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espite concerns over his 
health, Algerian President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika did 
not face protests when of-

ficials announced his bid for re-
election in February 2014, months 
before sinking oil prices hit Algeria’s 
economy.

Five years later, however, Boutef-
lika, who turned 82 on March 2, is 
facing protests the likes of which 
Algeria has not seen in decades over 
his campaign to pursue a fifth term 
in office.

Protesters called on Bouteflika, 
who is in Switzerland for medical 
tests, to abandon his re-election bid.

The dramatic shift in public opin-
ion, analysts said, has less to do with 
Bouteflika’s health than his failure 
to address long-standing economic 
grievances, including the country’s 
dependence on oil and gas.

During his 20 years in power, 
Bouteflika has not diversified the 
economy from the oil and gas sec-
tors, whose earnings have steadily 
decreased since 2014. He has also 
been accused of cosying up to the 
country’s business elite while fail-
ing to prepare for his departure.

Bouteflika, who suffered a stroke 
in 2013, uses a wheelchair and is 
rarely seen in public. It is thought a 
small group of family members and 
loyalists make Algeria’s major poli-
cy decisions.

While protests only broke out after 
officials announced Bouteflika’s re-
election bid, anger over socio-eco-
nomic hardship has been building 
for years. Concern grew after Alge-
rian Prime Minister Ahmed Ouyahia 

announced in September that “the 
government’s coffers are empty.”

Algerian economist Makhlouf Me-
henni said it is “clear that President 
Bouteflika did not make good use of 
the previous mandates, especially 
the fourth term to claim the moral 
ground to back his fifth mandate.

“His candidacy, given his health 
status, has triggered the anger on 
the streets but the biggest failure of 
Bouteflika in 20 years is not succeed-
ing in freeing the economy from its 
dependence on hydrocarbons.”

“The blow to his policy came 
from where he did not expect: the 
economy,” he added.

Algeria’s need to diversify the 
economy has grown more pressing 
since oil prices sharply declined in 
June 2014. Algeria then had $178 bil-
lion in foreign currency reserves and 
a sovereign wealth fund financed by 
surplus oil and gas earnings.

Today, that fund is empty, having 
been used to address the country’s 
budget deficit, and foreign currency 
reserves have dropped to $62 billion 
in 2019, data from the Finance Min-
istry state. Reserves are predicted 
to drop to $47.8 billion in 2020 and 
$33.8 billion the year after, the min-
istry said.

“The new financial realities have 
rendered the preceding decade’s 
high spending unsustainable,” and 
“political paralysis” has hindered 
bold reforms from being carried out, 
the International Crisis Group (ICG) 
said in a report.

Ouyahia defended Bouteflika’s 
economic record, saying at a parlia-
ment hearing February 28 that no 
one can “deny the country’s eco-
nomic advances.”

“The country has regained its 
economic independence,” he said 
in reference to the country’s lack of 

foreign debt.
“Saying there is no diversification 

is wrong. Algeria’s gross domestic 
product in 2017 stood at 19 trillion 
dinars ($160 billion), with 19% from 
hydrocarbons, 12% from agricul-
ture, 6% from industry [and] 12% 
from construction,” he added.

Ouyahia admitted there might be 
some corruption in awarding public 
contracts but that “it is wrong to al-
lege that corruption is endemic.”

The ICG report, however, pointed 
to “politically influential vested in-
terests” that “seek to protect the 
status quo, which benefits a state-
dependent business class as one of 
the obstacles before reforms and di-
versification.”

The ICG report added: “Entrenched 
political and business interests have 
too many incentives against change 
and are squandering the opportunity 
to get ahead of the curve of a poten-
tial fiscal crisis that, if handled too 
late, will demand more painful and 
destabilising policies.”

Algeria’s budget deficit for 2019 
is projected at 10.4% versus 11% in 
2018. The Finance Ministry project-
ed the deficit to slow to 5.7% in 2020 
and 5% the following year.

Analysts said the economic crisis, 
which could worsen if oil prices fell, 
has made Algerians desperate for a 
“strong leader.”

