
with enough resources and 
factors of power such that they 
can affect their geopolitical 
environments. The Sudanese 
regime has portrayed itself as 
maintaining good relations with 
the East, West, North and South 
but that was hardly convincing.

The region surrounding 
Sudan is rife with conflicts 
and the various opposition 
movements in other countries 
have well-known connections 
with foreign powers. Most of 
the countries of the region 
resorted to bilateral and 
regional agreements to keep the 
opposition under control. Most 
of Sudan’s internal problems are 
connected to similar problems 
in neighbouring countries.

External factors of instability 
have existed for some time 
in Sudan and surrounding 
countries. Khartoum has 
struck agreements with 
Chad, Ethiopia, Eritrea, South 
Sudan and the Central African 
Republic to end the game 
of proxy wars through the 
opposition.

Despite the sufferings of 
those countries, the idea of 
regional conspiracy is of limited 
credibility. Those countries 
do not have the luxury or the 
means to engage in subversive 
acts in a neighbouring 
country, particularly when the 
repercussions of such acts will 
come home to haunt them.

Mohamed Aboelfadl is an 
Egyptian writer.
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SyriaNews & Analysis

ISIS attacks raise doubts 
about Trump’s ‘Mission 
Accomplished’ in Syria
Beirut

B 

ack-to-back attacks were 
carried out against US troops 
in Syria after US President 
Donald Trump insisted that 

he was withdrawing his forces from 
the Syrian battlefield now that the 
Islamic State (ISIS) had been annihi-
lated. Both attacks were claimed by 
ISIS.

The first was January 16 in Man-
bij, west of the Euphrates River, 
killing four US service personnel. 
The second was January 21 south of 
Hasakah. Five members of the US-
backed Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) were killed and two Ameri-
cans were wounded in that attack.

Two days before the attack, 
Trump tweeted: “I defeated ISIS in 
Syria.” He added that Pentagon of-
ficials were putting ISIS’s numbers 
at 30,000, noting: “LIES. If ISIS is in 
Syria, where are they? Hiding? I used 
Google Maps to look at Syria. Maps 
don’t show anyone! Everybody’s 
gone! Mission accomplished!”

The ISIS attacks prove Trump 
mistaken. Whether they are home-
grown and authentic or inspired by 
the many enemies of his Syria policy 
is yet to be seen. For now, taking the 
ISIS claim at face value raises seri-
ous doubt about Trump’s “Mission 
Accomplished.”

By most estimates, ISIS controls 
around 2% of the territory it once 
held in Syria. The Americans es-
timated that 30,000-40,000 ISIS 
fighters remain in Syria and Iraq 
combined but the Syrian assessment 
is that 13,000 remain in Syria, half of 
them in Kurdish-held territory.

Authorities in both countries col-
lected a treasure trove of informa-
tion towards the end of last year 
when two senior ISIS commanders 
were apprehended, telling plenty 
about what remains of the terror 
group.

One was Osama Saleh, arrested by 
the SDF in Deir ez-Zor, and the other 
was Jamal Mashadani, arrested by 
the Iraqis in Baghdad in November. 
Information from both men is being 
analysed and processed by the Rus-
sians in preparation for a post-US 
operation against ISIS.

The Russians say that what re-
mains of ISIS pockets are divided 
into two main categories. One is 
among former militants once de-

scribed as “moderates” who radical-
ised after their defeat in East Ghouta 
and Daraa in mid-2018. They refused 
to join the Russia-led reconciliation 
and moved to northern Syria, where 
they remained largely unwelcome, 
seen as outsiders and outcasts.

This group, estimated at 6,000 
men, was further radicalised by the 
disruption of foreign assistance, 
which forced them to join new mili-
tary groups, such as ISIS, that were 
willing to pay their bills.

ISIS is reportedly paying $200 per 
month to fighters who join its ranks 
and $400-$500 for senior military 
commanders. It is the highest-pay-
ing employer in the Syrian battle-
field, although no match for its pre-
vious self when its fighters used to 
get $800-$1,000 per month.

The second group are Arab tribes-
men along the Euphrates, who were 
either previously affiliated with ISIS 
or with other jihadist groups such as 
Jabhat al-Nusra.

They went underground after the 
ISIS eclipse in Raqqa but are slowly 
re-emerging, seeing that conditions 
have changed. The Russians esti-
mate this group at 6,000 fighters.

Another 1,000-2,000 members 
are local recruits picked up over 
the course of the past year, lacking 
professional training, however, and 
with no battlefield experience.

The Russians say this group will 
not fight, having joined ISIS out of 
financial need rather than religious 
indoctrination. The total estimate 
of 13,000 ISIS members applies to 
affiliates, fighters and non-military 
personnel, which means that the 
actual number who are a battle-
field threat is much smaller than 
expected, which would be music to 
Trump’s ears.

Can such a small force, with no 
proper training, carry out two pre-
cise operations against US troops in 
less than a week?

For now, the remaining known 
ISIS pockets are in Hajin, al-Kash-
meh, Baghouz and the countryside 
of Abu Kamal, Hama and Hasakah. 
The main pocket is Hajin, a small 
town south of Deir ez-Zor, which is 

the last “hub” for ISIS, with around 
500 members.

Also, there is a minor ISIS pres-
ence in al-Kashmeh (150 people), a 
village 11km south of Hajin. There 
is a small ISIS enclave standing in 
the north-western countryside of 
Hama, with an estimated 150-200 
fighters.

The SDF is handling the fight 
against ISIS remnants south-east of 
Abu Kamal, while the Syrians/Rus-
sians/Iraqis are dealing with ISIS in 
the eastern countryside of Abu Ka-
mal. Leading the ground operations 
are Shia units from the Al-Hashed 
al-Shaabi.

Second after Hajin, in terms of 
ISIS presence, is Baghouz, which al-
though declared liberated last May, 
has active ISIS cells and tunnels, 
taking them back and forth into 
Iraq, given that the village is near 
the border.

No fewer than 400 ISIS members 
are in Baghouz. By “ISIS members,” 
it is meant those who are ideologi-
cally pro-ISIS, and not necessarily 
ISIS-trained or -funded. Not all of 
them have taken the oath to ISIS 
leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and 
not all are battlefield veterans.

The third location, Idlib province, 
has been held by an assortment of 
jihadist militias since mid-2015. Syr-
ian estimates say Idlib is home to 
15,000 ISIS fighters, whom the Turks 
had promised to expel and disarm 
by mid-October 2018. That did not 
happen, explaining the need to ex-
tend the Sochi agreement over Idlib, 
reached between Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin.

The Syrians say not all of them are 
members of ISIS but this big group 
basically loops all fighters who are 
not on Turkish payroll in Idlib, as 
opposed to the 70,000 who are. Tur-
key inflated the ISIS threat, just like 
the Syrians and Russians did at one 
point, to justify its operations and 
ambitions in Idlib.

Hardcore ISIS fighters died on 
the battlefield in the past five years. 
None of them surrendered and 
agreed to be shipped off to Idlib. 
The ISIS members in Idlib are those 
who radicalised after entering Idlib, 
having previously worked with the  
Free Syrian Army, al-Nusra, Ahrar 
al-Sham and other organisations.

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

Sami Moubayed

Stubborn threat. A military vehicle burns at the scene of a suicide car bomb attack in Syria’s 
north-eastern Hasakah province, January 21.                                                                                                       (AFP)

The remaining known 
ISIS pockets are in Hajin, 
al-Kashmeh, Baghouz 
and the countryside of 
Abu Kamal, Hama and 
Hasakah.

T 

he European Union 
has announced the 
extension of sanction-
ing of some people 
affiliated with the 
regime of Syrian Pres-

ident Bashar Assad, noting that 
these “prominent businessmen 
are making large profits through 
their ties with the regime and are 
helping to finance the regime in 
return” and were “supporting 
and benefiting from the Assad 
regime.”

Among the individuals and 
corporations named were figures 
and corporations linked to 
the Marota City development, 
a government-sponsored 
enterprise combing luxury 
residential property with a 
commercial tilt — the acceptable 
face of Damascus’s plan for 
Syria’s reconstruction, which 
nevertheless exposes a dark side. 
Many of the regime’s planned 
prestige developments are on 
illegally confiscated land.

One named individual is 
Hussam al-Qatirji, a member 
of parliament and CEO of the 
Katerji Group. He was accused 
of being an agent of the regime’s 
international deal-making and 
of profiteering on his own behalf 
through the sale of oil and wheat.

These examples illustrate 
various sides of the regime’s 
intensions, which the European 
Union understands. The 
sanctions are intended to combat 
the Syrian government’s possible 
misuse of “reconstruction” funds 
and general impropriety, as well 
as the laundering of the regime’s 
reputation, which international 
financial support could allow.

Syria is certainly in need of 
rebuilding. Analyst Ryan O’Farrell 
said physical destruction in Syria 
was estimated by the United 
Nations at as much as $120 
billion between destroyed and 
damaged housing, infrastructure 
and industry, in a country whose 
pre-war GDP was only $60 billion. 
Indiscriminate use of heavy 
weapons left vast urban areas in 
ruins.

“This concentration and 
severity of destruction has 
created huge numbers of 
internally displaced people, 
with the World Bank estimating 
that Syria’s urbanisation rate 
increased from 55% to 80% over 
the course of the war, as more 
and more people move from 
areas of active fighting to the 
increasingly limited numbers of 
urban areas that can still provide 
basic services,” O’Farrell said.

“Syria’s electrical grid has 
ceased to function in many 
parts of the country,” O’Farrell 
noted, because infrastructure 
was destroyed, a situation also 
seen in Syria’s water distribution 
system.

The country’s industry 
“has also been tremendously 

damaged, mostly notably due 
to fighting, damage and looting 
in the former industrial hub 
of Aleppo, whose damages 
constitute nearly 60% of total 
urban losses,” he said.

Sanctions ought to prevent 
the regime from enriching or 
entrenching itself under the 
cover of ameliorating these ills 
but they are not perfect tools. If 
individual countries previously 
opposed to the regime negotiate 
favourable commercial deals, the 
regime can find alternative routes 
to enrichment.

The international consensus 
on freezing out Assad appears 
to be thawing. The United Arab 
Emirates has not only reopened 
its embassy in Damascus but also 
hosted a private-sector forum in 
Abu Dhabi seeking to re-establish 
commercial relations between 
the two countries.

EU sanctions and EU 
diplomatic opprobrium ought 
to be seen in this light and are 
caveated by the fact that Italy is 
publicly mulling reopening its 
embassy in Syria and Britain’s 
foreign office denied similar 
rumours not too long ago.

There are reasons to believe the 
EU sanctions are intended to be 
taken seriously.

Bente Scheller, director of the 
Middle East office of the Heinrich 
Boll Foundation, said: “I think it 
was a very good signal that the 
EU sent by announcing these 
sanctions” so soon after the UAE-
Syria forum.

Scheller acknowledged 
criticisms that suggest that 
previous sanctions did not 
deliver any real success but 
continued that sanctions are the 
only tool available.

“I have the impression that 
the regime is really bothered by 
the sanctions,” he said. “These 
are well-targeted sanctions, 
affecting those who are in power 
— both politicians as well as 
businessmen close to them.”

More effective than sanctioning 
the regime, which is experiencing 
some benefit from its persistence 
and the legitimacy that its 
continued survival can be taken 
to denote, may be efforts to hurt 
its allies, including Hezbollah and 
other Iran-sponsored militias.

“Relations [between states] 
don’t really suffer from human 
rights abuses,” Scheller said, but 
“as long as Hezbollah [is] there, 
I think people might also raise 
the concern that if money goes 
to Syria for non-humanitarian 
purposes it will in some way 
benefit Hezbollah, which would 
be very complicated to politically 
explain. I think that might be a 
strong hindrance to going back to 
relations as before.”

Other debates include attempts 
in Germany notably but also in 
other EU countries to prosecute 
individual members of the 
regime and its apparatus for 
human rights abuses and war 
crimes.

Sanctions on the regime’s 
reconstruction efforts are 
unlikely to prevent expropriation 
or to improve conditions inside 
Syria but European countries can 
hope that, when enough of them 
band together to form a united 
front, the effects are magnified 
and obvious.

Although Europe has 
acquiesced to Assad remaining 
in power, it has not yielded to 
supporting the Syria he wishes to 
build in the place of the state his 
civil war destroyed.

James Snell is a British journalist.

Viewpoint

James Snell

More effective than 
sanctioning the 
regime may be efforts 
to hurt its allies, 
including Hezbollah 
and other Iran-
sponsored militias.

EU’s controversial strategy 
to prevent misuse of Syria 
reconstruction funds
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T 

he arrest of two foreign na-
tionals of Egyptian descent, 
who authorities claimed 
were seeking to join the Is-

lamic State (ISIS) in Sinai, has led to 
calls for stronger monitoring of the 
entry and movement of foreign na-
tionals in Egypt.

The calls coincide with the exo-
dus of many foreign militants from 
Syria and Iraq, where ISIS once 
controlled large areas. Foreign ISIS 
militants, security analysts said, 
would either return to their home 
countries or try to enter other na-
tions, including Egypt, where a 
branch of the terrorist organisation 
is active in North Sinai.

“ISIS militants are escaping from 
Syria and Iraq and settling in the 
African desert, including in Libya, 
Chad, Mali and some parts of south-
ern Algeria,” said security analyst 
Gamal Eddine Mazloum. “There 
are fears, of course, that they can 
enter other countries, too.”

Egypt has tightened control 
on its expansive western border 
with Libya. Egyptian fighter jets 
have reportedly foiled attempts 
by militant organisations active in 

Libya to smuggle arms and mili-
tants into Egypt. It is estimated 
that hundreds of trucks carrying 
explosives, arms and militants had 
been destroyed by the Egyptian 
Air Force as they tried to cross into 
Egypt from Libya.

There are new fears, however, 
that foreign militants leaving Syria 
and Iraq could masquerade as tour-
ists to enter Egypt using fake pass-
ports.

“Some of the terrorists active in 
Sinai are foreigners,” said retired 
Army General Sameh Abu Hashi-
ma. “Most of them come from 
central Asia where terrorist or-
ganisations find it easy to draw in 
recruits.”

The two German nationals of 
Egyptian descent who entered 
Egypt separately in December and 
were arrested and deported de-
nied they were seeking to join ISIS. 
Issa Ibrahim al-Sabagh, 18, and 
Mahmoud Abdel-Aziz, 23, have 
both been repatriated to Germany.

“Based on the information pub-
lished in the Egyptian media, the 
prosecution service… is investigat-
ing whether there are any indica-
tions of criminal offences,” author-
ities in Celle, Germany, told Agence 
France-Presse.

Egypt’s increasing suspicion of 
Muslim or Arab tourists — particu-
larly of Egyptian descent — can per-
haps be explained by reports from 
survivors of terrorist attacks that 
ISIS militants include non-Egyp-
tian natives.

Following ISIS’s attack on the 
North Sinai al-Rawda mosque and 
village, which left 305 people dead, 
survivors said some attackers 

spoke in Arabic but not in an Egyp-
tian dialect.

On November 25, a day after the 
attack, Sheikh Essa al-Kharafin, a 
tribal leader in Sinai, told local al-
Mehwar television that nine of the 
14 masked militants involved in the 
assault were foreigners.

On February 13, 2018, army 
spokesman Colonel Tamer al-Rifal 
confirmed that Egyptian troops 
cracking down on the terrorists in 
Sinai had arrested 400 suspects, in-
cluding foreigners.

Some of those fighting within the 
ranks of ISIS Sinai entered Egypt 
through tunnels from the Palestin-
ian Gaza Strip.

The Egyptian Army has de-
stroyed dozens of tunnels, contin-
ues to search for others and is es-
tablishing a buffer zone along the 
border with Gaza.

Tightening security surround-
ing tourist entry is a tough task 
and Cairo will have to walk a fine 
line between national security 
and scaring away tourists at a time 
Egypt is seeking to revitalise its 
tourism industry.

The tourism sector is vital for 
the Egyptian economy. Egypt’s 
tourism industry is only recently 
getting over the 2015 bombing of 
a Russian passenger jet over Sinai 
that resulted in several countries 

cancelling direct flights to Egypt.
However, some in Egypt specu-

late that the entry of foreign fight-
ers as tourists has two aims — not 
just to harm Egypt’s national secu-
rity but also its economy

“Some regional players stand to 
benefit from harming the Egyptian 
economy as a whole,” Abu Hashi-
ma said. “They think they can do 
this by hampering the growth of 
the tourism sector and giving the 
impression that Egypt is no longer 
in full control of the security situa-
tion inside it.”

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

Amr Emam

News & Analysis Egypt

Cairo

E 

gypt marked the anniversa-
ry of the January 25, 2011, 
revolution, which ended 
the 30-year rule of Hosni 

Mubarak, with little fanfare.
A police presence was notice-

able on major squares and hun-
dreds of rapid intervention units 
were on alert to stave off possible 
demonstrations, including by the 
outlawed Muslim Brotherhood but 
there was little unrest January 25, 
with most Egyptians treating it as 
any other Friday.

“Revolution? You know what? 
I swear I forgot that there was a 
revolution in this country,” said 
Tamer Hassan, a civil servant in his 
early 40s. “I think there are more 
important things to think about 
now.”

Apathy about the anniversary 
of the revolution, analysts said, 
was likely due to the changes that 
Egypt has undergone in the inter-
vening years, making the events of 
January 25, 2011, seem far removed 
from present concerns.

“None of the objectives of the 
‘Arab spring’ revolutions have 
been fulfilled, not only Egypt but 
in all Arab countries where these 
revolutions happened,” Said Sad-
ek, a professor of political sociol-
ogy at the American University in 
Cairo, said. “Freedoms are shrink-
ing, thousands of people are in 
jail and economic conditions keep 
worsening.”

When it erupted in 2011, the rev-
olution in Egypt was an expression 
of anger at police brutality, lack of 
freedoms and commodity price 
hikes. Social media activists who 
led the protest selected January 
25, Egypt’s National Police Day, for 

demonstrations.
However, with police using force 

to crush the demonstrations and 
as fatalities mounted, the protest-
ers increased their demands from 
political reform to regime change. 
Unrest spread across the coun-
try and Egyptian President Hosni 
Mubarak announced his resigna-
tion 18 days later.

In the ensuing eight years, Egypt 
has been ruled by a Supreme Coun-
cil of the Armed Forces, Islamist 
President Muhammad Morsi, in-
terim President Adly Mansour and 
current President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi.

The revolution and its chaotic 
aftermath loom large despite pub-
lic apathy. The turmoil and the 
lack of an effective government 
for 18 months after the revolution 
caused the Egyptian economy to 
suffer. Tourism declined and has 
yet to return to pre-revolution lev-
els. Foreign investment also was 
down, draining Egypt’s foreign 
currency reserves.

Morsi was ousted in a military-
backed popular uprising one year 
into his administration following 
public outcry over his policies and 
particularly his failure to address 
Egypt’s economic decline.

“Morsi was an utter economic 
failure,” said Gehad Auda, a po-
litical science professor at Helwan 
University. “He was only preoccu-
pied with empowering the Islam-
ists and ensuring their continuity 
in power.”

Foreign currency reserves at the 
central bank were less than $13 bil-
lion by the time Morsi’s presiden-
cy ended, down from $36 billion 
when Mubarak stepped down.

Elections in 2014 put Sisi in pow-
er with a mandate of returning se-
curity and economic stability. Five 
years later — Sisi was re-elected in 
2018 — Egypt is in a much stronger 
position, with foreign investment 
and foreign tourists both return-
ing, albeit still at pre-revolution 
levels.

Egypt’s foreign reserves stand at 
$42 billion and Sisi has spearhead-
ed dozens of national megapro-

jects to improve Egypt’s infrastruc-
ture, including the construction of 
a new administrative capital on the 
outskirts of Cairo.

“Huge work was done in the last 
five years to save the economy and 
rescue our country’s future,” Auda 
said. “Egypt is returning to its po-
sition of regional leadership as the 
economy picks up and stability re-
turns.”

Sisi has led a campaign to return 
security to the country following 
Morsi’s ouster, which saw the rise 
of Islamist extremist terrorism 
across the country. Hundreds of 
policemen and army troops have 
been killed in the fight against ter-
rorist groups, particularly Sinai 
Province, an Islamic State affiliate 
in the Sinai Peninsula.

“All this is coming to an end now 
and our country is a lot more se-
cure than it was eight years ago,” 

said retired police General Fouad 
Allam. “This security and the po-
litical stability that is happening 
are necessary for the economy to 
take off.”

Egypt’s slow move from revolu-
tionary chaos to post-revolution-
ary stability has not been pain-
less. The economic reforms have 
caused intense suffering among 
Egypt’s poor. The reform package 
included liberalisation of the ex-
change rate of the Egyptian pound, 
the elimination of subsidies that 
many Egyptians’ relied on and the 
introduction of new taxes.

Subsequent price hikes caused 
many Egyptians to look back wist-
fully to the Mubarak era when a kil-
ogram of red meat sold for 60 Egyp-
tian pounds ($3.40). The equivalent 
now costs 140 pounds ($7.90).

The poverty rate appears to be 
rising, with many in Egypt’s lower 

and middle classes complaining 
that it has become increasingly 
hard to put food on the table, even 
with efforts by Sisi’s administra-
tion to increase special welfare 
programmes.

Cairo has faced criticism over 
political freedoms and free speech, 
with thousands of political oppo-
nents in jail, international rights 
groups said. The political opposi-
tion remains weak at a time when 
Sisi’s supporters openly talk about 
seeking to extend his time in office 
beyond current constitutional lim-
its.

“These are the same conditions 
that caused the people to rise up 
against Mubarak in 2011 and even 
worse,” Sadek warned. “Our coun-
try is turning full circle, in fact.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Ahmed Megahid

Distant memory? People walk in front of pictures of Tahrir Square to commemorate those killed 
during the Mohamed Mahmoud Street battles in 2011.                                                 (Reuters)

Stronger 
monitoring. 
Security 
personnel 
wait to screen 
passengers 
at Sharm 
el-Sheikh 
International 
Airport.      (AP)

Eight years on, Egyptians see little change

Egypt’s slow move from 
revolutionary chaos to 
post-revolutionary stability 
has not been painless. 

Tightening security 
surrounding tourist entry is 
a tough task and Cairo will 
have to walk a fine line 
between national security 
and scaring away tourists.

Egypt fears ISIS militants entering on tourist visas
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F 

ormer Algerian Army Gen-
eral Ali Ghediri has an-
nounced his candidacy for 
president, defying a ban on 

military personnel in politics and 
positioning himself as the main 
opposition to Algerian President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s potential 
fifth term.

Ghediri, who turned 64 on Janu-
ary 19, became the first official 
candidate in Algeria’s April 18 
elections. He had been warned not 
to run by key military figures, in-
cluding Army Chief of Staff Ahmed 
Gaid Salah, who is allied with 
Bouteflika.

A law passed in 2016 bars retired 
military personnel, including gen-
erals, in Algeria from political ac-
tivity. Violating the ban risks jail 
time or loss of military credentials 
and social benefits.

Ghediri’s campaign will test the 
strength of former intelligence 
chief Mohamed Mediene’s support 
network, which has sometimes 
clashed with Bouteflika.

Mediene, dubbed “Rab Dzay-

er” (“God of Algeria”) because of 
his far-reaching power, was fired 
by Bouteflika in 2015 as part of a 
purge of the country’s military and 
intelligence services. Ghediri, who 
headed the Defence Ministry’s hu-
man resources department, was 
also sacked in the purge.

Ghediri, who has a doctorate 
in political science, published 
three open letters arguing against 
Bouteflika’s re-election. He said 
Algerians need a new strong and 
honest leader to take command 
and guide the country.

Human rights activist Mokrane 
Ait Larbi, a leading Ghediri sup-
porter, says the former general’s 
candidacy challenges the sys-
tem’s prevailing code and restores 
“popular will as the sole source of 
legitimacy.”

One of more than 75 presiden-
tial aspirants, Ghediri has dis-
tinguished himself with his bold 
statements against the military es-
tablishment. Former Prime Minis-
ter Ali Benflis and Islamist opposi-
tion figure Abderrazak Makri have 
also filed to run for president.

“Shall we hide the political and 
social deviances that our country 
is experiencing without turning 
our back to the fundamentals of 

our revolution of independence 
that your comrades the martyrs 
left to you as lasting legacies?” 
asked Ghediri in an open letter to 
Gaid Salah. “If that is the case, the 
silence is pure treason.”

Gaid Salah is seen as the most 
hostile officer to Mediene and his 
backers. In 2013, Mediene put Gaid 
Salah on a list of senior officers to 
be retired in 2013 but Bouteflika 
kept him as a counterweight to 
Mediene and his supporters.

Gaid Salah accused Ghediri of 
being unqualified for the position 
of president and ignoring military 
traditions.

“These types of people seek to 
further their own interests and 
disproportionate ambitions, with-
out having any of the necessary 
qualifications,” Gaid Salah said 
in a statement. “These people, in 
acting so in words and in deeds, 
shamelessly ignore all the tradi-
tions and values observed by all 
correct Algerians.”

However, some political ana-
lysts said Ghediri’s posture could 
win points with certain segments 
of the population.

“If General Ghediri was un-
known to most Algerians, he now 
enjoys two waves of sympathy,” 

said political writer Ali Bahmane. 
“The first followed his critics of the 
two pillars of the regime, which 
are President Bouteflika and Gen-
eral Gaid Salah. The second stems 
from his candidacy despite being 
from the military.”

Political writer Arab Kennouche 
praised Ghediri for “shattering the 
code of silence imposed by the 
military.” “The former general has 
jolted the power structure built by 
Bouteflika,” Kennouche said.

Still, analysts said Ghediri would 
be no match for Bouteflika if the 
president does pursue a fifth term 
in office.

Bouteflika, in power since 1999, 
set the date for presidential elec-
tions for April 18 but has not said 
whether he would run.

Though widely popular, Boutef-
lika’s health has raised ques-
tions over his ability to serve. He 
rarely appears in public and there 

is speculation that a tight circle of 
advisers makes major policy deci-
sions on his behalf.

Algeria’s leading Arabic lan-
guage daily reported that the pres-
idency had instructed the ruling 
National Liberation Front, which 
is led by Bouteflika, to convene 
the party’s Central Committee to 
endorse Bouteflika as party candi-
date.

Aspirants have until March 4 to 
register their candidacies with the 
constitutional court.

Political writer Mustapha Benfo-
dil said such a nomination would 
require the party’s Central Com-
mittee to submit a “fake medical 
certificate” and possibly “spark an 
impeachment process.”

Former Algerian Prime Minis-
ter Ahmed Ghozali called the up-
coming presidential elections “a 
farce.” “There have been no free 
and fair elections in Algeria except 
in 1992,” he said. “The military 
monopolises the decisions. No 
decision can be made without the 
army’s endorsement, including on 
the president’s re-election or re-
placement.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Lamine Ghanmi

Former Algerian general’s presidential bid defies the rules

News & Analysis Maghreb

Tunis

T 

he five active members of 
Libya’s Presidential Coun-
cil met to discuss pressing 
issues, including clashes 

in southern Tripoli, plans for secu-
rity arrangements in the city, this 
year’s budget and the chaotic situ-
ation in southern Libya.

The January 22 meeting marked 
the first time in months that the 
UN-backed council met and only 
took place because the meeting 
was forced on its head, Fayez al-
Sarraj.

Increasingly Sarraj has been 
making all the decisions himself, 
despite the UN-endorsed Libyan 
Political Agreement saying any 
decisions taken by the council re-
quire unanimity of its members. 
The UN Support Mission in Libya 
(UNSMIL) and UN Special En-
voy Ghassan Salame have appar-
ently been backing Sarraj’s power 
moves.

In December, Ahmed Maetig, 
previously regarded as Sarraj’s 
leading deputy, had had enough. 
He issued a statement that Sarraj’s 
decision to unilaterally appoint 
a new health minister was inva-
lid under the terms of the Libyan 
Political Agreement. He and two 
other members issued statements 
warning government officials that 
if they implemented any decisions 
by Sarraj not countersigned by 
other members of the Presidential 
Council they could be liable to le-
gal proceedings.

They accused Sarraj of danger-
ous irresponsibility by acting uni-
laterally. This could result in new 
divisions in the country, which 
could lead to fresh violence, they 
warned.

Sarraj ignored them.
Three days after the warning, 

clashes broke out in southern 
Tripoli.  On the one side, there 
were various Tripoli militias that 
constitute the Tripoli Protection 
Force (TPF) and, on the other, 

the 7th Battalion from Tarhouna, 
south-east of the capital, which 
regards the militias as little more 
than mafias that forced the Presi-
dential Council to rely on their 
security services while milking 
Libya of its oil income.

The clashes ended a few days 
later but not before the TPF made 
a dramatic announcement. Sus-
pecting that the clashes had been 
engineered by Sarraj and Libya In-
terior Minister Fathi Bashagha to 
weaken it, the TPF said it would 
no longer obey Sarraj’s orders un-
less they were countersigned by 
the other Presidential Council 
members.

It was a move that Sarraj could 
not ignore. He and the Presiden-
tial Council’s Government of Na-
tional Accord (GNA) depended on 
the militias for security in Tripoli, 
despite Bashagha’s efforts to cre-
ate new security forces under the 
GNA’s direct control.

It might appear the internal 
Presidential Council power strug-
gle is over, while on the streets of 
Tripoli the militias remain in full 
control. However, the clashes and 
the outcome shifted political un-
dercurrents in Libya and the direc-
tion the country may take.

In the September clashes, it was 
UNSMIL and Salame who medi-
ated the ceasefire between the mi-
litias and the 7th Battalion. Salame 
could not do it this time because 
the promises made then — new 
security arrangements in Tripoli 
— have not materialised and his 
credibility as a mediator was un-
dermined.

It was senior members of the 
Warfalla tribe, Libya’s biggest, 
that mediated the ceasefire and 
the tribe’s credibility has grown as 
a result.

Sarraj is not the only one to be 
increasingly challenged. Salame 
has been, too. He is in the last 
stages of preparations for a na-
tional conference that is to plan 
and propose a road map for Libya, 
although questions linger about 
the modalities and topics to be 
discussed.

Many in Libya’s House of Repre-
sentatives would not mind seeing 
the national conference fail. They 
fear it could sideline them.  There 
are others opposed with a signifi-
cant and growing number of voic-

es against it, either because they 
say the conference would be just 
another talking shop or because 
they say it is a foreign-controlled 
process, not a Libyan-owned one, 
and that Salame and UNSMIL are 
partisan and part of the problem.

Significantly, Salame’s proposed 
conference has a potential rival on 
the near horizon.

For the past couple of years, 
Warfalla leaders have been plan-
ning a national forum of tribes and 
towns to come up with its own so-
lution to Libya’s crises. There have 
been meetings with other tribes 
but no one paid much attention 
until now.

On January 18, while the clashes 
continued in southern Tripoli, ap-
proximately 70 members of the 
Warfalla from all over Libya met 
in Bani Walid, south-east of the 
capital, and approved a 22-point 
charter that is to be presented to 
the planned forum as the way out 
of the current crisis.

The charter has something for 
almost everyone and is strong in 
its aims. These include that the 
law must not be counter to the 
principles of the sharia (as op-
posed to sharia being the law); 
the government must have the 
monopoly of the use of arms and 
force via the military, police and 
other official security organisa-
tions; terrorism and extremism 
are criminal and must be crushed; 
there has to be a general amnesty; 
all the displaced have to be al-
lowed to return home; the country 
must be decentralised; its varied 
cultural, linguistic and social her-
itage is “an asset” for all Libyans — 
a statement that would appeal to 

Libya’s ethnic minorities, in par-
ticular the Amazigh.

In addition, the charter says that 
foreign interference in Libya, di-
rect or indirect, or any action that 
benefits foreigners or foreign pow-
ers at the expense of Libya or its 
citizens are criminal — a proposal 
likely to find considerable public 
appeal.

The success in mediating the 
south Tripoli ceasefire has em-
powered the Warfalla. It resulted 
in the Warshefana tribe, based 
west of Tripoli, stating firm sup-
port of the Warfalla taking the lead 
on the forum.

Although no date or location for 
the forum has been announced, 
it is likely to be seen as opening 
the door for a Libyan solution to 
Libya’s problems and potentially 
undermines Salame’s proposed 
national conference.

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

Michel Cousins

Facing the chill wind. UN Special Envoy for Libya Ghassan Salame speaks during a news conference 
in Tripoli, last September.              (AFP)

Tripoli clashes, lack of Libyan support to 
UN initiative undermine Salame’s standing

The UN Support Mission in 
Libya (UNSMIL) and UN 
Special Envoy Ghassan 
Salame have apparently 
been backing Sarraj’s power 
moves.

Sarraj is not the only one to 
be increasingly challenged. 
Salame has been, too. 

One of more than 75 
presidential aspirants, 
Ghediri has distinguished 
himself with his bold 
statements against the 
military establishment. 
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D 

iplomatic relations be-
tween Israel and Chad 
have been restored after 
a half century of separa-

tion. This was a symbolic break-
through with a Muslim-majority 
African country, albeit one in the 
works for some time. It is an il-
lumination of Israel’s changed 
geopolitical circumstances, some 
aspects sustainable, some more 
wishful and illusory.

In the early days after the found-
ing of Israel, Arab countries re-
fused all recognition and contact, 
looking to suffocate the new state. 
To counter this, Israel pursued the 
“doctrine of the periphery,” align-
ing with countries on the edges of 
the region to counterbalance the 
Arab positions.

The most important of these 
was Iran under the shah. Then 
there was Turkey, when it was 
controlled by its secular military 
caste. Ethiopia, under its monar-
chy, was another important pillar 
of this strategy, providing Israel 
with sea access to prevent being 
blockaded, as happened at Suez in 
1956.

As part of this strategy, Africa 
became a competing ground for 
diplomatic influence. Israel tried 
to demonstrate its benevolence 
via aid efforts in hope it would 
increase its political favourabil-
ity and not leave the votes so lop-
sided against it in forums such as 
the United Nations. Arab countries 

tried to prevent this by warning 
African nations against what they 
saw as Israel’s ulterior motives in 
reaching out to countries in the 
continent.

Israel’s strategy was severely 
shaken in the 1970s, ironically at 
the time there was the first defec-
tion from the united Arab front, 
with Egypt turning to Israel after it 
was being colonised by the Soviet 
Union and found the Americans 
unwilling to help. The shah fell to 
a radical Islamist revolution that 
had hostility to Israel as a central 
tenet of its ideology. Addis Ababa 
fell to the communists, though the 
Israelis retained some ties.

The discovery of the oil weapon 
in 1972 led to a campaign, spear-
headed by Muammar Qaddafi’s 
Libya and the Saudi monarchy, 
to have African states dissociate 
from Israel. It was working and, 
after the October 1973 war, virtu-
ally all sub-Saharan Africa severed 
relations with Israel.

Adapting to this environment, 
Israel made inroads with near Arab 
neighbours, notably Jordan. The 
Khomeini regime in Iran created 
dynamics that have become more 
pronounced recently, namely a 
common interest among the Gulf 
states in containing the revolu-
tionary theocracy. Israel became 
closer to the National Party gov-
ernment in South Africa, which 
had previously been kept at arm’s 
length.

By the present, with the mili-
tary domesticated in Turkey and 
a populist-Islamist government at 
the helm, Israel’s doctrine has vir-
tually been reversed on its near-
abroad, finding common cause 
with Arab states Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates against 
Iran and Turkey.

In Africa, the situation is chang-
ing as the Arab pressure to stick to 
an anti-Israel position wanes and 
governments — 35 of them — find 

mutual interests with Israel.
In the case of Chad, one Israeli 

interest is reducing the cost and 
length of air travel to Latin Amer-
ica by opening central Africa’s air-
space. For Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu, in the midst 
of a tough election campaign fac-
ing multiple challengers and vari-
ous legal investigations, a diplo-
matic victory does him no harm.

The outreach to Chad conforms 
with a politico-strategic notion, 
popular on the Israeli right, that 
Israel can invert the assumption 
that state-to-state normalisation 
follows a final accord with the 
Palestinians. In this scenario, Is-
rael achieves normalisation first, 
which deprioritises the Palestinian 
matter in the short term and in-
creases Israeli leverage if or when 
negotiations recommence. The 
premise is likely mistaken, espe-
cially in the Arab world, but it will 
not stop Israel trying.

Towards this end, it is hoped in 
Israel that progress with Chad will 

unlock relations with Mali, Niger 
and Sudan. Despite Sudan having 
undergone something of a favour-
able political reorientation and 
also being important to Israel’s air-
travel plans, the political cost of 
association is high since its ruler, 
Omar al-Bashir, is wanted for gen-
ocide.

Chadian President Idriss Deby 
issued a “very extensive” list of 
demands to get to normalisation, 
among which two were key: arms 
sales and security cooperation. Is-
rael met both.

Israel’s economic ties to Africa 
are growing with the provision of 
technologies to bring affordable 

electricity and clean water to ru-
ral areas. The defence component, 
everything from small arms to ra-
dar, cybersecurity, satellites and 
air defence, is expanding, increas-
ing 40% overall since 2016 and 
70% in Africa.

Again, Deby’s Chad is following 
a trend, not making one, in ex-
panding economic ties with Israel. 
This is even more true on security.

Israel’s assistance to Egypt 
against the Islamic State insurgen-
cy in Sinai, providing intelligence 
and even air strikes, is the Jew-
ish state’s most overt counterter-
rorism role in Africa. Israel is in-
volved to varying degrees against 
Sunni jihadism and the support 
bases for Hezbollah’s Shia variant 
in West Africa and increasingly in 
East Africa. It seems Israel’s capac-
ities will soon be brought to bear in 
Central Africa as well.

Kyle Orton is a Middle East 
analyst. Follow him on Twitter 
@KyleWOrton.

Kyle Orton

Diplomatic shift. Chadian President Idriss Deby (R) and Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
during a meeting in N’Djamena, January 20.                                     (AFP)

After Chad, Israel 
seeks to unlock 
relations with other 
African countries

Chad is following a trend, 
not making one, in 
expanding economic ties 
with Israel. This is even 
more true on security.

In Africa, the situation is 
changing as the Arab 
pressure to stick to an 
anti-Israel position wanes 
and governments — 35 of 
them — find mutual 
interests with Israel.
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B 

inyamin Netanyahu’s 
Israel is determined 
to become a friend of 
all the world. All the 
Muslim world beyond 
the Palestinian territo-

ries, that is.
In 2016, it was Muslim-majority 

Guinea. In 2019, it’s Muslim-ma-
jority Chad and soon, perhaps, 
overwhelmingly Muslim Mali. In 
restoring relations, Guinea, Chad 
and Mali end 52, 48 and 47 years, 
respectively, of diplomatic hostility 
towards Israel.

Netanyahu’s motives in pushing 
for a reset in relations with these 
poor African countries are clear: 
Israel wants the world to know that 
the Palestinians now matter little, 
even to their Muslim brothers. This 
makes the case for wider uncon-
cern towards the Palestinian issue.

In December 2017, the day 
after US President Donald Trump 
announced his country’s em-
bassy would move from Tel Aviv 
to Jerusalem, Netanyahu delivered 
a challenging message to foreign 
diplomats. “I ask that your policies 
to Israel, especially if you are from 
Europe, that your actual policies be 
no more and no less than the poli-
cies of the Arab world,” he said.

He meant a new mood of accept-
ance of Israel on the part of Saudi 
Arabia and others. Netanyahu can 
now add strategically important 

parts of Muslim Africa to his list of 
new friends. 

Netanyahu’s Israel is declaring 
war on the very concept of a peace 
process with the Palestinians. US-
born veteran Israeli diplomat Dore 
Gold recently said as much. The 
peace process is not a prerequisite 
to improved ties between Israel 
and the Muslim world, Gold told 
the online Jewish magazine Mosaic 
in response to news of warming 
ties with Chad.

“Israel doesn’t have to wait for a 
slip of paper from Ramallah before 
it can conclude understandings 
with other Muslim countries,” Gold 
added in derisory tones. “That was 
a mistake of the past [that] we’re 
not repeating any longer.”

Even so, there is blowback from 
actions of, by and for Israel, and 
it is tragically being felt in parts 
of Africa. On January 20, Chadian 
nationals serving as UN peacekeep-
ers in Mali were killed by members 
of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
(AQIM). The group said the attack 
was in response to Chad’s re-
sumption of diplomatic relations 
with Israel. Al-Shabab, al-Qaeda’s 
chapter in east Africa, claimed that 
the January 16 attack on a Nairobi 
hotel was in retaliation for Trump’s 
decision to move the US embassy 
to Jerusalem.

The stated motivation for both 
attacks is significant. While it 

initially seemed that Trump’s em-
bassy move had triggered little fire 
and fury and mostly been absorbed 
by the Arab and Muslim world, it lit 
a slow-burning fuse on the extrem-
ist fringes.

Jihadist groups now have a 
new focus. It is Israel’s muscular 
outreach to the Muslim world; its 
determination to diminish the Pal-
estinians’ standing as a people in 
search of justice and its perceived 
new strength on the diplomatic 
chessboard as a result of Trump’s 
unashamed favouritism. The 
results of the jihadists’ new focus 
are apparent and it’s likely there 
will be more Muslim-on-Muslim 
attacks against those inclined to 
deal with Israel.

The assault on the UN camp in 
Aguelhok, northern Mali, occurred 
on the very day Netanyahu was 
visiting N’Djamena, capital of 
Chad. The planned restoration of 
Israeli-Chadian diplomatic rela-
tions had been well advertised 
in the three months since Chad-
ian President Idriss Deby visited 
Jerusalem.

This suggests AQIM had plenty 
of time to prepare for the bloody 
message it intended to send to 
Chad for its faithlessness in appar-
ently abandoning the Palestinians 
and taking up with their oppres-
sors, the Israelis.

The Nairobi attack came 13 

months after the alleged trigger-
ing event — the transfer of the US 
embassy to Jerusalem. It’s possible 
that al-Shabab made an oppor-
tunistic connection between its 
murderous handiwork and events 
in the faraway Palestinian terri-
tories and Israel. Jihadist groups 
routinely present their perverted 
view of Islam and the obligations it 
entails as the only real protection 
available to the Muslim commu-
nity. They are canny in seizing on 
the implications for Palestinians 
of the unified front newly being 
forged between Israel and Muslim 
countries.