“The situation of the country is 
extremely perilous,” said former Fi-
nance Minister Mourad Benachen-
hou. “This crisis requires that the 
country be led by a man in good 
shape and visible for the eyes of all 
the people.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

UK £2
EU €2.50 w w w . t h e a r a b w e e k l y . c o mMarch 3, 2019Issue 195, Year 4

Page 4

Lamine Ghanmi

In Algeria, cautionary 
tale about failure of 
economic diversification

Lebanon’s first 
female minister 
of interior

Princess Reema, new 
Saudi ambassador 
to Washington 

Page 12

Abu Dhabi

T 

he United Arab Emirates 
and South Korea announced 
the start of a megaproject to 
build the largest crude oil 

storage facility in the world at the 
emirate of Fujairah, overlooking 
the Arabian Sea.

The project will free oil exports in 
the region of the blackmail that Iran 
has been practising in the Strait of 
Hormuz for political goals.

Oil experts said building a world-
class storage facility with a capac-
ity of 42 million barrels of crude oil 
would offer a serious alternative 
that could maintain crude oil sup-
plies and stabilise world markets 
should Iran, in the context of its 
policy of smuggling, threaten in-
ternational shipping in the Strait of 
Hormuz.

The facility, which is to be built 
underground, would be safe from 
military attack. This would deprive 
Iranian threats in that regard of any 
credibility.

Beside pre-empting Iranian 
threats, conditions created by the 
facility would make it easier for 
the United States to ratchet up 
sanctions regarding Iranian oil ex-
ports, even though the facility is 
essentially part of the United Arab 
Emirates’ strategic options for be-
coming an international hub for oil 
exports.

The giant project reveals another 
facet of the choice made by the Gulf 
countries, especially Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates, to 
diversify their economic and trade 
partnerships by targeting emerg-
ing economic powers in South-east 
Asia and building partnerships in 
strategic areas.

This strategic orientation was also 
reflected by the recent Asian tours 
of Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan 
and Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.

The facility is expected to 
strengthen the UAE’s position as a 
reliable supplier of crude oil, espe-
cially because some of the world’s 
largest oil companies, such as Saudi 
Aramco, will be using the new facil-
ity for storage.

Fujairah Port Director Musa Mu-
rad said the project would enhance 

the UAE’s position on the global 
map because the port enjoys a 
unique geographic location at the 
heart of international transport and 
trade lines and is one of the most 
strategically located ports outside 
the Strait of Hormuz.

Located on the east coast of the 
United Arab Emirates, Fujairah is 
one of the two major ports in the re-
gion, along with the Omani port of 
Sohar. Fujairah port is a busy point 
for refuelling oil tankers.

Sharif Habib al-Awadhi, director-
general of Fujairah Free Zone, said 
the new UAE-South Korean project 
will create “opportunities for new 
alliances” and will be a “big leap” at 
the level of global markets.

The project has many strategic 
dimensions. It would be the world’s 
largest underground oil storage fa-
cility. Its location in Fujairah on the 
Gulf of Oman is outside the Strait 
of Hormuz, which Iran sometimes 
threatens to close because of US 
sanctions.

The agreement with a South Ko-
rean company envisages expanding 
the design and size of the $1.2 bil-
lion project. Work on the project 
began last year and its first phase, 
which included construction of the 
access tunnel, has just been com-
pleted.

The facility will be connected to a 
360km pipeline that was inaugurat-
ed in 2012, linking Abu Dhabi’s oil 
fields with Fujairah Oil Terminal. 
The pipeline has a capacity of 1.6 
million barrels per day and is part of 
the UAE’s 750km pipeline network 
with a total capacity of 13 million 
barrels per day.

The importance of the storage 
facility and of the UAE’s pipeline 
network is evident in the success 
of Abu Dhabi National Oil Company 
(ADNOC) in recent weeks to attract 
the first strategic foreign invest-
ment in an oil infrastructure in the 
Middle East.

American companies Black Rock 
and KKR’s decision to invest $4 
billion in UAE’s pipeline network 
reflects global confidence in Abu 
Dhabi’s role in securing global en-
ergy supplies and protecting the 
global economy from shocks.