Although Arab and Muslim 
regimes appear to be increasingly 
cynical about the ineffective and 
divided Palestinian leadership, 
their people are not quite so jaded. 
The Muslim public still cares about 
the Palestinians’ plight and their 
leaders cannot afford to ignore 
public opinion altogether.

However, fine words in sup-
port of the Palestinian cause will 
go only so far towards soothing 
disquiet. The danger is the jihad-
ists trying to plug the gap between 
rhetoric and real action.

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.

Why Israel is pushing for a reset in relations with the Muslim world
Viewpoint
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Till when can Lebanon’s economy avoid collapse?

L
ebanon-Syria relations 
have always been a 
hot-button issue 
dividing the Lebanese 
population. The 
neighbouring countries 

have long failed to build relations 
on principles of equality and 
respect, with their problems 
compounded by internal Leba-
nese politics.

Mount Lebanon had been 
autonomous since the 19th 
century. After the collapse of the 
Ottoman Empire near the end of 
World War I and the failure of the 
Great Arab Revolt to build an Arab 
state with Damascus as its 
capital, the French mandate in 
implementation of the Sykes-
Picot Agreement finalised 
separation of the two countries 
with the declaration of Greater 
Lebanon in 1920.

The common geography or the 
similar social structures have not 
helped revert the French decision 
that was based on granting 
support to the Christian commu-
nity, specifically the Maronites, 
in Lebanon. Lebanese Christians 
sent delegates to the Paris Confer-
ence asking the French to control 
Lebanon, which gained its 
independence in 1943 and French 
troops withdrew in 1946. This 
opened a new chapter in Leba-
non’s foreign relations, particu-
larly with Syria.

As Lebanon liberalised its 
economy and benefited from the 
Arab boycott of Israeli-occupied 
Palestinian ports after the 
proclamation of the state of Israel 
in 1948, Syria was hit by a series of 
coup attempts, jeopardising the 
country’s stability and leading to 
a more centralised economy.

This economic split was 
compounded by a Syrian boycott 
of Lebanon in 1950 and its 
decision to establish its own 
central bank and an independent 
local currency. Borders between 
the two countries were closed on 
several occasions, notably during 
the 1958 revolt in Lebanon, after 
which Lebanese President 
Camille Chamoun invited the US 
Marines in to settle the strife.

The turning point, however, 
was Syria’s military intervention 
in Lebanon, beginning in 1976 
and ending in 2005. During this 
period, Syria was the tutelage 
authority that practically ran the 
show in the country, especially 
after the Taif Agreement in 1990.

When the Syrian revolution 
erupted in 2011, the Syrian 
government did not refrain from 
interfering in Lebanese affairs. In 
2016, one of the country’s 
prominent agents, former 
Lebanese minister Michel 
Samaha, was sentenced to 13 
years in prison for smuggling 
bombs from Syria to Lebanon for 
suicide attacks on mosques and 
attempting to establish a terrorist 
group that would plan assassina-
tions of Lebanese leaders antago-
nistic to the Syrian agenda.

After Russia’s intervention in 
Syria to rescue the regime and the 
United States’ withdrawal from 
the country, the Damascus 
government again has the upper 
hand and is turning its attention 
back to Lebanon.

Lebanese Prime Minister-desig-
nate Saad Hariri has been unable 
to form a cabinet after eight 
months in office and it seems as 
though the mission is impossible. 
Every time negotiations seem to 

make progress, a new impedi-
ment is introduced by Syria’s 
affiliates in Lebanon to avert the 
final product.

Most notable was the alliance 
between two fiercely antagonistic 
Druze politicians, Talal Arslan 
and Wiam Wahhab, both allied 
with Syria, to corner the strongest 
Druze leader, Walid Jumblatt, a 
staunch critic of the Syrian 
regime.

The two politicians enraged the 
Druze community, first by 
refusing to hand in a bodyguard 
accused of murder and second by 
organising rallies in front of 
Mukhtara, Jumblatt’s hometown 
and centre of power.

Lebanese President Michel 
Aoun invited the dissident Druze 
cleric Sheikh Nasreddine al-
Gharib along with the sect’s 
official spiritual leader, Sheikh 

Naim Hassan, to the Arab Eco-
nomic Summit in Beirut, further 
inflaming tensions among the 
Druze.

Aoun and his-son-in-law, 
Foreign Minister Gebran Bassil, 
also angered Gulf countries by 
seeking to invite Syria back into 
the Arab League and then into the 
Arab summit but their efforts 
failed.

With the Syrian regime seem-
ingly back on track, Lebanon 
fears it could once again become 
the playground, or even battle-
field, of regional conflicts. 
Indeed, as long as Lebanese 
factions preserve their external 
affiliations, Lebanon will remain 
a compromised nation.

Rami Rayess is a Lebanese writer. 
Follow him on Twitter: 
@RamiRayess.

Lebanon-Syria relations back to square one
Viewpoint

Rami Rayess

With the Syrian 
regime seemingly 
back on track, 
Lebanon fears it could 
once again become 
the playground, or 
even battlefield, of 
regional conflicts.

Beirut

“Lebanon is different from 
Washington and Lon-
don. We should maybe 
teach them how to run 

a country without a budget.” With 
these words, Lebanese Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil dismissed 
claims that his country was on the 
verge of economic collapse.

What the Lebanese foreign min-
ister did not address, however, 
were his country’s worsening eco-
nomic signs, including that more 
than 2,200 Lebanese firms and 
businesses recently filed for bank-
ruptcy and that many other firms 
might soon follow suit.

Incidentally, Bassil’s state-
ment came on the same day that 
Lebanon’s credit ranking was 
downgraded by financial services 
company Moody’s from “stable” 
to “negative” because of risks it 
could default on its debt.

The Lebanese economy’s down-
turn was likely exacerbated by Fi-
nance Minister Ali Hassan Khalil’s 
recent slip of the tongue that Leb-
anon was looking into restructur-
ing, rather than rescheduling, its 
debt, which led to a market frenzy 
that was hardly able to be con-
tained.

While alarming, Moody’s down-
grade is not surprising to experts 
monitoring Lebanon’s downward 
economic spiral, which many say 
was brought on by a lack of politi-
cal vision and populist economic 
measures.

One of the most reckless meas-

ures, analysts said, was the coun-
try proceeding with public sector 
pay raises last year, which cost 
the state $917 million and further 
inflated the country’s $83 billion 
debt. For many experts, the ques-
tion is not if the Lebanese econo-
my will collapse but when.

One international financial ex-
pert with intimate knowledge of 
the Lebanese economy said such a 
collapse is ongoing.

“If someone told you five years 
ago that economic growth is close 
to nil, deposit rates are at 15% on 
a plain vanilla deposit, a few thou-
sand companies shut down in 
2018, budget deficit will be north 
of 10% of GDP last year, confidence 
is evaporating and unemployment 
and underemployment [are] ram-
pant, wouldn’t you say that this 
is an economic crisis?” asked the 
expert, who spoke on condition of 
anonymity.

Associate Professor of Econom-
ics at the Lebanese American Uni-
versity Walid Marrouch said: “The 
Lebanese public sector is large and 
inefficient and used by political 
groups to extract rents in favour of 
their partisans.”

He added that there is no quick 
fix to the problem but that the gov-
ernment must “cease hiring in the 
public sector and freeze some of 
the benefits but most important… 
kick start economic growth, which 
will increase tax revenue and 
greatly address the stubborn and 
ballooning budget deficit.”

Lebanon’s ruling elite has prov-
en unwilling to implement such 
unpopular reforms and the admin-
istration of Lebanese President 
Michel Aoun, which is allied with 
Hezbollah, has not been loth to 
take sides in the Gulf schism.

Indeed, Bassil’s remarks at the 
Arab summit in Beirut clearly an-
tagonised Arab countries aligned 
against Qatar, putting further 
pressure on a somewhat isolated 
Lebanese state.

Despite his trip to Beirut to at-

tend the Arab summit, Qatari Emir 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani 
did not commit to any significant 
financial aid to help Lebanon’s 
struggling economy. In fact, all 
Qatar announced was its inten-
tion to buy $500 million worth of 
Lebanese bonds, a pledge quickly 
matched by Saudi Arabia.

Despite the country’s economic 
woes, some analysts say Leba-
non stands a chance of recover-
ing. Tony Ghorayeb, founder and 
chairman of Levant Investment 
Bank-LIBANK, said Lebanon’s 

“banking sector is resilient” be-
cause it has “a strong treasury and 
still receives funds from the di-
aspora in general and from other 
clients… because of the excellent 
regulatory system and the profes-
sional quality of the bank employ-
ees.”

Ghorayeb added, however, that 
the state’s finances were “unfor-
tunately in poor condition and we 
might face a crisis of great magni-
tude. This is a contradictory state-
ment but it is a shocking reality.”

Since the founding of modern 

Lebanon, the country’s political 
elite have wagered that their ver-
sion of a rentier economy would 
always steer them away from eco-
nomic collapse. However, with the 
country’s economic and political 
condition growing more dire by 
the day, a collapse appears immi-
nent.

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

Makram Rabah

Clock is ticking. Lebanese Prime Minister-designate Saad Hariri speaks during a conference in Beirut, 
last December.                         (Reuters)

Diplomatic manoeuvring. Lebanon’s Foreign Minister Gebran 
Bassil speaks during a news conference in Beirut.                       (Reuters)

Despite his trip to Beirut to 
attend the Arab summit, 
Qatar’s emir did not commit 
to any significant financial 
aid to help Lebanon’s 
struggling economy.
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Regional pressures, growing divisions 
undermine Arab summit in Beirut

I
s the Arab League salvage-
able? More than 40 years 
after the decline of pan-Ara-
bism, the region’s intellectu-
als and elites refuse to 
seriously address this 

question, with many clinging to 
the idea that Arab unity is alive 
and well. In reality, the regional 
bloc is more paralysed than ever, 
beset by internal divisions and 
competing visions.

The league’s problems were on 
full display at the Arab Economic 
and Social Development Summit 
in Beirut, which drew a stagger-
ingly low turnout and was mired 
in controversies and commotion. 
One Lebanese newspaper derided 
the January 20 event as “the 
shock of Beirut.”

Seven Arab leaders were 
expected to attend the summit 
but the Kuwaiti, Egyptian and 
Palestinian leaders pulled out at 
the last minute, sending delega-
tions in their place. Qatari Emir 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad 
al-Thani and Mauritanian Presi-
dent Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz 
were the only heads of state to 
make the trip.

Libyan officials, upset over 
their flag being defaced by 
members of Lebanon’s Amal 
Movement, boycotted the event. 
There was a flurry of commotion 
over whether to restore Syria as a 
member of the Arab League since 
President Bashar Assad has 
reclaimed control over most of 

the country.
Sheikh Tamim’s attendance 

caused more problems than it 
solved. It was considered an 
attempt to antagonise Saudi 
Arabia and help the Lebanese 
government and presidency save 
face after months of failing to 
form a cabinet.

In fact, in Lebanon’s current 
political context, Sheikh Tamim’s 
visit worked as an implicit show 
of support for the political status 
quo, which is dominated by 
Iran-backed Hezbollah and its 
brand of religious extremism. His 
attendance confirmed Doha’s and 
Tehran’s strengthening ties and 
Iran’s deepening role in Lebanese 
politics.

With this in mind, the Arab 
summit in Beirut may be another 
nail in the coffin of the Arab 
League and a prelude to the 
implosion of the 70-year-old bloc. 
It has been a long time coming. 
Over the years, the body’s rallying 
cry of “one Arab nation with an 
eternal mission” has lost momen-
tum and the group has grown 
increasingly irrelevant.

In 2016, the league hit a low 
point when Morocco announced 
that it would not bother to host 
the annual summit. Rabat 
dismissed the event as “just 
another occasion” to “pronounce 
speeches that give a false impres-
sion of unity.” When Mauritania 
stepped in to host the summit, 
only seven leaders attended.

Matters have not improved 
much since, with regional 
rivalries and disagreements 
rendering the group all but 
dysfunctional.

It wasn’t always this way. 
Throughout the Arab League’s 
existence, there have been rare 
moments of unity, often spurred 
by Israel’s manoeuvres in the 
region, but without the capacity 
to form a proper military bloc, the 
league has only been able to 
denounce Israel, adopt ambigu-
ous resolutions and issue state-
ments of condemnation.

The first major blow to the Arab 
League came in 2003, when the 
United States and its allies 
invaded Iraq. After the war, Iran 
grew increasingly aggressive in 
the Middle East, raising alarms in 
Washington and the region.

Even more damaging to the 
league was the “Arab spring,” 
which it ultimately failed to take a 
stand on.

Some of the region’s traditional 
heavyweights — notably Syria and 
Iraq — have lost their influence 
within regional politics. Other key 
countries, such as Libya and 
Egypt, are preoccupied by 
internal problems while smaller 
countries Tunisia and Lebanon 
are involved in major domestic 
crises.

In sum, all that is left is a 
regional body that has stagnated 
in a part of the world that has 
undergone major geopolitical 

shifts. This has predictably 
caused the organisation to fail to 
take on the region’s most pressing 
challenges, such as extremism 
and terrorism, illiteracy, eco-
nomic decline and foreign 
interventionism.

Though a detriment to the 
region, the Arab League’s decline 
has been a gift to foreign powers, 
particularly Turkey and Iran, 
which have been jockeying for 
increased power and influence.

With this in mind, eyes should 
turn to the major Arab League 
summit set for March in Tunis. 
For that meeting to succeed, the 
myth of Arab unity should once 
and for all be dispelled, with 
members accepting the new 
geopolitical alignments at play.

Still, the question remains: Is 
the Arab League, in view of all its 
failures, salvageable and, if not, 
what can be done to create new 
fruitful models of governance?

To address that question, 
countries that have not fallen into 
the orbit of Ankara or Tehran 
should rally around the last 
heavyweight standing in the Arab 
region — Saudi Arabia — to forge 
strength. Anything less will work 
in the favour of foreign powers, 
which naturally put their interests 
above those of Arab countries and 
fail to move the dysfunctional 
Arab League into the future.

Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Is it still possible to save the Arab League?
Viewpoint

Iman Zayat
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R 

ather than instilling a sense 
of unity, Beirut’s hosting of 
the fourth Arab Economic 
and Social Development 

Summit underscored divisions 
between countries, with the con-
ference poorly attended, major re-
gional issues overlooked and even 
its location subject to dispute.

While rancour over Syria’s exclu-
sion from the summit and Libya’s 
boycott of it grabbed much of the 
attention, progress was made, in-
cluding a commitment to estab-
lishing an Arab free trade zone and 
increased international support for 
countries hosting refugees and dis-
placed people.

Of the eight heads of state ex-
pected, only two showed up — Qa-
tari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad 
al-Thani and Mauritanian President 
Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz.

Lebanese President Michel Aoun, 
speaking at the January 20 meet-
ing, highlighted a theme central to 
his own political future, the safe 
return of refugees to Syria “with-
out tying that to reaching a political 
solution.” He suggested the estab-
lishment of an Arab bank for recon-
struction and development “to help 
all affected Arab states overcome 
adversity and contribute to their 
sustainable economic growth.”

Analysts expressed scepticism 
over how Aoun’s calls for unified 
action in the face of the region’s 
refugee crisis might manifest itself.

“The various countries’ response 
regarding the Syrian refugees is 
determined by the individual Arab 
countries’ relations with the Syr-
ian regime,” said Ghaith al-Omari, 
a senior fellow at the Washington 
Institute, “as well as their percep-
tion of the safety of these refugees 
in case of their return.

“So far, while there is a slow 
rapprochement between the Arab 

world and Syria, it has not yet 
reached a level of normalisation 
that would prompt a refugee re-
turn.”

The exclusion of Syria from the 
summit proved contentious. While 
caretaker Lebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri opposes any normalisa-
tion with Damascus, Hezbollah and 
its allies press for both the refugees’ 
repatriation and Syria’s return to 
the Arab League, which expelled it 
in 2011.

In a speech before the summit, 
Lebanese Foreign Minister Gebran 
Bassil, an ally of Hezbollah and the 
son-in-law of Aoun, said: “Syria is 
the biggest absentee in our confer-
ence… Syria should be in our arms 
rather than throwing it in the arms 
of terrorism.”

“We should not wait to get per-

mission for its return so that we 
don’t commit a historic shame by 
suspending a member because of 
external orders,” Bassil said.

Earlier, Iraqi Foreign Minister 
Mohamed Alhakim also voiced sup-
port for Damascus’s return to the 
Arab fold.

There was also the burning of 
Libyan flags by the Shia-domi-
nated Amal Movement in protest 
over what it claimed has been un-
derwhelming cooperation from 
Tripoli into the investigation of the 
1978 disappearance of the group’s 
founder, Imam Musa Sadr, while in 
Libya.

Uncertain their delegation would 
even be allowed to land, Libya’s 
internationally recognised govern-
ment elected to stay away from the 
conference.

“Arab multilateral institutions 
have been steadily losing even their 
symbolic relevance in recent years, 
with the level of attendance in Arab 
League summits reflecting the state 
of bilateral relations between the 
host state and other Arab countries 
rather than the relevance of the 
Arab League itself,” Omari said.

With fissures running through 
the Gulf Cooperation Council and 
agreement over basic regional 
tenets proving impossible across 
the Arab world, the ability of the 
Arab League to act as a catalyst for 
change appears overly ambitious. 
“Arab unity has always been more 
of a slogan than a policy or a real-
ity,” Omari said. “Today, even that 
slogan has lost its lustre.”

There are many factors caus-
ing this, Omari suggested, ranging 

from pan-Arabism’s image as a relic 
of the past to damage caused to the 
ideal by countries such as Bashar 
Assad’s Syria and Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraq.

As each Arab country carves out 
its own policies and objectives 
within a global context, the notion 
of pan-Arabism is looking increas-
ingly archaic.

“Specific identities of individual 
Arab states have also matured,” 
Omari said, “as each state develops 
its own character and deals with its 
own specific challenges and oppor-
tunities. The lack of effectiveness 
of the Arab League and other pan-
Arab institutions has contributed to 
this process.”

Simon Speakman Cordall is a 
freelance journalist.

Simon Speakman Cordall

A window on region’s fractures. The opening session of the fourth Arab Economic and Social Development Summit in Beirut, January 20. 
(AFP)
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Russia is nudging Turkey to seek ties 
with Assad over Syria security concerns
Istanbul

R 

ussia is trying to channel 
Turkish demands for a Syr-
ian buffer zone into a secu-
rity model involving a rap-

prochement between Ankara and 
Damascus after years of enmity.

Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin, whose role as top power broker 
in Syria has been boosted by the an-
nouncement of the US withdrawal 
from the country, used this year’s 
first face-to-face meeting — Janu-
ary 23 in Moscow — with Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan to 
remind his guest of a Turkish-Syr-
ian treaty on terrorism. Putin said 
the accord could serve as an instru-
ment to calm Ankara’s security con-
cerns over the presence of Kurdish 
fighters in northern Syria.

Erdogan, who cooperates with 
Putin regarding Syria, wants to cre-
ate a buffer zone in northern Syria 
to contain the Kurds but chances 
for Turkey to get full control over 
such a zone are slim, analysts said.

“I very much doubt the Russians 
would agree to the establishment 
of a buffer zone,” Roland Popp, a 
security analyst in Zurich focusing 
on Middle Eastern affairs, said via 
e-mail. “It is much more likely that 
Moscow is trying to convince the 
Turks to accept the return of Syrian 
government control in the north-
east as the most effective approach 
to contain Kurdish ambitions and 
also in order to solve the refugee 
problem in the long term.”

Erdogan has been a hard-line crit-
ic of Syrian President Bashar Assad 
for years and has called for Assad’s 
removal from power. There are no 
official contacts between Ankara 
and Damascus but Putin appears to 
be pushing Erdogan into accepting 
an arrangement with Damascus. If 
the Kremlin’s plan works, it would 
be a big step for Assad to regain in-
ternational recognition after almost 
eight years of war.

Speaking at a news conference in 
Moscow after almost two hours of 
talks with Erdogan, Putin said Rus-
sia respected Turkish interests, es-
pecially in the field of security.

“There is a treaty between the 
Syrian Arab government and the 
Turkish Republic from 1998, which 
deals especially with terrorism,” 
Putin said, as reported by the Turk-
ish Anadolu news agency.

He was referring to the Adana 
Protocol of 1998, in which Syria 
agreed to end support for the Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party (PKK), a mili-
tant group fighting Ankara since 
1984, to close PKK camps on its 
territory and to recognise the PKK 
as a terrorist organisation. Turkey 
and Syria also resolved to establish 
a direct telephone line between se-
curity services of the two countries 
to prevent PKK cross-border activi-
ties.

Turkey regards the Syrian-Kurd-
ish militia People’s Protection Units 
(YPG), which has created an auton-
omous region along the southern 
Turkish border, as the PKK’s Syr-
ian affiliate and a security threat. 
Ankara is planning a military inter-
vention to push the YPG back from 
the border but Putin said the 1998 
agreement could serve as a starting 
point to address Turkish concerns. 
“It can cover many issues to safe-
guard Turkey’s security, especially 
on the southern border,” he said.

Analysts said Moscow is, in ef-
fect, telling Erdogan that Ankara 
will not get what it wants in north-
ern Syria without some cooperation 
with Damascus.

“‘You have to talk to Assad,’ is 
what Putin is trying to say,” Orhan 
Gafarli of the Ankara Policy Centre 
said. “‘Don’t create the safe zone 
east of the Euphrates without talk-
ing to Assad.’”

Commenting on Putin’s remarks 
on his way back from Moscow, Er-
dogan said the Adana accord had 
been “an important step,” news re-
ports said.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu told the A Haber news 
channel that “indirect contacts” 
between Ankara and Damascus 
were in place but Erdogan said his 
government would not engage in 
“top-level contacts” with the Syr-
ian government, accusing Assad of 
being responsible for the death “of 
nearly a million people.”

Besides encouraging exchanges 

between Turkey and Syria, Russia is 
eager to sponsor talks between the 
Syrian government and the Kurds 
in the hope that it would extend the 
Syrian government’s gains and fur-
ther cement its hold on the country.

“We are in favour of a dialogue 
between Damascus and the Kurds,” 
Putin said. The Syrian pro-gov-
ernment paper Al-Watan reported 
that a Kurdish delegation arrived 
in Moscow a day before Erdogan. 
There was no confirmation from 
Kurdish officials. A deal between 
Assad’s government and the YPG 
could be an obstacle for Turkey’s 
planned buffer zone.

Turkey is also coming under pres-
sure in the Syrian province of Idlib. 
Putin and Erdogan struck a deal last 
September that prevented a Syrian 
government attack on the rebel-
held region amid Turkish fears that 
fighting could trigger a new wave 
of refugees into Turkey. The agree-
ment created a security zone free of 
heavy weapons and monitored by 
Turkish troops to halt fighting.

Turkey wants the deal to stay in 

place, fearing that Syrian govern-
ment forces are trying to under-
mine the agreement. Russia has 
urged Turkey to act more resolutely 
in reining in militants in Idlib who 
have attacked Syrian government 
forces and the Russian military.

Putin praised Turkey for helping 
stabilise Idlib but emphasised that 
more joint efforts were needed to 
combat militants. “The cessation 
of hostilities mustn’t hurt the fight 
against terrorism that should con-
tinue,” he said. Erdogan stressed 
that “our fight against terror organi-
sations in Idlib will continue jointly 
in the same way.”

Popp said a solution to problems 

in Idlib and an agreement between 
Assad and the Kurds could lead to 
more extensive exchanges between 
Ankara and Damascus.

“In case of restoration of gov-
ernment control in Idlib and some 
negotiated solution to Kurdish au-
tonomy on terms acceptable to Tur-
key the way towards a limited rap-
prochement would be open,” Popp 
wrote. “Reconciliation between 
Turkey and Syria would also be 
conducive to the Russian strategy 
of eliminating US influence from 
the northern part of the Middle 
East.”

During their Moscow meeting, 
Putin and Erdogan boasted of their 
efforts to produce a list of candi-
dates for a committee that would 
work out Syria’s new constitution. 
Putin noted that its approval by the 
United Nations has been blocked by 
France, Germany and Britain, and 
voiced hope that a compromise will 
be found.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent.

Thomas Seibert

A partnership of convenience. Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) and his Turkish counterpart 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan leave after a joint news conference in Moscow, January 23.                          (Reuters)

Putin praised Turkey for 
helping stabilise Idlib 
but emphasised that 
more joint efforts were 
needed to combat 
militants. 

Erdogan, who cooperates 
with Putin regarding Syria, 
wants to create a buffer 
zone in northern Syria to 
contain the Kurds but 
chances for Turkey to get 
full control over such a 
zone are slim.

A 

nd the winner of this 
round is Vladimir 
Putin. That is the best 
way to sum up the 
recent talks between 
the Russian presi-

dent and Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan.

Set aside the routine declarations 
about “deepening business and 
tourism ties and trade between the 
two countries” — the real issue on 
the table was the quagmire called 
Syria.

It was a frustrated Erdogan who 
landed in Moscow on January 23. 
There were sharp disagreements 
with Turkey’s NATO ally, the 
United States. They revolved 
around the withdrawal of US 
troops from Syria and treatment 
of the People’s Protection Units, 
the Kurdish militia. The Turkish 
president knew Putin had the 
upper hand with respect to the 
“safe zone” he wants to establish 
and control in Syria.

Putin played his cards carefully, 
manoeuvring Erdogan closer to the 
Russian line and working through 
three layers of discussions. The 
ground had been well-prepared. At 

a news conference the day before, 
the Kremlin spokesman addressed 
jihadist advances in Idlib province, 
despite Turkish promises and a 
deadline for these groups to be 
disarmed.

When the principals met, they 
seem to have talked tough on the 
issue. There are indications that a 
somewhat coordinated — but not 
joint — military operation in the 
enclave was imminent.

Russia expects Turkey to assist 
— as much as possible and without 
much involvement on the ground 
— the entry of Syrian regime 
forces into the theatre. The Syrian 
forces would operate against the 
major jihadist group, Hayat Tahrir 
al-Sham, which has all but gained 
control of Idlib.

The Russian and Turkish 
presidents’ agreement to stabilise 
the region through better 
coordination and “additional 
measures” is clearly a defeat for 
Erdogan. In the eyes of Russia, 
he has failed to fulfil his promise, 
prompting a Syrian move into Idlib 
to do the job.

The second layer of talks was 
on the safe zone and here Putin 

unexpectedly presented a flash 
card — the Adana Protocol. This 
agreement was signed between 
Turkey and Syria in 1998. In 2010, 
it had developed into a treaty 
valid for three years, which called 
for cooperation and joint action 
on both countries’ security. This 
was to be done by, among other 
measures, intelligence sharing on 
designated terrorist organisations.

Putting the text of the Adana 
Protocol on the table, Putin subtly 
asked Erdogan to open a dialogue 
with Syrian President Bashar 
Assad because both Turkey and 
Syria had a mutual interest in 
combating terrorist activities. With 
his cunning move, it became clear 
Putin was suggesting Erdogan get 
Assad’s approval if he wanted to 
establish a safe zone against what 
he sees as Kurdish terrorist groups. 
The suggestion that Erdogan 
meet a leader whose regime 
he openly declared illegitimate 
is ignominious for Turkey’s 
president.

Then there was the third layer 
of talks, which dealt with the 
establishment of a constitutional 
commission for Syria, under 

the auspices of Russia, Iran and 
Turkey. Erdogan had invited 
Britain, Germany and France to 
Istanbul late last year and asked 
them to back the move. However, 
all three recently did the opposite, 
calling on the United Nations to 
not back the process. The winner 
of that round, too, was Putin, who 
wants to push Turkey more deeply 
into the process once Idlib is dealt 
with and a possible dialogue 
between Ankara and Damascus 
under way.

It is not clear whether Ankara 
fully realises what’s in prospect. It’s 
unclear if it has fully understood 
that the real negotiation on and 
in Syria will be between the Assad 
regime and Syrian Kurdish groups, 
even as it is carefully monitored by 
Russia.

Kurds have already taken steps 
towards Damascus. With its idea of 
a safe zone under Turkish control 
increasingly looking like a mirage, 
Ankara is further hemmed in by 
Moscow.

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

Putin wants Erdogan to yield right of way to Damascus
Viewpoint

Yavuz Baydar

With its idea of a 
safe zone under 
Turkish control 
increasingly 
looking like a 
mirage, Ankara is 
further hemmed in 
by Moscow.
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Pressure on Iran grows as Europe 
gets tougher and oil exports fall
Istanbul

I 

nternational pressure on Iran 
is rising as European countries 
opt for a tougher line against 
Tehran and oil exports drop un-

der pressure from US sanctions.
EU powerhouse Germany 

stripped private Iranian carrier Ma-
han Air of landing rights, accusing 
the airline of transporting military 
equipment and personnel to Syria 
and other Middle East war zones.

The move came a week after 
German federal police arrested a 
50-year-old German-Afghan inter-
preter for a cyberwarfare branch 
of the German military who is sus-
pected of having spied for Iran. 
Tehran has also been accused of or-
ganising terror plots in Europe.

Following US President Donald 
Trump’s decision last May to with-
draw from the international nu-
clear deal with Iran, Germany and 
other EU countries vowed to keep 
the treaty alive but reports of illicit 
Iranian activities in Europe are bur-
dening political relations between 
the European Union and the gov-
ernment of Iranian President Has-
san Rohani.

Ali Fathollah-Nejad, a visiting fel-
low at the Brookings Doha Centre, 
said the alleged Iranian plots could 
point to a power struggle in Tehran. 
“One way to read this is that there is 
a struggle between different wings 
of the regime with some groups 
using intelligence action abroad to 
sabotage Rohani’s policy of opening 
Iran up to the outside world but it is 
impossible to say for sure from out-
side,” Fathollah-Nejad said

Steffen Seibert, spokesman for 
German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel, explicitly referred to “terrorist 

activities” by the Tehran regime 
in Europe when he announced 
the ban on Mahan Air. The United 
States imposed sanctions on Ma-
han Air in 2011, saying it provided 
financial and other support to Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps.

Germany expressed concern 
about suspected Iranian espio-
nage activities. News reports said 
the army interpreter had access 
to information relating to German 
troops in Afghanistan. Iran dis-
missed the accusations.

US Secretary Mike Pompeo wel-
comed Germany’s decision against 
Mahan Air. “The airline transports 
weapons and fighters across the 
Middle East, supporting the Irani-
an regime’s destructive ambitions 
around the region,” Pompeo posted 
on Twitter. “We encourage all our 
allies to follow suit.”

Fathollah-Nejad said one aspect 
of the Mahan Air decision was a sig-
nal by Germany designed to coun-
ter a US accusation that Europe 
was “naive” in dealing with Iran. 
Germany was also telling Iran that 
“espionage activities will not be tol-
erated.”

Seibert denied that the ban 
against Mahan Air, which means 
the airline is no longer allowed to 
fly to and from Dusseldorf and Mu-
nich, was the result of US pressure.

“The German decision is based 
on considerations of our secu-
rity needs,” he said. “It cannot be 
ruled out that this airline could also 
transport cargo to Germany that 
threatens our security. This is based 
on knowledge of past terrorist ac-
tivities by Iran in Europe.”

The European Union earlier im-
posed fresh sanctions against Iran 
over accusations of acts of terror-
ism. The decision marked the first 
time since 2015 that the European 
Union has enacted sanctions on 
Iran and reflected growing alarm 
in the bloc about suspected Iranian 
terrorist activities on EU soil.

The Dutch government said its 
secret service had strong indica-
tions that Iran was involved in as-
sassinations of two Dutch nationals 
of Iranian origin in 2015 and 2017. 

France arrested two suspected Ira-
nian agents over an alleged plot 
to bomb a conference by the exile 
opposition group People’s Mujahi-
deen of Iran (MEK) last June near 
Paris.

Denmark accused Iran in October 
of planning to kill a member of an 
Ahvazi opposition group, which 
Tehran has blamed for an attack in 
Iran that killed 25 people last Sep-
tember. Iranian Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Javad Zarif responded 
to the tougher EU line by accusing 
Europeans of harbouring “terror-
ists,” a reference to MEK.

Wolfgang Ischinger, a former 
high-ranking German diplomat and 
chairman of the Munich Security 
Conference, said Iran was “shooting 
itself in the foot” by burdening the 
political mood around the nuclear 
deal. Iran’s actions in Germany and 

elsewhere were overshadowing ef-
forts to keep the Iran nuclear deal 
alive, Ischinger was quoted as say-
ing in news reports.

Fathollah-Nejad said Europe’s in-
terest in keeping the nuclear agree-
ment alive was likely to remain in-
tact despite the current problems. 
“Europe still wants good relations 
with the Islamic Republic,” he said.

As political tensions simmer, 
Iran’s economic position worsens 
under the weight of US sanctions. 
Trade between Iran and the Eu-
ropean Union was down approxi-
mately 66% in November 2018 from 
November 2017, stated the Finan-
cial Tribune, an Iranian economic 
daily.

Iran failed to find any buyers to 
sell oil to private companies for ex-
port on the energy exchange, in a 
setback to Tehran’s efforts to bypass 

US measures, Reuters reported.
Zarif will be one of more than 100 

heads of state and other senior of-
ficials at the Munich Security Con-
ference February 15-17 in Munich, 
Ischinger said. Leaders planning to 
attend include Merkel, French Pres-
ident Emmanuel Macron and Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 
as well as senior officials including 
Pompeo, Saudi State Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir and Russian Foreign Min-
ister Sergei Lavrov.

Before the Munich conference, 
Poland and the United States are 
hosting an international meeting 
in Warsaw on Iran’s activities in the 
Middle East. The plan for the meet-
ing has met a lukewarm response. 
Russia said it will not attend and EU 
foreign policy chief Federica Mogh-
erini will also stay away. Iran has 
not been invited.

Thomas Seibert

Clipped wings. An Airbus A340-300 of Mahan Air is seen at Dusseldorf International Airport in Gemany, 
January 16.                                                                                                                                                                                      (Reuters)

As political tensions 
simmer, Iran’s economic 
position worsens under 
the weight of US 
sanctions. 

T
here is no indication of 
Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ali Khamenei 
abdicating or being 
removed from leader-
ship in the near term 

but the question of political 
succession in the Islamic Repub-
lic is pertinent because the 
process of ageing is most likely to 
midwife a leadership change. 
What will happen after 79-year-
old Khamenei passes on?

Few talk about it but the ruling 
elites have been preparing for 
Khamenei’s passing for some 
time. As he underwent an 
operation on his prostate on 
September 8, 2014, decades-old 
rumours made the rounds. The 
supreme leader, it was said, had 
prostate cancer.

To quell the rumours, the head 
of Khamenei’s medical team 
described the operation as 
“routine” and somewhat incred-
ibly claimed the supreme leader 
had only received “local anaes-
thetics.” Had he gone under 
anaesthesia, the regime would 
have been forced to detail the 
chain of command while Khame-
nei was incapacitated. By 
claiming there was no anaesthe-
sia, the regime kept secret the 
designated chain of command, if 
there ever was one.

Discussions about who suc-
ceeds Khamenei gained ground 
after the surgery and in the 
run-up to the February 26, 2016, 
election to the Assembly of 
Experts. The assembly formally 
appoints the supreme leader. Its 
discussions are accordingly seen 
to matter.

On December 13, 2015, Akbar 
Hashemi Rafsanjani, former head 
of the Assembly of Experts, 
disclosed that a working group in 
the body was engaged in identify-
ing qualified candidates to 
succeed Khamenei.

Rafsanjani said: “They are 
getting ready… and there is a 
group vetting individuals so that 
those who are qualified, just in 
case an incident should take 
place… [can take over the 
leadership]. This is the main work 
of the Assembly.” Rafsanjani’s 
claim was confirmed by Ayatollah 
Hashem Hashemzadeh Harisi and 
Ayatollah Sayyid Ahmad 
Khatami, both members of the 
assembly.

Also in the spring of 2016, the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) and its allies, 
intensified efforts to seize control 
of the Assembly of Experts. They 
managed to disqualify Hassan 
Khomeini, grandson of the 
founder of the Islamic Republic, 

and a key ally of Rafsanjani. In so 
doing, the IRGC countered the 
magical aura of the Khomeini 
name and lineage. These could 
have brought Rafsanjani and his 
allies back to the heart of the 
Iranian power structure.

Rafsanjani’s life was cut short 
on January 8, 2017. The official 
account of his death blamed 
cardiac arrest. He was said to 
have suffered a heart attack while 
swimming.

However, doubts were cast on 
the cause of death and mysteri-
ous events have been reported. 
They have given credence to 
speculation about a purge, 
leading up to a succession 
struggle. Rafsanjani, a former 
president and a great political 
survivor, could have played a key 
role in the appointment of the 
next supreme leader as and when 
such a choice is made. As of 
January 1, Rafsanjani’s death 
appears still to be under investi-
gation by Iran’s Supreme National 
Security Council.

With Rafsanjani gone, Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani, his 
protege and heir to his political 
legacy, is continuing the fight 
against the IRGC. This is meant to 
secure a role for himself in the 
post-Khamenei era.

Since December 2017, the IRGC 

and Rohani have tried to mobilise 
the public against each other in 
anticipation of a succession 
battle. The IRGC and its clerical 
allies mobilised impoverished 
shantytown dwellers against the 
Rohani government’s declared 
policies of reducing food and fuel 
subsidies. Rohani’s supporters 
publicly attacked the IRGC’s 
economic corruption. They urged 
protesters to vent their anger 
against the IRGC, Iran’s costly 
military engagements in the 
Middle East and even against 
Khamenei.

As an actual succession nears, 
the struggle between Rohani and 
the IRGC may intensify. The 
situation may even get out of 
hand and trigger anti-govern-
ment protests more extensive 
than those of December 2017 and 
January 2018. Such a situation 
would force the IRGC to intervene 
forcefully to ensure the survival 
of the regime.

There is indeed no guarantee 
that succession after Khamenei 
will be as controlled as the 
process that followed Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini’s death in 
1989.

Ali Alfoneh is a senior fellow at 
the Arab Gulf States Institute in 
Washington.

Power struggle in Tehran ahead of post-Khamenei succession
Viewpoint

Ali Alfoneh

There is no 
guarantee that 
succession after 
Khamenei will be 
as controlled as the 
process that 
followed Ayatollah 
Ruhollah 
Khomeini’s death 
in 1989.
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Can women-led mosques in the West revolutionise Islam?
activist of Kurdish origin, does not 
hide threats she receives.

She is an outspoken critic of 
forced marriages of minors and of 
female Muslim migrants and 
denounces the practice of forcing 
female Muslims to wear the veil. 
In the eyes of her enemies, 
however, her top crime is her call 
for a sexual revolution among 
Muslims.

The goal of opening such a 
mosque in Berlin, Ates said, was 
to initiate a constructive dialogue 
between the different Islamic 
communities to change the stereo-
typical image of Islam in the West 
and to show the moderate side in 
interpretation of Islamic texts.

As expected, Ates’s project was 
quickly condemned as anti-sharia 
by conservative Islamic circles. 
Egypt’s Dar al-Ifta said on its 
Facebook page that wearing a 
headscarf is consistent with the 
rites and practices prescribed by 
Allah, that Islam forbids physical 
mixing of males and females 
during prayers and that a female 
cannot lead prayers when males 
are present.

In Turkey, Diyanat — the Turkish 
Presidency of Religious Affairs — 
declared that the Ibn Rushd-Goe-
the mosque ridicules the founda-
tions of Islam and means to 
destroy it.

In France, Kahina Bahloul 
stands to become the first female 
imam. She will be overseeing the 
Fatima mosque in Paris that she 
plans to be “different from all 
other mosques.” She said she 
wanted it to be open to everyone, 
in which women and men pray 
side by side.

Bahloul’s project, which she 
shares with philosophy Professor 
Faker Korchane, a French citizen 
of Tunisian origin who is inter-
ested in the philosophy of 

Al-Mu’tazila in Islam, raised 
questions and reactions.

Bahloul said that for some time 
she has been very uncomfortable 
with what was happening inside 
mosques in France, especially 
those that espouse a Salafist 
ideology.

Because she couldn’t find a 
mosque that would answer her 
spiritual and religious needs, 
Bahloul decided to open a place of 
worship that would be different 
from those already in place to 
answer the needs of those who 
share her views.

It would be a place where 
women and men could pray side 
by side. At a first stage, the main 
prayer hall would be divided into 
two zones to avoid mixing of the 
genders  and close physical 
contact between the genders 
during kneeling and prostration. 
As to sermons and lectures, they 
would be given alternately by a 
man and a woman.

The Paris mosque was not 
named “Fatima mosque” in vain. 
It was to emphasise that it was 
time that Muslim places of 
worship become fully open to 

female worshippers, giving them a 
voice in discussing affairs of their 
faith and the place they fully 
deserve in Islam. “For a long time 
now, the Quran has been inter-
preted through male eyes only 
and women were excluded from 
the exercise,” said Bahloul.

Bahloul created a channel on 
YouTube called “Parle-moi 
d’Islam” (“Talk to me about 
Islam”) on which she offers 
lectures about contemporary 
issues in the lives of Muslims.

Bahloul emphasised that what is 
meant by “liberal Islam” is simply 
a reformist religious movement 
that examines beliefs through a 
modernist lens. Korchane 
explained that “Fatima mosque 
will propose a critical historical 
approach to the teachings of the 
Messenger of Islam. This does not 
mean that this legacy should be 
rejected but rather that it should 
be dealt with in a contemporary 
framework.”

Bahloul said the fact that a 
woman performs the task of 
imamate does not raise any 
theological problem in Islam. The 
question has been settled since 
the 12th century and the writings 
of Sheikh Muhyiddin Ibn Arabi do 
not prevent this.

Korchane’s view is confirmed by 
the opposing, sometimes mock-
ing, and even sometimes threat-
ening reactions on social media. 
Silence, however, reigns among 
the representatives of official 
Islam in France, except for Tariq 
Obro, the imam of the Bordeaux 
mosque and author of “The 
Theory of Jurisprudence of 
Minorities in Europe,” who said 
that the Prophet did not forbid 
women from the imamate.

Hamid Zannaz is an Algerian writer 
living in France.

M
uslims in the West 
have begun to 
adapt their beliefs 
to the require-
ments of living in 
modern and free 

societies by taking fresh perspec-
tives on their religion.

For more than a year, prayers at 
the Ibn Rushd-Goethe mosque in 
Berlin have been bringing together 
in the same hall women and men. 