ADNOC’s strategic storage pro-
jects are not limited to the UAE. 
The company has projects for huge 
storage facilities in many Asian 
countries. Last November, it signed 
an agreement with the Indian Stra-
tegic Petroleum Reserves company 
to store its crude oil at an under-
ground facility in the Indian state 
of Karnataka.

Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi is an Iraqi 
writer based in London. He is 
the Executive Editor of Al Arab 
Publishing Group.

Haitham El-Zobeidi

UAE oil storage facility 
likely game changer in
Gulf-Iran showdown

Shifting trends. People march during a protest against President Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s fifth term in 
Algiers, March 1.                                          (Reuters)
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undreds of thousands 
of protesters took to the 
streets in Algeria to de-
nounce President Ab-

delaziz Bouteflika’s re-election bid, 
forming an anti-government move-
ment not seen in this scale since the 
1960s.

The scene was especially dramat-
ic in Algiers, where an estimated 
400,000 people marched to urge 
Bouteflika to withdraw his candi-
dacy.

Huge crowds braved tear gas fired 
by police March 1 as they tried to 
join fellow protesters. Anti-riot po-
lice vans barricaded the boulevard 
leading to the presidential palace as 
crowds moved in that direction.

Similar demonstrations broke out 
elsewhere in the country, all under 
the same central slogan: “No to a 
fifth mandate for Bouteflika.”

“This great people decides their 
own future,” said opposition politi-
cian Ali Benflis as he joined protest-
ers. “Like the people who ended 
colonisation, Algerians are now say-
ing ‘no’ to unjust rulers.”

Bouteflika, who turned 82 on 
March 2, was in Switzerland for 
medical checks. Weakened by a 
stroke in 2013, Bouteflika has bat-
tled health problems and is rarely 
seen in public. It is thought that a 
small circle of family members and 
loyalists make major policy deci-
sions on his behalf.

Bouteflika, however, has strong 
support among some segments 
of the population. In office since 
1999, he is credited with ending 
a decade of civil war between Is-
lamist insurgents and the military,  
which claimed the lives of 200,000 
people.

His supporters say that, without 
a strong challenge from the opposi-
tion, voters will choose Bouteflika 
as president to maintain stability. 
However, the tide seems to have 
shifted, with a growing number of 
Algerians publicly calling for Boutef-
lika’s departure.

“Twenty years are enough, Alge-

ria is free and democratic,” chant-
ed protesters in the central city of 
Tiaret.

In Algiers, young girls marched 
while holding banners that read: 
“This regime is a danger for Alge-
ria,” “Regime leave!”

Tens of thousands of university 
students, including at the Univer-
sity of Algiers and in Annaba, Con-
stantine, Ouargla and Tizi Ouzou, 
staged demonstrations February 26.

“We consider ourselves servants 
of the Algerian people to march 
with them towards a more open and 
tolerant horizon and [to] change a 
system that has brought about vio-
lence, corruption, regionalism and 
marginalisation,” said a statement 
by Algerian intellectuals and uni-
versity scholars.

Many argued that Bouteflika is 
unfit to hold office and that the 
country’s political elites are using 
his stature to shore up power.

“Where on Earth could we find 
leaders as irresponsible as ours, 
who are defying the laws of nature 
in shamefully exploiting the sick-
ness of a man for partisan political 
and venal interests?” asked political 
writer Abderrahmane Merad.

The demonstrations, which have 
remained largely peaceful, are not 
thought to be organised by any par-
ticular political figures or parties.

“The Algerian people are now in 
the streets. They are not controlled 
by political parties or the govern-
ment and opposition. No one has 
the right to steal his victory as they 
did in 1962,” said rights activist 
Mokrane Ait Larbi.

The popular movement recalls 
protests in 1988 when disillusioned 
young people demanded better eco-
nomic conditions and democratic 
reforms.

At the time, protesters were de-
rided in state media and the govern-
ment ordered a crackdown to quell 
the movement but, after weeks of 
protests, government officials and 
the army agreed to implement re-
forms.

That uprising drew many to the 
country’s Islamist movement, stok-
ing deep divisions and setting the 
stage for a civil war in the 1990s. 
That legacy made many Algerians 

impervious to Islamism or any form 
of anti-state activism.