Unlike what goes on in Berlin’s 
other 80 mosques, veiled and 
non-veiled women pray side by 
side at the Ibn Rush-Goethe 
mosque. So do Shias, Sunnis and 
homosexuals. The mosque only 
bans females wearing the niqab or 
chador. Preaching at the mosque 
is done in German.

“We wanted to counter Islamo-
phobia and the misrepresentation 
of our religion,” said Seyran Ates, 
the female imam of the mosque. 
“We urgently need a modern 
reading of Islamic texts to combat 
discrimination against women 
and encourage mixing of the sexes 
and respect for the freedom of 
homosexuals. We can’t do that by 
literally taking religious interpre-
tations dating back from the 
seventh century.”

Ates, a feminist human rights 

I
slamophobia is a problem that 
simply will not go away. It is 
not easy to find a positive word 
about the Middle East in 
Western media, even less so 
about Islam.

News about Muslims in the 
European media is rarely positive. 
In some countries, not least the 
United Kingdom, no other commu-
nity receives such bad press. There 
the likes of the Daily Mail, the Daily 
Express and the Times can be relied 
on to pour scorn on anything 
Muslim.

Not only is Islam portrayed as 
systematically inimical to liberal 
values and in conflict with British, 
US or French identity but many 
public intellectuals disseminate dis-
courses that Islam is monolithic.

On the left, particularly in the 
United States, an eclectic litany of 
Islamophobes weaponise atheism 
as an ideology that not only 
discredits the spiritual dimensions 
of Islam but demonises it in line 
with longstanding orientalist terms.

For such atheists, Islam is 
illegitimate because it is a religion 
but, unlike other religions, is 
distinctly threatening because it is 
inherently at odds with liberal 
values. They join hands with the 
intellectual father of modern 
Islamophobia, historian Bernard 
Lewis, in saying that the very 
doctrine of Islam poses unique 
problems for the emergence of a 
global civilisation.

A mainstay of the American left 
can argue on HBO’s “Real Time with 

Bill Maher” that “the Muslim world 
has too much in common with ISIS” 
and “Islam is the only religion that 
acts like the mafia, that will kill you 
if you say the wrong thing.” 
Conflating 1.6 billion believers with 
a terrorist network no doubt meets 
with US President Donald Trump’s 
approval.

Popular French intellectual Eric 
Zemmour can be relied on to 
misrepresent any news from the 
Muslim world and, more important 
for domestic politics, the millions of 
French who are Muslim. Zemmour 
once claimed that bearing an Arab 
first name in France suggested the 
person in question refused to 
integrate into French society, 
oblivious to the fact that one of his 
given names is “Moise.”

When Trump said on the cam-
paign trail three years ago that 
war-torn Syria “could be ISIS” and 
that “Islam hates us,” he was 
pandering to his conservative 
audience but Liberal Islamophobia 
is on the rise.

The rise of populism and nation-
alism across Europe can only fuel 
Islamophobia. It also fuels vandal-
ism; there was a 56% increase in 
reported anti-Muslim vandalism in 
2017 when compared with 2016 in 
the United Kingdom and six-out-of-
ten victims of hate-crime attacks 
were women, eight-out-of-ten 
perpetrators were men, official data 
indicate.

There seems little doubt that 
Brexit has fuelled this rise but so 
have terrorist attacks, including the 
suicide bombing of the Manchester 
Arena.

A recent Runnymede Trust report 
in the United Kingdom argues that 
“referring only to ‘anti-Muslim’ 
hate maybe getting things back to 
front. Prejudicial attitudes about a 
group develop to justify the 
economic or political disadvantages 
experienced by that group.”

That 37% of people in Britain said 
they would support a political party 
that would reduce the number of 

Muslims in the United Kingdom and 
half the British Muslim population 
lives in the 10% most deprived areas 
of the country are facts that fit 
under this broad umbrella of 
Islamophobia that is normalised in 
many sections of British — but also 
French and US — society. Its usage 
spans the globe beyond academics 
and researchers to include police, 
the media and political leaders.

In 2011, Baroness Sayeeda Warsi, 
then-co-chairwoman of the 
Conservative Party, argued that 
bigotry against British Muslims was 
becoming increasingly acceptable 
in polite society. In 2016, Zac 
Goldsmith’s campaign for London 
mayor implied that his opponent 
Sadiq Khan had links to Islamic 
terrorists. The latter was elected 
mayor. Islamophobia does not 
always work.

Many agree with former Speaker 
of the US House of Representatives 
Newt Gingrich that “stealth jihadis 
use political, cultural, societal, 
religious, intellectual tools; violent 
jihadis use violence and both are 
seeking to replace Western civilisa-
tion with a radical imposition of 
sharia.”

His visceral hatred of Muslims/
Arabs and Islam seems to be shared 
by the former French Prime 
Minister Manuel Valls who is now 
standing as a right-wing candidate 
in Barcelona’s municipal elections 
next spring and argues that sharia 
leads to the “enslavement of 
women.”

Historically, sharia is not law in 
the sense the West understands it 
but a body of Quran-inspired 
guidance that points Muslims 
towards living an Islamic life. 
Neither is it notably anti-woman. 
Yet, in the minds of rigorist 
fundamentalists, sharia has 
mutated into a set of rules that must 
be implemented here and now, 
including the most barbaric forms 
of punishment.

The media like lurid stories and 
not just where Islam is concerned 

The rise of populism and 
nationalism across Europe can 
only fuel Islamophobia.

but they fail to reflect that Ku Klux 
Klan tactics are no more representa-
tive of Christian practice than the 
barbaric behaviour of the Islamic 
State is of Islam. That said, were 
those countries that lapidate 
adulterous women to abolish the 
practice, it would improve the 
perception of Islam in the West.

Another often overlooked reason 
for the West’s negative view of 
Islam is the ignorance many 
educated Europeans and Americans 
have of the history of the Middle 
East and Asia, not least of the life of 
the religion’s founder Prophet 
Mohammad.

In a recent book, “Muhammad, 
Prophet of Peace Amid the Clash of 
Empires” (Perseus books LLC, a 
subsidiary of Hachette Book Group 
Inc. 2018), Juan Cole sets out to 
explore the historical background 
and the nature of the peace mes-
sage, as he sees it, of the founder of 
the third monotheistic religion.

Cole challenges aspects of Muslim 
tradition and contemporary 
depictions of early Islam. He does 
not say Mohammad was illiterate. 
He argues that the Quran’s familiar-
ity with Jewish and Christian 
scriptures as well as with Greek 
thought coupled with the fact that 
the Prophet was a long-distance 
trader, suggests Mohammad would 
have been fluent in classical Arabic, 
Aramaic and possibly Greek.

Such academic books are read by 
too few people to hope they might 
promote a better understanding of 
Islam. Meanwhile, the heavy hand 
of the censor across much of the 
Middle East denies Arab academics 
and journalists an intelligent 
counternarrative on the West.

The key element that would 
reduce Islamophobia in the West is 
less violence in the Middle East but 
that is unlikely to come any time 
soon.

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

The fact that a woman 
performs the task of 
imamate does not raise 
any theological problem
in Islam. 

Hamid Zannaz

Francis Ghilès

Misinterpreting Islam in the West

Fighting taboos. French Imam Ludovic-Mohamed 
Zahed (R) and female Imam Seyran Ates pose at the 
Ibn Rushd-Goethe mosque in Berlin.                       (AFP)
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Diplomatic row between Italy, France 
highlights rising migration tensions
London

A 

diplomatic row between 
Italy and France over migra-
tion and their respective in-
volvement in Libya under-

scores the division at the heart of the 
European Union.

Libya has increasingly become a 
major sticking point between Eu-
ropean countries. Italy recently ac-
cused France of not seeking to stabi-
lise the North African country, which 
is a major route for illegal migration 
into Europe.

“In Libya, France has no interest 
in stabilising the situation, probably 
because it has oil interests that are 
opposed to those of Italy,” Italian 
Interior Minister Matteo Salvini told 
Canale 5 television in an interview 
aired January 22.

Since Italy’s government, a coali-
tion between the far-right League 
led by Salvini and the populist anti-
establishment Five Star Movement, 
was formed last April, Rome has 
pursued a brash foreign policy that 
often put it at odds with its more tra-
ditional European allies.

While Italy’s Eni and France’s To-
tal have competing energy ventures 
in Libya, the major concern in Eu-
rope remains Libya’s role in facilitat-
ing illegal migration to Europe. The 
International Organisation for Migra-
tion said 116,959 migrants reached 
Europe by sea routes in 2018, mostly 
illegally crossing the Mediterranean 

from Libya.
Salvini’s comments stoked a war of 

words between Rome and Paris that 
had been initiated by Luigi Di Maio, 
economic development minister and 
leader of the Five Star Movement.

“If we have people who are leav-
ing Africa now it’s because some 
European countries, and France in 
particular, have never stopped colo-
nising Africa,” Di Maio said January 
19 in a speech in central Italy.

Rome has called on the Euro-
pean Union to change its migration 
and asylum laws, which Italy says 
place an undue burden on so-called 
“front-line” countries such as Italy 
to receive and process illegal immi-
grants.

Italy recently indicated a possible 
alliance with Poland over a shared 
disillusionment with how the Eu-
ropean Union is handling migra-
tion. Rome has also made overtures 
to other members of the Visegrad 
group — the Czech Republic, Slova-
kia and Hungary — that have been 
vocal on the issue.

“The EU should sanction all those 
countries, like France, that are im-
poverishing African countries and 
obliging those people to leave. The 
place for African people is Africa and 
not the bottom of the Mediterranean 
Sea,” Di Maio said.

“If we want to stem the departure 
(of migrants), let’s start addressing 
this issue, let’s start coping with it 
also within the United Nations, not 
only at the EU-level. Italy has to 
make itself heard.”

Di Maio’s comments coincided 
with news that nearly 500 migrants 
were returned to Libya after they 
were picked up at sea trying to reach 
the European coast.

“People are returned to the coun-
try they try to flee, they are desper-
ate,” Julien Raickman, head of mis-
sion in Libya for Doctors Without 
Borders, said in a release. “They 
need to be assisted and protected, 

not sent back into a cycle of deten-
tion.”

The organisation warned that 
“vulnerable refugees, migrants and 
asylum seekers” were being returned 
to Libya in violation of international 
law while the United Nations explic-
itly called on European countries not 
to return migrants rescued at sea to 
Libya.

Reports that more than 250 mi-
grants have drowned in the Medi-
terranean since the beginning of the 
year shocked many European capi-
tals and redoubled criticism Rome 
has faced over its decision to close 
its ports to rescue boats.

“Politicians must stop using hu-
man beings for political point-scor-

ing and to instead address this as 
a humanitarian issue, with saving 
lives the priority. Reducing arrivals 
cannot be the only barometer for 
success when people are drowning 
on Europe’s doorstep” said Charlie 
Yaxley, a spokesman for the UN refu-
gee agency.

The spat between Rome and Paris 
involved the French Foreign Minis-
try summoning Italian Ambassador 
to France Teresa Castaldo to lodge a 
complaint.

“It’s not the first time the Italian 
authorities have made unacceptable 
and aggressive comments,” a French 
diplomatic source told Reuters.

Despite the move, senior Italian of-
ficials have shown little indication 

they intend to change their rhetoric 
about illegal migration. With Euro-
pean Parliament elections sched-
uled for May and far-right contend-
ers such as Salvini’s League polling 
strongly, tough talk surrounding mi-
gration can be expected to increase.

“France has no reason to get up-
set because it pushed away tens of 
thousands of migrants [at the French 
border], abandoning them there as if 
they were beasts,” Salvini said in the 
Canale 5 interview. “I don’t take les-
sons on humanity and generosity 
from [French President Emmanuel] 
Macron.”

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

The spat between Rome 
and Paris involved the 
French Foreign Ministry 
summoning Italian 
Ambassador to France 
Teresa Castaldo to lodge 
a complaint.

Up in arms. Italian Interior Minister Matteo Salvini attends a news conference in Rome, January 17.    (AP)

F
or political scientists 
who study Russia, 2018 
will be remembered as 
the year Vladimir Putin’s 
administration elevated 
the Russian presence in 

the Middle East to levels not seen 
since the Soviets in the 1960s-70s. 
The current year looks more of the 
same. 

In return for increased economic 
and political influence Russia 
offers governmental and, if 
necessary, military support 
against “regime change” and 
political instability. The protection 
against both internal insurgencies 
and terrorism is an alluring 
package for a region that remem-
bers the fate of Saddam Hussein, 
Muammar Qaddafi and Hosni 
Mubarak.

Russia’s most visible regional 
accomplishment has been materi-
ally ensuring the survival of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s regime. 
The Syrian regime was badly 
battered by the outbreak of the 
“Arab spring,” which erupted in 
the country in March 2011.

The uprising quickly became a 
contested matter in the region 
with majority-Shia Iran, Iraq and 
the Lebanon-based Hezbollah 
supporting Assad, while Sunni-
majority countries, including 
Turkey, Qatar and Saudi Arabia 
moved to support anti-Assad 
insurgents. From 2014, the 
US-armed, anti-Assad rebel groups 
and led an international coalition 
that bombed Islamic State (ISIS) 
targets, thus further international-
ising the conflict.

At the direct invitation of the 

Assad government, beginning 
September 2015, Russia began 
direct military intervention. It 
began a bombing campaign 
against “terrorist groups” in Syria. 
These included ISIS as well as 
anti-Assad rebel groups backed by 
the United States. Russia deployed 
military advisers and naval forces 
to shore up the regime’s defences.

The pretext for Russia’s inter-
vention in the Syrian civil war was 
targeting ISIS militants. Putin said 
about 4,000 Russian nationals and 
5,000 others from former Soviet 
Union republics had joined ISIS, 
Jabhat al-Nusra and various 
radical groups in Syria and Iraq. 
Many of those groups were said to 
be covertly supported by foreign 
governments seeking regime 
change in Damascus. Accordingly, 
assisting Syria to fight terrorists 
before they returned to Russia and 
former Soviet republics was a 
wise, preventative policy. Beyond 
that, Moscow’s broader goal was to 
thwart Washington’s regime-
change efforts.

Russia’s reward for its interven-
tion? A 49-year lease for Syria’s 
Tartus naval base along with access 
to Hmeimim Air Force Base. Tartus 
is Russia’s only base in the Medi-
terranean. Russia is also being 
considered to rebuild post-war 
Syria’s shattered petrochemical 
industry.

Russia is the predominant 
foreign player in Syria with a role 
both in military support as well as 
facilitating peace talks. Russia is 
acknowledged by the region and 
beyond — both by friend and foe — 
as a key factor in the resolution of 

the Syrian civil war. Moscow hasn’t 
had such a dominant diplomatic 
role since the Soviet era.

A more important regional 
development is that, unlike the 
United States and the European 
Union, the main feature of Putin’s 
regime is its open communications 
with everyone. That seems to be 
the defining feature of Russia’s 
Middle East diplomacy. It is telling 
that Russia can have open and 
frank discussions with Israel, 
while maintaining excellent 
relations with Iran and Hezbollah. 
Israel is viewed by many regional 
governments as an existential 
threat; Iran and Hezbollah are seen 
by Israel as mortal dangers.

Russia has benefited both from 
US indecisiveness and its stark and 
simplistic policy choices, which 
have alienated it from key coun-
tries in the region. Even as Putin 
portrays himself as a protector of 
Middle Eastern Christians, Russian 
foreign policy adroitly sidesteps 
direct alignment with Shias or 
Sunnis. Meanwhile, it supplies 
advanced weaponry such as the 
S-400 antiaircraft system on 
reasonable terms. The S-400 is 
earmarked for both Saudi Arabia 
and Turkey, the latter a NATO ally, 
and Iraq and Qatar are considering 
a purchase.

With rising confidence, Russia 
has begun promoting itself as a 
mediator in other Middle East 
conflicts, including Yemen. It 
appears determined to supplant 
the United States as the principal 
negotiator in regional conflicts, as 
Washington is increasingly 
perceived as biased.

Putin’s adroit diplomacy in the 
Middle East stands in sharp 
contrast to the increasingly 
leaden-footed initiatives of the 
Trump administration. Not only is 
the United States handicapped by 
the Trump administration’s 
pro-Israeli and anti-Iran policies, it 
is increasingly at odds with 
significant regional players and 
ostensible allies, including Turkey, 
Egypt and Qatar.

Proof of this diplomatic schizo-
phrenia came December 19 when 
Trump tweeted: “We have 
defeated ISIS in Syria, my only 
reason for being there during the 
Trump Presidency.” This was 
followed by the announcement 
that US forces in Syria were being 
withdrawn and led US Secretary of 
Defence James Mattis to resign. US 
officials said the withdrawal from 
Syria, a place Trump has called 
“sand and death,” would occur 
over four months.

Further denial of reality sadly 
came January 16, when four Ameri-
cans were killed in an ISIS suicide 
attack in Syria. That same day, US 
Vice-President Mike Pence told US 
diplomats at the Global Chiefs of 
Mission Conference at the State 
Department: “The caliphate has 
crumbled and ISIS has been 
defeated.’’

Unless 2019 sees real change in 
US foreign policy, it seems Moscow 
will continue its successful run as a 
player that delivers consistent 
diplomacy.

John C.K. Daly is a Washington-
based specialist on Russian and 
post-Soviet affairs.

Russia set to continue pivotal role in the Middle East
Viewpoint

John C.K. Daly

Putin’s adroit 
diplomacy in the 
Middle East stands in 
sharp contrast to the 
increasingly leaden-
footed initiatives of 
the Trump 
administration. 
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Cairo

E 

gypt has moved to lift sub-
sidies on 95-octane pet-
rol, bringing it in line with 
international prices in a 

move to reform the country’s fuel 
subsidy system.

“We do not want the fuel subsi-
dies to end up going to the rich,” 
said Egyptian Petroleum Ministry 
spokesman Hamdi Abdel Aziz. 
“We want the poor only to benefit 
from the subsidies.”

Egyptian Prime Minister Mostafa 
Madbouli earlier established a spe-
cial panel to investigate fuel subsi-
dies and tasked it with reviewing 
95-octane petrol prices every three 
months.

Egyptian Petroleum Minister 
Tarek al-Mulla said changes to the 
price of petrol would be made by 
early April, assuring the public that 
the increase on the current price 
would not exceed 10%.

This is the latest in a series of 
measures by Egypt’s financial 
planners to reduce the burden on 
the state budget from fuel subsi-
dies. Cairo allocated approximate-
ly $5 billion for fuel subsidies in 
the 2018-19 budget, which ends in 
June. That was a $1.2 billion reduc-
tion from the subsidies in the 2017-
18 budget.

Nevertheless, the subsidies cre-
ate much pressure on the state 
budget, which suffers a huge  
deficit.

“This is why the decision to link 
the price of 95-octane petrol to 
international prices will remove 
considerable pressure on the state 
budget,” said Mukhtar al-Sherif, an 
economics professor at Mansoura 
University. “The subsidies allo-
cated to fuel should be channelled 
to more needy sectors, such as 
the education and health sectors, 
which benefit the poor more.”

Egypt sells three levels of petrol 
to motorists — 95-octane, 92-oc-
tane and 80-octane. The 95-octane 
grade is the most expensive, with 
1 litre selling at $0.48. Because of 
government subsidies, this is al-
most 50% lower than fuel prices in 
the United States and Europe.

Egypt is among the countries, 
including Venezuela, Saudi Arabia, 
Iran, Algeria and Kuwait, where 
the price of petrol is kept artificial-
ly low. This reliance on subsidies, 
analysts argue, has proven debili-
tating to the national economy, not 
just in terms of petrol but electric-
ity and water prices as well.

Egypt has been struggling to re-
duce its budget deficit, keep pro-
duction levels high and implement 
national infrastructure projects to 
attract investments.

The budget deficit for fiscal year 
2017-18 was 9.8%. The government 
hopes to reduce the deficit to 8.4% 
in the current fiscal year.

The panel formed by the prime 
minister includes representa-
tives of the Ministry of Petrole-
um, the Ministry of Finance and 
the state-run Egyptian General  

Petroleum Company.
Indications are that the elimina-

tion of subsidies will only affect 
95-octane, which is primarily used 
by richer Egyptians to fuel the 
most expensive cars. The cut in 
95-octane petrol subsidies is con-
sidered a test case to gauge public 
reaction for reductions that might 
affect for 92-octane and 80-octane 
petrol at some later time.

In June, the government slashed 
subsidies on all petrol levels and 
diesel by 17.5-66%. That was the 
third fuel subsidy cut since No-
vember 2016 when the economic 
reform programme started. It in-
cluded liberalisation of the Egyp-
tian pound, the elimination of 
electricity, water and fuel subsi-
dies and the introduction of a val-
ue added tax. These were all con-
ditions to secure a $12 billion loan 
from the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF).

Economists attribute the move 
to link the price of 95-octane pet-
rol with international prices to 
conditions by the IMF for Egypt 
to eliminate fuel subsidies. Egypt 
is to receive its fifth tranche of the 

IMF loan in the next few weeks, 
Central Bank Governor Tarek Amer 
said. The $2 billion loan instalment 
had been scheduled for December 
but was postponed.

“We’re agreed on everything, 
agreed with the mission on Egypt’s 
performance during this phase,” 
Amer told Bloomberg News. “The 
reform programme is on schedule 
and we are committed to complet-
ing it successfully.”

“We are committed to ensuring 
that the market is free and clears it-
self but, at the same time, we have 
reserves that help us to confront 
any speculators or disorderly mar-
ket practices,” he added.

Despite such reassurances, 
Egyptians who rely on fuel subsi-
dies worry that they will be unable 
to afford fuel if Egypt eliminates 
the system and links prices to the 
international market.

“There is a need for linking sala-
ries given local workers with inter-
national prices, too,” said Souad 
al-Deeb, a consumer protection 
advocate. “Almost everybody is 
suffering in silence in the hope that 
things will get better in the future.”

Abu Dhabi

P 

olicymakers, industry spe-
cialists and innovators gath-
ered at Abu Dhabi Sustain-
ability Week (ADSW) 2019 to 

discuss and help accelerate the pro-
gress towards sustainable energy 
development.

The event followed COP 24, the 
UN Climate Change Conference in 
Poland, where advances were re-
ported in areas ranging from solar 
energy to sustainable transport.

Under the theme “Industry Con-
vergence: Accelerating Sustain-
able Development,” ADSW 2019 ad-
dressed energy and climate change, 
water, future mobility, space explo-
ration, biotechnology and technol-
ogy for good.

The summit revolved around 
events such as the International 
Renewable Energy Agency (IRE-
NA) Assembly with the participa-
tion of 120 ministers and repre-
sentatives from 160 countries; the 
Zayed Sustainability Prize Awards 
ceremony; Future Sustainability 
Summit; Women in Sustainability, 
Environment and Renewable En-
ergy Forum; Abu Dhabi Sustain-
able Finance Forum; World Future 
Energy Summit Forum; WFES Ex-
pos, Forums and Initiatives; Youth 
4 Sustainability Hub; Climate In-
novations Exchange (CLIX); Fu-
ture Skills 2030 and a festival at  
Masdar City.

The IRENA Assembly reported 
that renewable costs were declin-
ing drastically with wind and solar 
technologies well within the fossil 
fuel power generation cost range of 
5-17 cents per kilowatt hour.

IRENA Director-General Ad-
nan Ameen said that “by 2020 all 
commercially available renewable 
technologies will be on par with or 
cheaper than fossil fuel competi-
tors.”

Another trend has been electric 
vehicles. Four million electric pas-
senger vehicles were in operation 
internationally by June 2018 and 
the number has been growing rap-
idly, leading to the decarbonisation 
of the environment, Ameen said.

The Zayed Sustainability Prize 
awards were handed out by Abu 
Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh Mo-
hammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan in 
the categories of health, food, en-
ergy, water and global high schools. 
The prize fund for each winning 
category was $600,000.

The 2019 prizes honoured lead-
ers whose work and spirit of en-
terprise resulted in working solu-
tions across communities around 
the world. The global high schools 
category sought to inspire young 
minds and encourage entries based 
on concepts or projects they can 
implement with the award’s prize 
money.

Previous awards have had di-
rect and indirect effects on more 
than 307 million people around 
the world and have contributed 
significantly towards reducing car-

bon dioxide emissions to 1 billion 
tonnes. They have saved 1.2 billion 
megawatts of clean energy while 
expanding access to energy to 27.5 
million people in some of the poor-
est communities in Africa and Asia.

Sultan Ahmed al-Jaber, UAE min-
ister of state and chairman of Mas-
dar City, pointed out how the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates’ influence as early 
adopters and developers of solar 
power through its mega solar pow-
er plants has created confidence in 
the Gulf Cooperation Council and 
the wider region in the feasibility of 
renewable energy projects.

Before ADSW, the consortium of 
Abu Dhabi Future Energy Company 
comprising Masdar and EDF Re-
newables won the bid to build Sau-
di Arabia’s first utility-scale wind 
project at Dumat al-Jandal. The 
$500 million project would produce 
400 megawatts of power.

Saudi Energy Minister Khalid 
al-Falih said the kingdom was 
targeting a renewable energy ca-
pacity of close to 60 gigawatts 
by 2030. In 2019, Saudi Arabia is 
to issue tenders for 12 renewa-
bles projects, with more in the  

pipeline soon, he said.
An addition this year was the Abu 

Dhabi Sustainable Finance Forum 
organised by the Abu Dhabi Finan-
cial Market.

Former UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon, speaking on “Sus-
tainable Development Goals in 
Practice” at the Future Sustainabil-
ity Summit, said “the youth should 
challenge the political and business 
leaders and tell them this world 
should be managed in a sustainable 
way.”

An anti-fire drone invented by 
Shouq Mohammed, an 18-year-old 
Emirati high school graduate, was 
featured among 48 developments 
displayed at ADSW as part of the 
second Climate Innovation Ex-
change. The global initiative of the 
Ministry of Climate Change and En-
vironment aimed at enabling young 
people to innovate and contribute 
to sustainability solutions.

Mohammed’s drone can be pro-
grammed to be used automatically 
and reach buildings on narrow 
lanes that civil defence vehicles 
cannot access.

“I am so happy that I did some-
thing for the country,” she said. 
“Those who visited CLIX motivated 
me and made me feel that I should 
work harder, come up with new 
ideas and innovations. Participat-
ing in ADSW helped me know more 
about new companies, inventors 
and innovators.”

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

Amr Emam

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Egypt moves to reform fuel subsidy system

Sustainable development focus of Abu Dhabi event

Indications are that the 
elimination of subsidies 
will only affect 95-octane, 
which is primarily used by 
richer Egyptians to fuel 
the most expensive cars.

ADSW 2019 addressed 
energy and climate 
change, water, future 
mobility, space 
exploration, 
biotechnology and 
technology for good. 

Sensitive commodity. A worker gestures for cars to move as others fill up at a petrol station 
in Cairo.                                                                                                                                                                           (AFP)

Briefs

Saudi Aramco is seeking advis-
ers to arrange debt financing need-
ed for the acquisition of a stake in 
Saudi Basic Industries Corporation 
(SABIC), banking sources said.

The Saudi oil giant could bor-
row as much as $50 billion from 
international investors to fund the 
acquisition.

Aramco plans to issue its first 
international bonds in the second 
quarter of 2019, likely worth about 
$10 billion. The bond issuance 
could help finance the SABIC 
acquisition.

(Reuters)

Lebanon’s dollar-denominated 
sovereign bonds rallied hard after 
signs that the country could form 
a government and an indication 
from Saudi Arabia that it stood 
ready to provide support.

Bonds were up across the curve, 
with the 2025 issue jumping 
2.9 cents, trading at 78.8 cents, 
Tradeweb data stated. Many of the 
country’s bonds have nearly recov-
ered all the losses suffered after 
talk of a debt restructuring roiled 
markets in early January.

(Reuters)

Kuwait Finance House agreed 
the terms of its merger with Bah-
rain’s Ahli United Bank, the two 
banks said in a statement, ahead of 
the first major cross-border bank 
deal in the Gulf region.

Bahrain’s Ahli United Bank 
(AUB) and Kuwait Finance House 
have been in merger talks since 
mid-2018 and the banks said in 
an update that their boards have 
agreed that the Kuwait lender will 
offer one share for every 2.326 AUB 
shares.

Bank mergers picked up pace in 
the region after two of the United 
Arab Emirates’ biggest banks 
linked up to create First Abu Dhabi 
Bank last year.

(Reuters)

France’s foreign minister said he 
expected a European-backed sys-
tem to facilitate non-dollar trade 
with Iran and circumvent US sanc-
tions would be established soon.

Diplomats said the European 
Union is to officially introduce the 
mechanism in January but the 
so-called special purpose vehicle 
(SPV) would not operate for sev-
eral months until technical details 
are worked out.

The SPV “should be implement-
ed in the coming days,” French 
Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le 
Drian told the French parliament’s 
Foreign Affairs Committee.

(Reuters)

Aramco seeks 
advisers for SABIC 
debt financing

Iran-EU trade 
mechanism to be 
established soon

Lebanon 
bonds rally on 
government 
formation hopes

Kuwait Finance 
House agrees 
terms of merger 
deal with 
Bahrain’s AUB
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oroccan banks are doing 
well in Africa but risks 
remain high, analysts 
said.

“Moroccan banks are showing an 
increased interest in Africa and are 
displaying a correlative bigger ap-
petite for risk, exposing themselves 
to low-grade domestic sovereign 
bonds in countries that rely on com-
modity exports,” warned US-based 
intelligence consultancy Stratfor.

Stratfor said Moroccan banks’ 
behaviour could be attributed to 
the country’s competitive domestic 
market that leaves them with lim-
ited market growth.

A 2017 report by Fitch Ratings 
pointed out Moroccan banks’ sus-
ceptibility to economic volatility 
because of weak asset quality and 
above-average acceptance of risk.

“Morocco’s three largest banks, 
Attijariwafa Bank (AwB), Banque 
Marocaine du Commerce Exterieur 
(BMCE) and Banque Populaire (BP) 
are expanding into other African 
markets, which involves exposure 

to domestic sovereign bonds rated 
significantly lower than Moroccan 
sovereign bonds (BBB-) and riskier 
operating environments — a drag on 
their credit profiles,” Fitch Ratings 
said.

Financial expert Lotfi Abourizk 
warned that the investment risk that 
Moroccan banks are taking in Africa 
remains high. “Political crises and 
conflicts and economic downturns 
in African countries could easily ex-
pose Moroccan banks heavy losses,” 
Abourizk said.

“The risk of being nationalised, a 
price fall of commodities, the depre-
ciation of devaluation of a currency 
are among the most important fac-
tors that can affect the banks’ per-
formances.”

Hicham Bensaid Alaoui, direc-
tor of the Euler Hermes Acmar Risk 
Department, singled out political 
instability in an interview with Mo-
roccan magazine TelQuel: “Unfor-
tunately, the African continent is 
known for more or less overt coups 
d’etat, which can affect banks’ in-
vestments.”

Bank Al-Maghrib Governor Ab-
dellatif Jouahri warned in 2015 that 
AwB, BMCE and BP were “engaging 
in an abusive expansion” in Africa 
and urged them to increase vigi-
lance.

Jouahri called on the three finan-
cial institutions to boost their posi-
tion in African subsidiaries that are 
already in place rather than embark 
on new operations in other coun-
tries.

AwB acquired Barclays Bank 
Egypt in 2017 for $500 million, the 

Financial Times reported.
Attijariwafa Bank Egypt’s asset 

volume rose almost $360 million 
in the third quarter of 2018, an in-
crease of 23% year-on-year.

The three Moroccan banks post-
ed total profits of $280 million from 
their subsidiaries across Africa in 
2017.

Abourizk said Moroccan banks 
benefited from a fast-growing Afri-
can market that has a huge poten-
tial despite high risks, unlike the 
domestic market where competi-
tion is fierce.

AwB is planning to introduce a 
new acquisition operation in Africa 
at the end of this year, starting with 
Rwanda, Kenya and Ethiopia, said 

Youssef Rouissi, the bank’s deputy 
general manager for global invest-
ment banks.

“We have opportunities in Rwan-
da. We are also studying others in 
Kenya and Ethiopia,” said Rouissi 
on the sidelines of last November’s 
investment conference in South Af-
rica. “The idea is to acquire banks 
that are among the top five banks in 
all markets.”

AwB’s growing interest in An-
glophone African countries came 
after Moroccan King Mohammed 
VI’s strategic vision to strengthen 
south-south cooperation to pro-
mote the development of African 
countries.

The importance of the African 

market was highlighted by King 
Mohammed VI’s visit to at least 14 
African countries since October 
2016 to boost bilateral cooperation.

Some 85% of Morocco’s outward 
foreign direct investment is ab-
sorbed by sub-Saharan Africa, the 
African Development Bank stated.

Bensaid stressed the need to de-
velop a politico-economic diploma-
cy that allows to better know these 
countries and reassure investors, 
including via the embassies of Mo-
rocco on the spot and royal trips in 
Africa.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.

Jerusalem

A 

decade after discovering 
natural gas fields off its 
Mediterranean coast, Israel 
is starting to feel the geo-

political boost.
Its newfound riches have fostered 

economic bonds with its neigh-
bours, tightened relations with Arab 
allies and built bridges in a histori-
cally hostile region — even without 
significant progress towards peace 
with the Palestinians.

The inclusion of Israel into the 
Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum, 
a consortium aiming to cut infra-
structure costs and lower prices, 
marked the first time Arab countries 
accepted the Jewish state into such 
a regional alliance, sparking excite-
ment in Israel that its long-held 
hope of making “economic peace” 
with Egypt and Jordan was fast ap-
proaching.

“I think this is the most signifi-
cant economic cooperation be-
tween Egypt and Israel since the 
signing of the peace treaty 40 years 
ago,” Israeli Energy Minister Yuval 
Steinitz said. “We can clearly see 
that the discovery of significant gas 
fields in the eastern Mediterranean 
has also political value because it 
brings all of us… together to cooper-
ate with each other.”

The forum, which includes Egypt, 
Cyprus, Greece, Italy and the Pales-
tinian Authority, aims to emerge as 
a mini-OPEC of sorts and highlights 
how Israel has been leveraging its 
newfound gas reserves into a pow-
erful tool to expand its immersion 
into a region that has increasingly 
come to see Iran and Turkey, rather 
than Israel, as its greatest rivals.

With the expected gas boon, Is-
rael plans to wean itself off coal 
and emerge as an unlikely energy 
exporter — providing both an eco-
nomic and political lift.

Israel is to begin exporting gas to 
Egypt as part of a $15 billion deal 
signed last year to provide 64 billion 

cubic metres of gas over a 10-year 
period that will help turn Egypt into 
a regional energy hub.

The first batches will come from 
the Tamar field and later from the 
far larger Leviathan field, which is 
to go online this year. Israel already 
delivers gas to the Palestinians and 
to Jordan, with which Israel’s Delek 
Drilling and its US partner, Noble 
Energy, signed their first export 
agreement in 2016 — a $10 billion, 
15-year deal to provide 45 billion cu-
bic metres of gas.

“This gives Israel an additional el-
ement to its relations with its neigh-
bouring countries. When you add 
an economic facet to the security 
cooperation it strengthens the bond 
and gives it stability,” said Oded 
Eran, a former Israeli ambassador to 
Jordan and to the European Union 
and a senior researcher at Tel Aviv’s 
Institute of National Security Stud-
ies. “This has geo-strategic ramifi-
cations.”

Eran said that economic interests 
alone were not enough to fully in-
tegrate Israel into the Middle East. 
Arab countries without formal 
peace accords with Israel would 
need to see at least some progress 
on the Palestinian front before nor-
malising relations with Israel, he 
said.

Israel has peace agreements with 
only two Arab countries (Egypt and 
Jordan) and warming ties with Isra-
el remain unpopular on much of the 
Arab street. The gas exports sparked 
sporadic protests in Jordan.

The Palestinians are also pleased 
at being invited into the consor-
tium. They are hoping to develop 
their own gas fields off the coast of 
Gaza but are required by interna-
tional agreements to acquire their 
fuel from Israel.

Sameer Abdallah, a former Pal-
estinian economy minister, said 
the Palestinians import from Israel 
“because we have no alternative but 
once we can change that of course 
we will.”

Regardless, the gas has helped 
Israel grow closer to the Arab gov-
ernments that share its concern 

over the rising threat of Iran in the 
region. It has had a similar effect 
in tightening Israel’s alliances with 
Mediterranean countries that have 
rocky relations with Turkey.

Just as Noble Energy was dis-
covering the massive gas fields in 
Israeli and Cypriot waters, Cyprus 
in 2010 suddenly banned Turkish 
flotillas seeking to break the Israeli 
naval blockade of Gaza from using 
its shores.

It marked a stunning about-face 
after months of turning a blind eye 
to ships that were creating a diplo-
matic nightmare for Israel. Cypriot 
officials said that Gaza-bound ves-
sels were prohibited from leaving 
because of “vital national interests.”

Relations have since soared. Israel 
has annual trilateral summits with 

Greece and Cyprus, which have be-
come its geographical conduits to 
the West. The two countries also 
conduct military operations with 
Israel and, just a short flight away, 
have replaced Turkey as the Israelis’ 
preferred holiday destinations.

The countries recently said they 
would sign an agreement for a $7 
billion project to build a pipeline to 
carry natural gas from the eastern 
Mediterranean to Europe.

“The discovery of hydrocarbon 
reserves in the Eastern Mediterra-
nean was the trigger of the trilat-
eral cooperation mechanisms, fully 
recognising that energy security is 
vital for the political and economic 
stability of our countries,” said Cy-
prus Foreign Minister Nikos Chris-
todoulides. “I am personally con-
vinced that hydrocarbons in the 
eastern Mediterranean can become 
what coal and steel [were] for the 
European community.”

Eran cautioned against investing 
so heavily in what he called “an eco-
nomic adventure” that was unsure 
to come to fruition. Even with the 
recent discoveries, he said the joint 

reserves were not enough to create 
a strong enough economic lever to 
challenge global energy providers.

Still, the upside of having natural 
resources of its own has been so ap-
pealing that the Israeli government 
has been pushing forward even 
against stiff domestic opposition 
from environmental and social wel-
fare activists.

Critics, including prominent op-
position lawmakers, say a contro-
versial 2016 agreement over roy-
alties skewed in favour of energy 
tycoons and, more recently, local 
activists have been urging Noble 
Energy to move its proposed shore-
line gas rig farther out to sea for fear 
of what they call the catastrophic 
consequences of spreading toxic 
water and air pollution towards 
their homes.

Noble and the Israeli government 
call it an irresponsible scare cam-
paign and have countered with an 
aggressive ad campaign extolling 
the virtues of Leviathan, which it 
has dubbed “the national project.”

(The Associated Press)

Saad Guerraoui

Aron Heller

An appetite for risk. Headquarters of Moroccan bank Attijariwafa in Casablanca.                                (AFP)

More than 
just gas. 
An Israeli 
gas platform 
about 24km 
offshore from 
the port city 
of Ashdod.  
            (Reuters)

Moroccan banks 
doing well in Africa

Israel sees geopolitical dividends in natural gas links

AwB is planning to 
introduce a new 
acquisition operation in 
Africa at the end of this 
year, starting with 
Rwanda, Kenya and 
Ethiopia.

Israel is to begin exporting 
gas to Egypt as part of a 
$15 billion deal signed last 
year to provide 64 billion 
cubic metres of gas over a 
10-year period.
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Mosul

I 

raqi university students said 
they fear, although the Islamic 
State (ISIS) has been dislodged 
from Mosul, that extremist 

ideology lingers in the country.
More than 380,000 people 

are reportedly displaced in and 
around Mosul and the city is lit-
tered with 8 million tonnes of 
debris. Nevertheless, Iraqis in the 
city are trying to move.

The University of Mosul was 
shut down after ISIS took control 
of the city in 2014 and destroyed 
thousands of books and manu-
scripts in the university library. 
ISIS used university buildings as 
weapons manufacturing facilities.

The university reopened in 
March 2017 after campaigns by 
student activists to clean up rub-
ble and rebuild labs and class-
rooms. However, the university 

had not reached its pre-ISIS glory, 
when it boasted of being the sec-
ond largest university in Iraq.

“It was not merely a university, 
it was a home of knowledge for all 
ages,” said Sally Hanna, a 20-year-
old student at the University of 
Mosul.

Students at the university said 
they have little to be optimis-
tic about after the university’s 
so-called follow-up committee 
banned mixing of the sexes. They 
called on authorities to act but 
nothing has changed.

One of the stated goals of the 
university is to promote reli-
gious, moral and national val-
ues but the students compared 
the segregation of the sexes to  

ISIS’s morality police.
“It is not a goal, it is a step for 

the ‘ISIS-isation’ of the universi-
ty’s society,” said a female student 
who requested not be named for 
fear of being punished by the com-
mittee.

“We are university students, not 
kindergarten students. I feel upset 
when I see those who disturb us 
every day,” she added, in reference 
to the committee members.

Khaldoun Salih, a 25-year-old 
student who studies economics at 
the university, said the follow-up 
committee confiscated identifica-
tion cards of two students because 
they were holding hands in the 
university. They told the students 
they would get their IDs back after 
they signed a document promising 
not to hold hands again, said Salih.

“I felt anger that moment,” said 
Salih. He said he decided to lash 
out against the action on Face-
book, where he compared the 
committee to ISIS’s morality po-
lice. As a result, Salih claimed, the 
university investigated his Face-

book post, not the actions of the 
committee.

“I’m still under the threat of be-
ing expelled from the university,” 
said Salih.

The actions of the follow-up 
committee drew condemnation 
from activists. “Such activities 
will obstruct students from com-
pleting their education properly,” 
wrote Fahad al-Yousif, a 31-year-
old blogger.

University of Mosul President 
Obay al-Diwac did not respond 
to questions, although he asked 
for the names of students inter-
viewed.

University of Mosul students are 
not the only ones complaining. 
Their compatriots at the Univer-
sity of Anbar are unhappy, too.

“I felt like I was in a military base 
not in a university campus, I was 
disciplined because of my haircut 
style and uniform… Even ankle 
socks were forbidden,” said Omar 
Zaid, a 24-year-old student at the 
University of Anbar. “I am going to 
move to Baghdad to look for a job.”

Similar complaints were heard 
in universities across Iraq.