This time, the nature of the pro-
tests is different. Islamists are not a 
driving force in the movement and 
the few of them among the protest-
ers seem to have been drowned out 
by those advocating for a change of 
the regime.

Analysts said Algeria’s leaders, 
including military chiefs backing 
Bouteflika, failed to see the protests 
building up and the main question 
was what will be the next move of 
the leaders.

Algerian Army Chief-of-Staff 
Ahmed Gaid Salah was heard on 
state television calling the protest-
ers “adventurers” and threatened 
to quell the protests but the De-
fence Ministry and the official news 
agency APS eliminated his quotes 
against the protests and defence of-
ficials contacted newspaper editors 
not to print the statements.

“The architects behind the fifth 
term have made a big error. They 
did not anticipate that society 
had reached this level of maturity 
and political consciousness,” said 
Zoubir Arous, sociologist at the Uni-
versity of Algiers in Bouzareah.

Nacer Djabi, a sociologist who 
backs the protests, said “the re-
gime did not predict the protests 
because its leaders lived in isola-
tion for 20 years and are cut off the 
people.”

In an apparent sign of shrinking 
support for Bouteflika’s re-election, 
an Algerian daily close to the presi-
dency, L’Expression, said: “Never in 

its recent history, has Algeria been in 
similar situation where the urgency 
is calculated not in one month or 
few weeks but in days only.

“What remains as part of the so-
lution to the showdown is that the 
situation does not degenerate into 
confrontations.”

“The least we can say is that the 
backers of Bouteflika have failed to 
convince people while the mass of 
protesters is swelling from one day 
to the next,” it said.

Algerian novelist Asmaa Bouzid 
said protests were unlikely to be 
quelled until the government prom-
ises change.

“This time around, the Algerians 
have no fear because there is no 
worse situation than the one they 
are going through,” said Bouzid. 
“They really have no choice but to 
continue the protests. The one who 
has no future, he has no fear of the 
present.”

Mass demonstrations swell in Algeria against Bouteflika’s re-election
Lamine Ghanmi

The beginning of the end? Police officers try to disperse people marching towards the government 
palace during a protest in Algiers against President Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s plan to extend his 20-year 
rule, March 1.                         (Reuters)

F 

rench President Em-
manuel Macron was 
apparently surprised by 
the wave of demonstra-
tions that has engulfed 
Algeria.

Hundreds of thousands of 
Algerians marched in cities across 
Africa’s largest country to protest 
the announcement that Algerian 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
would seek a fifth mandate in elec-
tions April 18.

Bouteflika, 82, suffered a stroke 
in April 2013. He has not spoken in 
public since but is paraded, from 
time to time, in a wheelchair. He 
lives in a medicalised bunker in 
Zeralda, 30km west of Algiers.

His all-powerful brother, Said 
Bouteflika, the minister of defence 
and Army Chief-of-Staff Ahmed 
Gaid Salah and a coterie of busi-
nessmen who have built huge 
fortunes from the country’s oil and 
gas wealth argue that the president 
is the guarantor of peace in Alge-
ria. They point to Libya and Syria 
and wave the spectre of the bloody 
civil war, which cost hundreds of 
thousands of lives in the 1990s, to 
argue that a man reduced to the 
state of a mummy is the future of 
Algeria.

Paris lives in fear of anything 
that might destabilise a country 
that is key to the security of north-
western Africa. Algeria offers a 
lucrative market to many French 
companies. The complicity runs 
deep between many in the secu-
rity, business and political estab-
lishments in Algiers and Paris.

What the French and Boutef-
lika’s inner circle missed is the 
generational gap: 65% of Algeria’s 
41 million people know nothing 
first-hand of the war of independ-
ence (1954-62) or of the civil war. 
They are children of the internet 
age, frustrated by the corruption, 
the lack of jobs and lack of freedom 
of speech, the virtual impossibility 
of getting a visa to visit Europe, the 
endless nationalist discourse of a 
mafia-style elite that is blocking 
any serious economic reform.

The French were surprised be-
cause they often think they alone 
can read North Africa. It is worth 
remembering that every major 
event in the Maghreb in the last 30 
years has surprised French rulers.

In January 2011, then-French 
President Nicolas Sarkozy was tak-
en aback by the swift fall of Tuni-
sian President Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali. In October 1988, riots erupted 
across Algeria that badly shook the 
regime: the French were surprised. 
President Francois Mitterrand 
was even more surprised when 
a reformist Algerian government 
headed by Mouloud Hamrouche 
pushed through bold reforms in 
1990-91. The French head of state 
did not support the reforms.

When Ben Ali led a medical coup 
against Tunisian President Habib 
Bourguiba on November 7, 1987, 
the United States, Italy and Algeria 
had been warned, not the French.

When Sarkozy was a cheerleader 
for the NATO-backed intervention 
in Libya that ousted Muammar 
Qaddafi in 2011, his reasons for 

doing so were far from honour-
able and the huge mess left in 
Libya hardly speaks of any serious 
knowledge of Libya in Paris (let 
alone London or Washington).

Many French intellectuals go on 
and on about radical Islam but that 
is not the only challenge North 
Africa faces today.

On February 22, Algerian dem-
onstrators went to the mosques to 
wait for those who were attend-
ing Friday prayers to join them. 
This stands in sharp contrast to 
what happened after 1988 when 
the main opposition force was 
the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS). 
Those in the army and security es-
tablishment, who were against the 
reforms of Hamrouche used scare 
tactics, cancelled the elections of 
December 1991, which the FIS was 
poised to win, thus unleashing a 
disastrous civil war.

March 3 was the cut-off date for 
candidates to declare their candi-
dacies for the Algerian presidential 
election and prove they have the 
required number of signatures. 
Those who have backed Bouteflika 
since he was first elected president 
in 1999 will not go down without a 
fight but they know they are hated 
by most Algerians.

Many who profess to love 
Bouteflika are drawing their dag-
gers — this has the makings of a 
Shakespearean play.

Will the country’s rulers allow 
the very popular Rachid Nekkaz 
to stand? Nekkaz is a self-made 
French internet millionaire who 
has tried and failed to run in the 

French presidential elections and 
renounced his French nationality 
to run in Algeria. Ecstatic crowds 
greet him across Algeria chanting 
“Rashid, we do not feel well.”

Beyond any programme, Nekkaz 
symbolises the modern world, the 
dreams of freedom to speak and 
travel this generation of Algerians 
have learnt through the internet.

Will the rulers crack down on 
the demonstrations? Many things 
could happen between now and 
April 18.

How will European leaders and 
media react? Will they continue to 
wave the spectre of radical Islam 
or will they wake up to the sheer 
sophistication of Algerian youth, 
to their witty slogans, to their 
desire to talk to the world beyond 
their shores?

Because 12 million French people 
have links of family, memory or or-
igin that they can trace to Algeria, 
reactions in France are important. 
The response to events in Algeria 
in other European countries, Tuni-
sia and Morocco also matter.

Will Europe understand that a 
condescending attitude will get 
it nowhere? Algeria is not Iraq, 
Syria or Yemen, let alone Libya or 
Venezuela.

Will they appreciate that a freer, 
more rule-bound, younger led 
Algeria would be a blessing for the 
western Mediterranean and the 
broader north-west African region?

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

Events in Algeria surprise the French
Viewpoint

Francis Ghilès

What the French and 
Bouteflika’s inner 
circle missed is the 
generational gap: 65% 
of Algeria’s 41 million 
people know nothing 
firsthand of the war of 
independence 
(1954-62) or of the 
civil war.

The tide seems to have 
shifted, with a growing 
number of Algerians 
publicly calling for 
Bouteflika’s departure.
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Uniforms in 
power. Former 
Sudanese 
Army officers 
are sworn in 
as governors 
in Khartoum, 
February 24.  
       (AFP)

Sudan’s story is told in many ways

Precarious standoff between Sudanese regime and demonstrators

T 

he demonstrations that 
started in Atbara and 
moved to many other 
cities in Sudan initially 
demanded solutions 
to deteriorating eco-

nomic and social conditions. As the 
Sudanese regime insisted on not 
responding to the demands, the 
demonstrations spread and various 
political and trade-unionist forces 
entered the fray.

The unrest, initially grass-roots 
and spontaneous, morphed into 
protests in which political mo-
tives and conventional organising 
prevailed.