“We have documented such vio-
lations at the universities of Fal-
luja, Kufa and Basra,” said Ali al-
Salami, a human rights activist in 
Basra. “There is no law prohibiting 
the mixing between male and fe-
male students but some universi-
ties are making these decisions on 
individual basis.”

“Universities in Iraq have be-
come like mosques, where those 
running them are imposing reli-
gious rules. It is a huge mistake,” 
he said.

Damyaa al-Rubaie, head of 
public relations at the Ministry of 
Higher Education and Scientific 
Research, said the ministry does 
not advocate separation between 
male and female students.

“If students faced such prob-
lems then it is because of indi-
vidual cases with follow-up com-
mittee members,” she said. “Many 
security authorities in universi-
ties are not interested in personal  
freedoms.”

Azhar al-Rubaie and 
Yousif Raheem

Iraqi university students decry gender segregation

University of Mosul 
students are not the only 
ones complaining. Their 
compatriots at the 
University of Anbar are 
unhappy, too.

young refugees in completing a 
high school education and then 
going on to complete university or 
vocational studies. The focus is 
especially on technical education 
because it is demanded in these 
countries and will provide [the 
students] with more sustainable 
livelihoods.

“We are working in Lebanon 
with the Unite Lebanon Youth 
Programme [with which] we are 
supporting refugee youth as they 
prepare for university or as they go 
through university. They study 
subjects that will enable them to 
find jobs either in Lebanon or 
outside the country.

“Similarly, in Jordan, we are 
working with UNICEF to fund the 
Makani Centres, where young 
people from refugee camps receive 
tutoring and psycho-social 
support to make sure they finish 
high school. Otherwise, they 
would find it very hard on their 
own.”

TAW: How do you make regional 
universities more attractive to 

young Arabs, many of whom 
say they want to study 

abroad?
MJ: “As a foundation, 

we are very realistic 
about what our impact 
could be. We are only 
3 years old. Educa-
tion is not something 
you can change 
overnight. We work 
very hard to make 
sure that our 
selected partner 

universities adopt 
innovative practices 

overall in teach-
ing.

“One of the 
areas we are 

very keen is 
online learning 

to provide 
more access 

to learning for 
refugees but 
also to people 
who seek to 
pursue 
continuous 
learning. In 
collaboration 
with Arizona 
State 
University, 

we developed micro and full 
master’s degrees for students. 
Regionally, we worked with the 
American University of Beirut and 
the American University of Cairo 
to develop online courses, 
creating a greater offering for Arab 
students. These endeavours are a 
win-win situation [in which] 
universities themselves are 
reaching out to more people and 
youth are getting more offering.

“Unfortunately, governments 
have not caught up with accredi-
tation of the degrees. This is 
something in evolution.”

TAW: Universities in the region 
are constantly criticised for not 
preparing students for the 
workplace. Are you doing any-
thing to bridge that gap?

MJ: “The American University 
of Beirut is an interesting case 
because it does very well in terms 
of employment outcomes. All our 
scholarship students have to 
complete an internship, find 100 
hours of volunteering and get the 
help of a mentor.

“We recently conducted a 
regional study among high school 
and university students on how 
they feel about the employment 
effectiveness of their education. 
The results were very telling. 
Students said that they are not 
accessing services that would help 
them understand what careers 
exist out there, what skills are 
expected of them. Students were 
very much aware that they needed 
a CV, an internship and to know 
whether their degree was needed 
in the market.

“We work with local govern-
ments to make sure that their 
investment and the ones made by 
the students have the best returns 
on employment possibility. With 
the UAE government, we launched 
the Young Thinkers Programme 
that contains a three-fold pro-
gramme: an application that 
enables youth to explore available 
jobs in the region; employability 
short courses in Arabic and English 
and opportunities to ask questions 
of professionals.”

TAW: Much of the educational 
investment in the region by your 
foundation but also other public 
initiatives has been directed at 

STEM, i.e. science, technology, 
engineering and mathematics. Is it 
wise to pay very little attention to 
the arts, humanities and social 
sciences?

MJ: “That’s a really important 
question. Right off the bat, I want 
to say that we truly believe in 
quality education whatever it may 
be. We would certainly love to see 
more investment as a whole for 
underfunded fields of study. After 
looking at job growth, we had to 
prioritise STEM education, as per 
the market demand.

“Our students come from 
families below the national 
average income across the region. 
For them, studying engineering at 
the American University of Cairo 
and improving their financial and 
career livelihood would have 
remained unachievable without a 
scholarship.

“Yet, we do make sure that our 
students have a full understanding 
of the interdisciplinary intersec-
tions in today’s world. We want 
our students to become problem 
solvers and know how to write 
creatively for example. At Water-
loo University, our students are 
studying engineering and arts 
together. We cannot produce a 
prototype of leaders confined to 
one sole field of study.”

TAW: How does one reach young 
Arabs who are so poor they don’t 
even know of the opportunities 
available because they don’t or 
can’t access the internet?

MJ: “That is absolutely right. We 
are conscious that there are people 
we cannot reach through technol-
ogy. This is why we partner with 
NGOs on the ground who are 
familiar with working with (people 
we can’t reach) because they know 
the displaced and the refugee 
youths and what they need.

“After the first year of opera-
tions, we quickly realised that no 
one programme will fit all needs. 
Although we are specifically 
aiming at high-achieving under-
privileged youth, 20% of our STEM 
scholars are refugees and they are 
admirable as they are competing 
with other young people in the 
region who have not gone through 
the horrors they have experienced. 
We have seen so many bright 
examples of young people who are 
high achievers and benefit from 
our work.”

Khadija Hamouchi is a 
Belgian-Moroccan social 
entrepreneur and founder of 
SEJAAL, an initiative that is 
building an app for young people.

M
aysa Jalbout is 
often described 
as a trusted 
adviser to 
governments, 
national leaders 
and philan-

thropic organisations in educa-
tion. Jalbout, CEO of the Abdulla 
Al Ghurair Foundation for 
Education, has created and led 
innovative programmes and 
policies formulated by govern-
ments and NGOs in Canada, the 
Middle East and the developing 
world.

She spent five years in Jordan as 
director of research and strategy in 
the office of Queen Rania and as 
CEO of the Queen Rania Founda-
tion. Now, she’s working with the 
Abdulla Al Ghurair Foundation, a 
$1 billion initiative begun in 2016 
with the goal of educating 15,000 
young Arabs within 10 years.

What almost no one says about 
Jalbout is that she’s a former 
refugee. She was born in Beirut, 
the daughter of Palestinian 
refugees. She was 16 when her 
parents moved to Canada in hopes 
of providing better education for 
their children. As a result, Jalbout 
is passionate about the role of 
education in giving people a 
second chance at life.

She was one of Forbes’ 100 most 
powerful businesswomen in the 
Arab world in 2017, but as Jalbout 
(MJ) told The Arab Weekly (TAW) 
via Skype from her office in Dubai, 
she is always realistic about the 
time it takes to effect change.

TAW: Is money all it takes to 
educate underprivileged young 
Arabs?

MJ: “It is never about money 
alone. It is only a starting point of 
the discussion towards a solution. 
Research shows that solving 
education takes more than money. 
Educational change needs to 
happen at the system level. 
Philanthropy alone is neither the 
answer.

“As a foundation, we are 
addressing a gap. We know we 
won’t fix the whole education 

system as such. We want under-
privileged youth to complete their 
education and this has been a 
consistent gap because the 
continuation of higher education 
depends on your income level in 
the region.

“This gap exists despite the 
efforts of Arab governments to 
make higher education more 
affordable. The need is much 
bigger than we can cater for and 
this is why we have put in place 
specific university partnerships to 
make education more affordable 
for these students.

“We strongly believe that 
education for all remains the 
responsibility of the state and 
nothing we can do as a foundation 
can replace the duties of the state. 
However, we understand that due 
to many factors, such as conflict, 
governments cannot always fulfil 
their duty. This is why we created 
a refugee education programme.”

TAW: Tell us more about the 
refugee education programme.

MJ: “Following the refugee 
crisis, Abdul Aziz Al 
Ghurair created a 
special $27 million 
fund to support a 
minimum of 5,000 
refugee children 
and youth in 
Jordan and 
Lebanon for the 
next three years.

“We are doing 
programmes in 
partnership with 
non-govern-
mental organi-
sations to 
support the 

Khadija 
Hamouchi

The $1 billion 
initiative aims to 
educate 15,000 
young Arabs 
within 10 years.

Education in the Arab world is ‘never about money alone’
Interview

● Talking with Maysa 
Jalbout, CEO of the 
Abdulla Al Ghurair 
Foundation for 
Education

All about a passion. Maysa Jalbout, CEO of the Abdulla Al Ghurair 
Foundation for Education.                                         (Courtesy of Maysa Jalbout)



21January 27, 2019

Society

Baghdad

M 

ohammad made the per-
ilous journey from Bagh-
dad to Sulaymaniyah, in 
Iraqi Kurdistan, because 

he was desperate for the money he 
would receive for selling one of his 
kidneys to support his parents and 
nine siblings living in abject pov-
erty.

“I had lost hope of finding any 
job and I wanted capital to start a 
business to help my family,” said 
the 20-year-old who asked to be 
identified only by his first name. “I 
was promised $6,000 for my kidney 
but I only got $1,250, part of which 
I spent on post-operation treatment 
and the rest to pay back my family’s 
debts. I’ve got nothing left.”

Poverty across Iraq caused by 
years of war, compounded by cor-
ruption and economic crises, has 
led to the rise of a black market in 
organs that has grown in recent 
years.

Young men such as Mohammad, 
unemployed and desperate for 
money, are wooed into selling their 
organs via networks of shadowy 
dealers and middlemen in Baghdad 
and other cities.

Mohammad said he offered his 
kidney for sale through an online 
network disguised as a charity. He 
had to travel to Sulaymaniyah for 
the surgery, which took place cov-
ertly in the shabby ward of a private 
hospital.

“I was afraid and wanted to can-
cel the deal but I was threatened 
and forced into surgery along with a 
young woman, who must have been 
the receiver,” he said.

Mohammad said he gets regular 
messages and calls warning him 
against revealing what happened to 
him.

Hundreds of Iraqis are believed 
to have sold kidneys and other or-

gans through dealers in the past 
few years. About 23% of Iraqis live 
in poverty, meaning they survive 
on $2.20 a day or less, Index Mundi 
stated.

Unemployment is also high, with 
at least 18% of young Iraqis out of 
work, UN and government reports 
suggest. Unofficial estimates have 
put the figure as high as 30%.

Although Iraqi law allows people 
to donate their organs, their sale is 
illegal. However, Ihsan Salam said 
he paid $15,000 for a kidney to one 
of the dealers.

“I went to Erbil for the transplant 
because it is much easier to do it 
there than in Baghdad and did not 
require the special permission of 

the parents, just the donor’s and his 
wife,” Salam said.

The illicit trade is largely lucrative 
for dealers, who generally take two-
thirds of the sale with one-third go-
ing to the donor. Most people buy-
ing organs are other Iraqis but, with 
news of a market spreading across 
the region, there have been reports 
of people travelling from across the 
Middle East to secure an organ.

Iraq is becoming a hotbed for hu-
man trafficking, including organ 
trade, forced labour, child abuse 
and sexual exploitation, said Ah-
mad Hadi of the Iraqi Observatory 
for Human Trafficking Victims.

“The daily number of human 
trafficking crimes in Baghdad and 

other provinces is frightening. Law-
lessness and lack of awareness are 
main causes but in more than 80% 
of the cases it is caused by poverty 
and unemployment.”

Impunity and hardly any risk for 
traffickers to face justice make it 
hard to quell the illicit trade, Hadi 

complained. “The government is 
totally absent, laws criminalising 
human trafficking are not imple-
mented and some crimes are com-
mitted by gangs and brokers linked 
to security and political parties,” he 
said.

A report by the UN Office and 
Drugs and Crime (UNODC) warned 
that “vast areas of impunity” re-
main globally for people traffickers, 
mostly in the Middle East and North 
Africa. It cited research saying there 
is evidence of traffickers colluding 
“with medical professionals, rely-
ing on corrupt and fraudulent prac-
tices.”

Perpetrators of this form of traf-
ficking take advantage of “severe 
levels of vulnerability,” UNODC 
said. For example, people in refu-
gee camps are recruited “with false 
promises of receiving payments or 
transport to safer locations.”

Trafficking for the purpose of sex-
ual exploitation was by far the most 
common form found in the data 
compiled by the report, accounting 
for 59% of victims detected in 2016.

The organised crime department 
of the Iraqi Interior Ministry has 
formed a special unit to clamp down 
on the traders, who frequently dupe 
people into becoming donors.

Khaled Mohanna of the social 
police said his unit has been moni-
toring suspected traders and places 
where gangs are believed to be op-
erating.

“We could apprehend many traf-
fickers and refer them to court but 
our unit’s main mission is to raise 
awareness among vulnerable com-
munities who might fall prey of 
the criminal networks, notably the 
poor who are wooed through differ-
ent ways like paying their debts and 
then blackmailing them to sell their 
organs,” Mohanna said.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of 
The Arab Weekly.

Cairo

O 

besity is no longer a symp-
tom of just gluttony, unbal-
anced diets, fast-food ad-
diction and lack of physical 

activity because of changes in life-
styles and living conditions. In soci-
eties in crisis, obesity is a symptom 
of social, psychological, economic 
and political problems.

The issue of obesity in Egypt be-
came the topic of public debate 
when, a few weeks ago, Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said 
he noticed the prevalence of weight 
gain among Egyptians and criticised 
the phenomenon.

A survey of the Egyptian society 
in the framework of the “100 Mil-
lion Health” initiative revealed that 
about 25% of the population exhib-
ited normal weight while the rest 
suffer from obesity and overweight. 
Sisi asked: “Why are we doing this to 
ourselves?”

Many did not appreciate the presi-
dent’s tone and others tried to give it 
a political twist. However, the mat-
ter is serious and dangerous and the 
government bears the biggest share 
of the blame.

Egypt is a country where most 
citizens receive enough food to si-
lence their hunger but not enough 
to nourish their bodies. It is inevi-
table that the phenomenon would 
negatively affect society and the  

country’s development.
A study published in the New 

England Journal of Medicine point-
ed out that 19 million Egyptians are 
obese, accounting for 35% of the 
adult population, the highest rate 
in the world. Among children, 3.6 
million (10.2%) are obese. The study 
was conducted two years ago and 
obesity rate must have increased, 
given that the severity of the crises 
gripping Egypt has grown.

The top cause of obesity in Egypt 
is not related only to food. Dietary 
insufficiencies are superseded by 
other reasons related to living con-
ditions and to the low quality of in-
gredients making up the diet of most 
Egyptians. Government policies and 
unstable political conditions play a 
role in producing this phenomenon.

Sociologist Huda Zakaria said 
binging and weight gain have psy-
chological dimensions because 
food is one of the easiest means for 
humans to escape their problems, 
pains and psychological and emo-
tional traumas.

Zakaria said there are many stud-
ies indicating that “the proportion of 
obesity increases among those who 
face difficult social and economic 
problems, such as stress produced 
by price hikes, political repression, 
death and separation, delayed mar-
riages and other multiple life crises.”

Zakaria added that fighting obe-
sity in Egypt “requires a clear plan, 
coordinated efforts and a balanced 
and enlightened media discourse 
that can seduce the various social 
classes because, scientifically, obe-
sity is not a symptom of excessive 
eating or a sign of abundance. It can 
be caused by malnutrition or, more 
specifically, bad nutrition.”

Rising obesity rates are often 
blamed on a general lack of aware-
ness of proper and balanced diets 
and healthy lifestyles, not to men-

tion the lack of a culture of engaging 
in physical activities among Egyp-
tians in general.

Reactions to such observations 
often point to this contradiction: in 
a country where half the popula-
tion is poor, how will these people 
find the time and the luxury of af-
fording healthy food and exercise? 
Most Egyptians spend their waking 
time toiling to provide enough food 
for their children, food that is rich in 
calories but low on nutrients. They 
don’t have the luxury of enjoying 
public parks, let alone sports facili-
ties because they are none in their 
neighbourhoods.

Sawsan Mustapha, a woman in 
her late 20s, said that “popular and 
unhealthy dishes and foods are 
cheap and readily available. If we 
want to educate Egyptians about 

food and change their eating habits, 
we must first provide healthy in-
gredients that are affordable to the 
whole population.”

The World Health Organisation 
has shown a link between obesity 
and poverty. In Egypt, obesity is of-
ten behind chronic death-causing 
diseases.

Samia al-Sa’ati, professor of so-
ciology at Ain Shams University in 
Cairo, said obesity has serious social 
repercussions that threaten both the 
wealthy and the poor. Obese chil-
dren are often victims of bullying at 
school and obese adults often find 
difficulties in securing jobs. Obesity 
has been cited as a cause for divorce 
and spinsterhood.

Although there are no document-
ed studies of the rates of divorce 
caused by the obesity of one of the 

partners, it has been estimated that 
at least 10% of divorces in Egypt are 
due to obesity. In 2017, there were 
250,000 divorces in Egypt.

In the eyes of Egyptian officials, 
obesity will, unfortunately, remain 
a problem looking for solutions be-
cause they have nothing to offer citi-
zens besides urging them to eat less 
to alleviate the economic crisis.

The government is used to throw-
ing the ball to the people to shirk 
its responsibility to provide decent 
living conditions. However, there 
is no escaping the burden of being 
responsible for the general health 
of the population because this mat-
ter falls within considerations of the 
country’s national security.

Shirine Daidamouni is an Egyptian 
journalist.

Oumayma Omar

Shirine Daidamouni

Preying on the poor. The children of an impoverished Iraqi family stand outside their home in the 
holy city of Najaf.                                                                                                                                                           (AFP)

Iraq emerging as hub for illicit trade in body organs

The socio-economic problem of obesity in Egypt

Poverty across Iraq 
caused by years of war, 
compounded by 
corruption and economic 
crises, has led to the rise 
of a black market in 
organs that has grown in 
recent years.

Rising obesity rates are 
often blamed on a general 
lack of awareness of 
proper and balanced diets 
and healthy lifestyles.

Health

Unhealthy 
habits. A 
woman eats 
at a fast-food 
restaurant in 
Damanhour, 
Egypt.  
             (Reuters)
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Cairo

I 

t was a cold evening in Cairo 
when the band Taksir Shar-
qi played songs imbuing an 
enthusiastic audience with 

warmth and melodies. Seeking to 
revive folkloric music, Taksir Shar-
qi, whose name refers to broken 
rhythms, reflects a unique chain of 
melodies contemporising folklore.

Mawwal is an Eastern genre of 
vocal music usually presented be-
fore the actual song begins and is 
performed in Egyptian dialect in 
the case of Taksir Sharqi.

Abdel-Rahman Belalah, a well-
established mawwal singer who 
has a powerful, distinguished 
voice, hits the stage with the rest 
of Taksir Sharqi, in a traditional 
Upper Egyptian jalabiya, which 
adds an authentic touch to the per-
formance. He has been singing in 
Egypt and abroad since 1982.

Improvisation and interaction 
with the audience are key features 
of mawwal, which usually entails 
words of wisdom and life experi-
ences, Belalah said.

“The surrounding atmosphere 
and the engagement of the audi-
ences help me improvise some of 
the words. My long experience with 
singing this genre enables me to do 
that quite easily,” he said. “When I 
repeat a mawwal 5 minutes later, it 
will be totally different because of 
improvisation.”

Belalah produced his own al-
bums in the 1980s and has trav-
elled the world performing with his 
strong and melodious vocal tones 
to Arab communities and festivals 
in Austria, Italy and other places.

“The melody of the mawwal 
is itself a kind of improvisation, 
while some other mawwal songs 
are derived of Egyptian folklore,” 
said Taksir Sharqi founder and oud 
player Ahmed Omran. “We are al-

ways keen on creating an organised 
space for improvisation, which 
makes each concert different from 
another.”

Mawwal is fused with Zar music 
and songs that represent a com-
munity healing ritual of drumming 
and dancing. Many of the poly-
rhythmic songs and chants of Zar 
are very distinct from other Egyp-
tian music traditions.

Originally a Zar enchanter, the 
band’s main female singer, Om 
Sameh, has a deep, strong voice 
and tabs powerfully on the duff (a 
large oriental frame drum) while 
swaying to the rhythm.

Sameh, who joined the band re-
cently, said she has been singing 
since she was 11 years old. “My 
mother was also a Zar singer and 
I started singing with her when 
I was a little girl in Upper Egypt,” 

Sameh said.
Taksir Sharqi first performed 

at the end of 2017 at the Egyptian 
Centre for Culture and Arts — Ma-
kan. The band’s instruments in-
clude electric oud, saxophone, 
bass guitar, electric guitar, arghoul, 
accordion, various Western and 
Eastern percussion instruments 
and tamboura.

The band has regular perfor-
mances at Makan and has a devot-
ed fan base. The vibes and warm 
lights of the place, despite a rather 
confined space, give a sense of her-
itage and originality that enhances 
the band’s spirit.

Each concert is a special expe-
rience, an aura for audiences be-
longing to diverse backgrounds 
and nationalities.

“I usually attend most of the 
concerts of Taksir Sharqi at Makan 

since I live nearby. I have always 
enjoyed the unique combination 
of authentic Egyptian folklore 
with their special music. It is a real 
treat,” said Amr al-Alfy, a 33-year-
old Egyptian translator.