After consolidating control over 
Sudan’s administrative and political 
institutions, Sudanese President 
Omar al-Bashir intensified his 
crackdown. In addition to appoint-
ing Mohamed Taher Ayla prime 
minister, al-Bashir selected Defence 
Minister Awad Mohammed bin Auf 
as his first deputy and installed 
senior military and police officers as 
governors for Sudan’s 18 provinces.

Al-Bashir’s attempt to shield his 
reign with a military layer drew 
increasing internal criticism. Amani 
al-Tawil, director of the Africa 
Programme at Al Ahram Centre for 
Strategic Studies, said al-Bashir’s 
resorting to the army reflects his 
desire to capitalise on regional 
polarisation and conflict.

Tawil noted that the army’s direct 
and close involvement in govern-
ance could prove beneficial to the 
protest movement in the medium 
term, provided the demonstrations 
continue in a way in which they 
cannot be ignored by regional pow-
ers or the military establishment.

He said the situation is unlikely to 
last long, given the intensity of the 
protests since the announcement of 
recent measures.

Traces of Sudan’s colonial past 
come through, as does the sense 
of an ancient land, 
indestructible no matter its dire 
current situation.

The crisis has become more 
complex and more difficult to 
manage for both al-Bashir and 
the protesters. 

Ibrahim Abboud; the second top-
pled another military ruler, Jafaar 
Nimeiri.

Al-Bashir seized power in 1989 
and Sudan has had much to deal 
with in the past 30 years. It is listed 
seventh on the “Fragile States 
Index” (formerly known as the 
“Failed States Index”). Even the 
continent-specific “Ibrahim Index 
of African Governance” ranks Su-
dan a dismal 49th of 54 countries. 
Africa’s largest country until South 
Sudan formally split from it in 
2011, Sudan has suffered from the 
loss of revenue from the oil-rich 
south.

This added to the pressures al-
ready building. Designated a state 
sponsor of terrorism by the United 
States in 1993 — Osama bin Laden 
and his followers lived in Sudan 
in the early 1990s — Sudan was 
placed under American economic 
sanctions in 1997. The sanctions 
were lifted in 2017 but US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s administra-
tion did not take Sudan off the ter-
rorism state-sponsor list, making 
it hard for Al-Bashir to seek debt 
relief and international financial 
aid and investment.

Meanwhile, the conflict in the 
western region of Darfur has 
driven 2 million people from 
their homes and killed more than 
200,000. To add to Al-Bashir’s (and 
Sudan’s) troubles, he is the first 
sitting head of state to be indicted 
by the International Criminal Court 

The security clampdown by 
al-Bashir has led some Western 
countries to abandon their silent 
stance. The United States, Canada, 
the United Kingdom and Norway 
criticised the trend towards milita-
risation.

Developments in Sudan revealed 
the difficulty for both sides of find-
ing direct solutions to the crisis. 
The gap between each side’s visions 
is quite substantial.

The protesters know that violent 
escalation to oust al-Bashir would 
lead to clashes with security forces, 
which have become ubiquitous in 
the streets following the declara-
tion of a state of emergency. Martial 
law gives security forces the last 
word in Sudan and could lead to the 
fragmentation of the country’s vast 
territories.

The government recognises that 
excessive violence will lead to 
more casualties and more external 
criticism. This is why al-Bashir has 
threatened a “big stick” approach 
without really doing it, except at a 
minimal level, to prevent the ten-
sions from getting out of control.

Hiba al-Bashbishi, a professor of 
political science at the Institute of 
African Studies and Research in 
Cairo, said al-Bashir had resorted 
to the army to protect himself from 
the risk that demonstrations could 
turn violent.

However, and considering the 
loyalty of most army officers to al-
Bashir, the situation in Sudan could 
turn catastrophic if the military 
collided with the population in the 
streets.

Al-Bashir has resorted to the 
security solution to deal with the 

(ICC) for war crimes and genocide.
That indictment means it’s 

hard for Al-Bashir to leave office 
without a viable plan to stave off 
prosecution, as Tufts University’s 
Alex de Waal recently pointed out. 
De Waal, who has written numer-
ous books on Sudan and served on 
an African Union mediation team 
for Darfur, added that Al-Bashir 
seems to want to step down but 
the ICC charge forces him to cling 
to the power of the presidency 
on his own behalf and for those 
around him.