“Listening to Om Sameh and 
Abdel-Rahman Belalah helps me 
with my Arabic learning skills in 
an enjoyable manner, even though 
some of the words they sing are a 
bit hard for me to understand at 
first,” said British national Edward 
Hall.

The band has also won critical 
praise.

“It is the band with the fastest-
growing popularity. In almost one 
year, its members have become 
regular performers on most stages 
in Cairo and Alexandria, creating a 
wide-based audience in a relative-
ly short period of time,” said music 

critic Mostafa Farouk. “It performs 
an exceptional blend of Western 
and oriental music that, mostly, ap-
peals to the ears of listeners above 
the age of 30 rather than younger 
ones.”

Omran refuses to categorise Tak-
sir Sharqi’s music.

“People can label us as they wish 
but we just play music of our own. 
For us it is about reviving Egyptian 
musical heritage and adding to it 
our own modern touch,” he said.

“I believe in what we present to 
people. This is probably one of the 
few times in my life that I believed 
in something so deeply,” he added.

The band is finalising its first al-
bum, which is to be released this 
year.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

Marwa al-A’sar With an 
authentic 
touch. 
Members of 
Taksir Sharqi 
perform at at 
the Egyptian
Centre for 
Culture and 
Arts — Makan.  
     (Taksir Sharqi)

Egyptian band gives folkloric music a modern beat

Cairo

E 

gyptian media press group 
Rose al-Yusuf celebrated 
the centenary of the birth of 
journalist and novelist Ihsan 

Abdel Quddous on January 19.
In attendance were actresses 

who had depicted characters from 
his novels in performances, former 
newspaper colleagues and those he 
taught as media students.

Abdel Quddous (1919-90) was the 
son of Egyptian actor Mohamed Ab-
del Quddous and actress and jour-
nalist Fatma al-Yusuf, better known 
as Rose al-Yusuf. He was editor-in-
chief of Rose al-Yusuf Group from 
1945-64.

In addition to his journalistic 
work, Abdel Quddous wrote approx-
imately 60 novels and plays that are 
considered an essential part of the 
Arab cultural heritage. Many of his 
pieces were turned into films.

“Ihsan Abdel Quddous, father of 
a unique and excellent journalistic 
style, had tried his hand at all writ-

ing forms that had a great impact on 
readers. Thus, he wrote political edi-
torials, social editorials, short stories 
and long novels, some of which were 
transformed into films and dramas 
that became very popular,” said Ab-
del Sadek Shourbagi, chairman of 
the board of Rose al-Yusuf Founda-
tion.

A bust of the late writer, designed 
and sculpted by Mohamed Thabit, 
was unveiled. The sculpture will be 
permanently installed in the Rose al-
Yusuf Foundation building in Cairo.

A half-hour documentary about 
Abdel Quddous, produced and di-
rected by Mona Ashmaoui, was 
screened during the centennial 
event. The film included a lengthy 
interview with Abdel Quddous con-
ducted by Mufid Fawzi, as well as 
testimonials by Abdel Quddous’s 
colleagues, children, neighbours and 
lead actors, including Samir Sabri, 
Nadia Lutfi and Hassan Youssef, in 
films based on his stories.

Ahmed Abdel Quddous, son of the 
late writer, said that other institu-
tions, including Egyptian Ministry 
of Culture and the National Union of 
Journalists, offered to host the cel-
ebration “but we preferred to have 
the ceremony here at Rose al-Yusuf 
where [my father] lived and worked 
and which carries his mother’s 
name.”

He said the centenary would also 
be marked with a week-long screen-
ing of his father’s films in Cairo and a 

celebration hosted by the Egyptian-
Lebanese Publishing House, which 
publishes Ihsan Abdel Quddous’s 
work.

A panel discussion about Abdel 
Quddous included former Minis-
ter of Culture Helmi al-Nemnem, 
screenwriter Mustafa Muharram, 
novelist Youssef Al-Qaid, actress 
Lubna Abdel Aziz, social thinker 
Mohamed Aboul-Gheit and actress 
Nabila Ebeid, who appeared in many 
films based on works by the late 
writer.

“Abdel Quddous’s dramas repre-
sented a turning point in my artistic 
career,” said Ebeid. “All the charac-
ters I played from his work were to-
tally convincing. It was as if he was 
choosing the novels for me to turn 
them into films.”

Ebeid was in “And She Fell in a 
Sea of Honey,” “The Investigation,” 
“Please Give me this Medicine,” “Le-
gitimate Days,” “The Dancer and the 
Drummer” and “The Dancer and the 
Politician,” all of which were film 
adaptations of novels by Abdel Qud-
dous.

The programme ended with the 
awarding of prizes from Ihsan Ab-
del Quddous Salon in the presence 
of President of the National Union 
of Journalists Abdul Mohsen Salama 
and President of the National Press 
Council Karam Gabr.

Sameh al-Khatib is an Egyptian 
writer.

Sameh al-Khatib

Engraved in memory. A bust of late novelist Ihsan Abdel Quddous, 
designed and sculpted by Mohamed Thabit.                             (Al Arab)

Celebrating the centennial 
of Ihsan Abdel Quddous

A bust of the late writer 
will be permanently 
installed in the Rose 
al-Yusuf Foundation 
building in Cairo.

The band is finalising its 
first album, which is to be 
released this year.
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Damascus

H 

ala al-Faisal is a full-
fledged artist. In addition 
to being an accomplished 
painter with many exhi-

bitions to her credit, she sings and 
acts. She had a role in Samir Zikra’s 
film “Chronicles of the Coming 
Year” (1986).

She is the daughter Wasil al-Fais-
al, who was from Homs and was a 
political leader and minister in the 
Syrian government.

Faisal speaks eight languages, 
including Arabic, Russian, French, 
English, German and Spanish. She 
studied fine arts in Damascus and 
set decor at the Higher Institute of 
Cinema in Moscow. She moved to 
Paris to study art and to New York 
to study sculpting.

Faisal has lived in Italy, Germany, 
Spain and the United States but 
has always been nostalgic for her 
hometown, Damascus.

“I was influenced by politics and 
very impressed by it but, when I 
grew up, I did not belong to any po-
litical party,” Faisal said.

She has devoted a major portion 
of her artistic production to women 
as a direct result of her childhood 
environment. The Faisal home in 
Damascus was often the place for 
discussions about women’s rights, 
which transformed her into a de-
fender of those rights. “My first ex-
hibition was devoted to defending 
women using the brush and words 
as well. I had to face a barrage of 
criticism at the time,” Faisal said.

She has studied in Syria, the So-
viet Union, France and the United 
States. “In Damascus, I studied art 
at first. In the Soviet Union, I stud-
ied decor at the Higher Institute of 
Cinema,” she said. She described 
her days in Moscow as “extremely 
enriching.” She stayed there for five 
years starting from 1985. “It was a 
culture shock for me and a totally 
new world,” Faisal said.

Faisal said: “An artist must first 
paint the human body as is, in its 
entirety and truth and then he can 
break whatever rules he wants to 
paint. Picasso used to say: ‘I had 
painted for 70 years, so that I could 
paint instinctively.’”

Faisal said the United States 
brought her “a great deal of new 
knowledge and experience. It was 
another world moving at a fantas-
tic speed. I lived in New York and 
experienced its grandeur. I hated it 
at first but then fell in love with it 
when I learned its language.

“They became interested in me 
when they learned that I was Syrian 
and Arab. The Americans are intel-

ligent people who have adopted 
everything that is excellent in the 
world. In America, nothing is root-
ed in the ground. Everything floats 
in the air and that is why you never 
feel psychologically secure there.”

Regarding the eight languages 
she knows and the values they’ve 
taught her, Faisal said: “I learned 
that a person would know the real 
worth of another person when he 
has mastered his language. Through 
his language, you can understand 
the person. When you want to re-
ally know a people, you’ve got to 
know their language. I’ve lived in 
many countries and I’ve learned 
their languages because I wanted 
to know their people. For example, 
in New York I read in English and in 
France I read in French and in Syria 
I read in Arabic.”

“The brain is a complex machine 
while being flexible and intuitive 
at the same time,” added Faisal. 
“When I’m in a particular country, 
I adjust to it and start speaking its 
language. I forget that I know other 
languages. I learnt more than one 
language and I appreciate the spec-
ificity of each one of them.

“I loved French as a sensitive, 
beautiful and literary language,” 
she said. “When I learned English, 
I stayed away from French for a 
while. English is the language of 
new horizons and freedom. Ger-
man is wonderful because of the 
logic it carries, which is associated 
with passion.”

About being near Mount Qa-
sioun, which overlooks Damascus, 
and returning to it every year, she 
said: “Qasioun and Damascus are 
the reasons for my frequent pres-
ence in Syria lately. I miss my home 
and the view I have of Mount Qa-
sioun. The mountain is a great in-
spiration. It sits there proud and 
steadfast and could not care less 
about what goes on around it. I al-
ways claim that I’m learning a lot 
from nature, from objects and ani-
mals.

“Have you ever seen a depressed 
animal? Of course not, because it 
lives away from man. We need to go 
back to nature. In Germany, I would 
go to the park and stick to the grass 
to merge with nature. Damascus is 
the womb that I cannot and don’t 
want to leave. I love Homs, too, 
which I’m rediscovering.”

Regarding her future projects, 
Faisal said: “I’ve never abandoned 
singing. I’m still learning the guitar 
and soon I will produce a joint sing-
ing project. I’m continuing to act 
in Germany. I am rehearsing a new 
play. As to Syria, I wouldn’t mind at 
all repeating my experience if I re-
ceive a text that suits me. ”

Nidhal Koushaha is a Syrian writer.

Beirut

B 

lack and white, shades of 
charcoal grey and strong 
emotions swaying be-
tween sadness, fear, long-

ing and homesickness dominated 
“Return Journeys,” a retrospective 
exhibition of Lebanese-American 
multimedia artist and poet Afaf 
Zurayk’s artistic journey spanning 
more than three decades.

Curated by Sylvia Agemian, the 
show at Saleh Barakat Gallery in 
Beirut plunges viewers into the 
very heart of the artist’s emotions, 
unveiling through a variety of me-
dia, cycles, stages and themes, 
works that are meditative and 
spiritual while also delicate and 
powerful.

“Here the viewer comes face 
to face with an autobiographical 
art marked by events that shaped 
the painter’s sensibility,” Agemian 
said.

“Afaf Zurayk has translated into 
forms her aspirations, her impuls-
es, her suffering and her fears, her 
dreams and her nightmares and, 
on the threshold of danger, her 
anxiety about the fate of man.”

Inspired by music and poetry, 
Zurayk in her artwork highlights 
the influences and themes that 
gave shape to a lifetime of paint-
ing.

“The Places I Have Been” is a se-
ries of 12 portraits that expresses 
an emotional state represented by 
different faces and people.

“I painted the portraits separate-
ly, then I placed them altogether to 
show the different emotions I have 
experienced throughout a year,” 
Zurayk said of a piece done in Bei-
rut in 2012 in charcoal mixed with 

turpentine. “You see sad faces, 
pensive faces, all sorts of faces but 
unfortunately we don’t see very 
happy faces.”

Another series of abstract over-
whelmingly black paintings dotted 
with the white background of the 
canvas are titled “Life is a Contin-
uous Horror Story.” “It is a dichot-
omy between the darkness and 
then love, beauty and tenderness,” 
Zurayk said. “It was a bad time, we 
were hearing a lot about war and 
murder and I was extremely agi-
tated and troubled. It is normal be-
ing in this part of the world.”

The “Fear Triptych” painting 
hanging next to an excerpt from 
Zurayk’s poem is another expres-
sion of the artist’s sentiments of 
chaotic and troubled fear. Emo-
tional outpouring and tremendous 
energy emanate from the pieces. 
“The more you look at them you 
get to see much more details like 
bodies and heads. You have to al-
low yourself to go into the piece, 
not the piece coming into you,” 
Zurayk explained.

“Ombres” (French for “Shad-
ows”) is a series of 52 small paint-
ings in charcoal and pastel belong-
ing to the permanent collection of 
the Palais Sursock Museum. The 
works depicting abstract faces and 
shoulders are installed in a Plexi-
glas structure.

“I made these as a sort of ex-
ercise for myself when I was in 
Washington, basically painting 
on a specific size, specific topic, 
which is the head and the shoul-
ders, specific medium, which is 
ink and water and some pastels,” 
Zurayk said.

“I wanted to see how many vari-
ations I could do with such limi-
tations. It was also my emotional 
state over a whole year again. If 
you play around with the Plexi 
structure you have the light play-
ing with these portraits and they 
become even different. Some ap-
pear darker, lighter or happier or 
sadder. They are interactive. The 
viewer can interact with them.”

A quadriptych that changes 
from being more concrete to total 
abstraction summarises relation-
ships. “It starts with the body and 
a strong feeling of the physical, 
moves into the psychological as 

well as the physical, then it shifts 
completely into the emotional and 
then finally to the transcendental, 
spiritual. That’s how relationships 
usually flow,” Zurayk said.

“I called it ‘Of Milk and Merg-
ing Mirrors’ because we are each 
other’s mirrors and when we have 
a relationship I see myself in the 
other person and the other person 
sees himself in me.”

Pieces from the “Washington 
Spring” series that were show-
cased in the artist’s first exhibition 
in Washington depict feelings of 
nature in a foreign place.

“You need to feel at home in na-
ture so that you can feel at home 
in a new place,” Zurayk said of 
the 1991 paintings. “The spring in 
Washington bursts in colours and I 
was trying to make myself at home 
by bringing images from my life in 
Washington and images from my 
life in Beirut putting them togeth-
er in one. It was a kind of a dream.”

The most recent work, “Quie-
tude,” sees the artist settling in her 
emotions.

“After all these strong feelings, 
I took the pencil and the brush. 
It was just a matter of describing 
absolute space and serenity,” she 
said.

Born in Beirut, Lebanon in 1948, 
Zurayk graduated from the Ameri-
can University of Beirut with a 
bachelor’s degree in Fine Arts in 
1970 and pursued graduate stud-
ies at Harvard University, obtain-
ing a master’s degree in Fine Arts 
in 1972.

She has had many solo exhibi-
tions, both in Beirut and Wash-
ington. She has participated in a 
number of group shows, notably 
“Forces of Change” in 1994 at the 
National Museum of Women in the 
Arts in Washington.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

Nidhal Koushaha

Samar Kadi

Face to face with art. Visitors look at paintings by Lebanese-American artist Afaf Zurayk at Saleh 
Barakat Gallery in Beirut.                                                                                                               (Saleh Barakat Gallery)

The multicultural 
world of Syrian 
artist Hala al-Faisal

Lebanese exhibit 
plunges viewers into 
a world of emotions

Staunchly 
defending 
women. 
A painting 
by  Hala 
al-Faisal.
(Courtesy of 
Hala al-Faisal)

Pieces from the 
“Washington Spring” 
series that were 
showcased in the artist’s 
first exhibition in 
Washington depict 
feelings of nature in a 
foreign place.

Inspired by music and 
poetry, Zurayk in her 
artwork highlights the 
influences and themes 
that gave shape to a 
lifetime of painting.
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Agenda

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

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Manama: 
Through May 15

“The Bahrain National Museum: 
A 30th anniversary retrospec-
tive” exhibition traces the 
history of the Bahrain National 
Museum and highlights major 
milestones.

Beirut: 
February 12-March 17

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 perfor-
mances.

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 
jazz-funk band Jamiroquai, are 
to perform at the festival.

Amman: 
March 1-3

Dead Sea Fashion Week is an 
annual event and country-wide 
celebration of talent, creativity 
and diversity that aims to com-
bine the worlds of fashion, art, 
music and culture. Innovative 
runway shows, presentations 
and entertainment encourage 
collaborations and consumer re-
lationships between designers, 
buyers and media experts.

Luxor: 
March 15-21

The eighth Luxor African Film 
Festival will screen films pro-
duced in African countries in 
competitions for Long Narra-
tives, Long Documentaries and 
Short Films.

Marrakech: 
March 28-31

Beat Hotel Marrakech is a new 
festival experience in Morocco’s 
culture capital. Known for 
presenting lineups of DJs and 
producers outside of the main-
stream, Beat Hotel champions a 
creative balance of danceability 
and artistry.

Merzouga Desert: 
April 5-15

The Marathon des Sables is one 
of the most gruelling ultramara-
thons. Runners must endure 
extreme weather conditions in 
the Sahara on a 6-day, 250km 
run while going through sand 
dunes and elevations in south-
ern Morocco.

Dubai: 
April 11-13

The Middle East Film and Comic 
Con (MEFCC) is a multi-genre 
event at the Dubai World Trade 
Centre. MEFCC showcases 
comic books, movies, televi-
sion programmes and related 
pop culture elements, such as 
anime, manga, collectible card 
games, video games, webcomics 
and fantasy novels.

Takrouna

O 

n the side of a 200-metre 
hill, the Berber village of 
Takrouna offers a breath-
taking view of the tapes-

try of colours and scenery that sur-
round it.

From the top of the village, visi-
tors can admire the panoramic 
view of the Gulf of Hammamet 
and Sousse and look over the vast 
groves of olive trees that cover 
the landscape of the Kairouan and 
Zaghouan regions.

Takrouna, on the Mediterranean 
littoral 100km south of Tunis and 
55km from the tourist resort of 
Sousse, is very accessible from two 
major cities of Tunisia.

The Berber village has a history 
that spans 2,000 years. Its archi-
tecture boasts the intricacies and 
sophisticated details of the Berber 
culture. Many historians say the 

village was named after a Berber 
tribe that immigrated to the region 
in the eighth century.

“When the Berber tribes settled 
in Takrouna and chose the sum-
mit of the hill to build their town, 
they put a lot of effort in show-
casing their cultural heritage and 
also worked hard to preserve the 
natural landscape,” said Haitham 
Bejraidia, secretary-general of the 
Friends of Takrouna association.

Bejraidia pointed out Takrouna’s 
“strategic” position in the region — 
50km from Hammamet and 5km 
from Enfidha — saying that posi-
tion played an important role in 
the history of Tunisia.

“Its position at a mountaintop 
protected the village against at-
tacks, which is why it was cho-
sen by the Berber tribes,” he said. 
“They could supervise the sur-
rounding areas from such an alti-
tude and anticipate attacks.”

It also played a role in World 
War II. In 1943, New Zealand forc-
es, led by Lance-Sergeant Haane 

Te Rauawa Manahi, attacked the 
perched village, which was occu-
pied by Italian and German forces. 
Despite losing control after a series 
of counterattacks, Takrouna was 
taken and held by New Zealand.

Today the upper part of the town 
is nearly deserted and the remain-
ing population has settled in the 
lower half of the village. Yet, even 
with its empty buildings, the town 
exudes serenity and peace that en-
chant its visitors. One can enjoy 
the different hues of blue as the 
sky hugs the coastline. Visitors 
can watch the sun slip beneath the 
horizon as a majestic silence envel-
ops the decaying buildings of the 
old village.

Climbing stairs to the top of the 
hill, visitors marvel at the striking 
colours and intricate scriptures 
and symbols that characterise 
Berber architecture. While some 
houses are crumbling, others are 
open for visitors. Some have been 
turned into shops selling tradition-
al Berber carpets and cafes offer-
ing delicious tea and fascinating 
views.

“When you look at the archi-
tecture of the village, you notice 
different levels. You find the old 
town, which reflects the tradition 
and heritage of our country at the 
time,” Bejraidia said. “You can see 
from the structures of the build-
ings and the traditional houses 
that Tunisian families had close 
ties and they all lived together. 
Family members, including un-
cles and aunts, often lived in close 
proximity.”

“Despite the effect of time, the 
architecture of the old city is au-
thentic. It remained the same,” 
he added. “The old village is pre-
served as an example of Berber ar-
chitecture.”

Over the past decades, families 
in the old village of Takrouna left 

for other towns in search of jobs 
and education. However, a few 
Berber families still live in the 
town and rely on agriculture, alfa 
and Berber carpets, which are dis-
played at the small shops in the up-
per half of the village.

Takrouna is preserved as a his-
torical site but some fear for cer-
tain aspects of the village’s Berber 
heritage.

“The Berber culture of the vil-
lage is in the process of extinction 
as most Berber families that lived 
here left,” Bejraidia said. “Today, 
no one left speaks Berber. The last 
Berber-speaking woman passed 
away years ago.”

Takrouna’s beautiful Berber 
buildings are well preserved, how-
ever.

The village remains an attrac-
tion for Sufis and it has a shrine of 
one of the renowned Sufis of the 
Maghreb, Sidi Abdelkader Jilani, 
the patron of the village. The mau-
soleum boasts a radiant green 
dome and is the site of Sufi rituals.

Despite some of the village’s de-
caying architecture, the mosque 
of Takrouna remains an attractive 
part of the cultural heritage of the 
town.

Bejraidia said the mosque dated 
to the 1400s and has withstood 
the effects of time following many 
renovations.

One cannot pass by Takrouna 
without exploring its deserted al-
leys, which provide a break from 
the bustle of modern cities not far 
away.

In any day, the village’s hilltop of-
fers visitors a soothing sense of se-
renity that adds to the cultural en-
richment provided by its authentic 
architecture and heritage.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

The Berber charm of Tunisia’s Takrouna
Roua Khlifi
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