This is surely a factor in Al-
Bashir’s increasingly desperate 
attempts to end the protests that 
began in December but the twisted 
logic behind Al-Bashir’s ever more 
authoritarian crackdown — a 1-year 
emergency, sweeping powers for 
the security forces — seems to 
mesh all too well with stories in 
“The Book of Khartoum.”

Some describe the altered reality 
of life lived in conflict, abnormal 
conditions that have somehow 
become normal. For instance, in 
the first story, titled “The Tank,” 
writer Ahmed al-Malik describes 
— sardonically, searingly — how 
a Sudanese householder might 
conceivably buy a tank, just as one 
would a car, carefully checking 
its registration papers and overall 
condition. He details the comi-
cal exchanges that occur after the 
purchase of the tank.

“The sight of it (the tank) parked 

crisis because he wanted to circum-
vent the economic dimension of the 
crisis since promises of financial aid 
from friendly regimes have yet to 
materialise.

Undoubtedly, the sanctions im-
posed on Khartoum by the United 
States and the UN Security Council 
prevented potential donors from 
contributing or were a welcomed 
excuse not to rescue the Sudanese 
regime.

Al-Bashir did not progress, not 
even one iota, in dealing with the 
real cause of the protests because 
his government does not have the 
resources to bridge the significant 
deficit it faces in many sectors.

The crisis has become more 
complex and more difficult to 
manage for both al-Bashir and the 
protesters. So, the balance of power 
between the two sides is back to 
square one in the sense that, when 
one side wins, the other automati-
cally loses. The prospects of finding 
a safe way out from the crisis have 
much dimmed.

The protesters are determined to 
remove al-Bashir from power and, 
by brandishing the slogan “Just let 
him go,” they are signalling that 
they are adhering to the unity of the 
rest of Sudan after the secession of 
the south and determined to save 
their country from the disastrous 
scenarios faced by Syria, Libya and 
Yemen.

The protesters discovered that 
the Sudanese regime is suffering 
from major internal problems, both 
at the level of the ruling National 
Congress Party and the level of the 
Islamic Movement, which repre-
sents its popular base. There is 

under the neem tree in front of 
our house did come as a shock to a 
few of my friends,” says the story’s 
narrator, acknowledging that his 
daughter’s English tutor had ceased 
to show up at their house, the milk-
man had fallen into a panic and 
confessed to watering down his 
wares and even his father’s debtors 
had started to arrive with many 
apologies but not the actual cash.

This is the way it goes in “The 
Book of Khartoum,” a collection of 
stories that seems to overturn the 
Arabic saying “Cairo writes, Beirut 
prints, Khartoum reads.” In “The 
Book of Khartoum,” the city is not 
reading but writing — memos, let-
ters, poetry — to itself. The city is a 
character, perhaps in some sense, 
representing the Sudanese people. 
Traces of Sudan’s colonial past 
come through, as does the sense of 
an ancient land, indestructible no 
matter its dire current situation.

In their introduction to the book, 
editors Raph Cormack and Max 
Shmookler describe Khartoum as 
“a site of conflicted cosmopolitan-
ism… a post-colonial world shaped 
by conflicting aspirations and 
daunting obstacles.” This would 
probably hold true for Sudan as a 
whole in 2019.

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.

even suppressed anger and tension 
among some ranks in the security 
forces.

These signs encouraged the pro-
testers to exert excessive pressure 
on the ruling regime as they were 
joined by other opposition forces 
and important professional organi-
sations. Their goal was al-Bashir’s 
departure from power.

The Sudanese president has taken 
steps that make his removal from 
power difficult. From the begin-
ning, he did not pay attention to the 
demonstrators’ economic demands, 
which could have saved him the 
current predicament.

He wouldn’t have been able to 
do it anyway because he lacked the 
means to respond to the demands. 
The opposition is now jumping at 
this opportune chance to put an 
end to the rule of the Islamists by 
encouraging a popular uprising.

Al-Bashir seems to have learnt 
the lessons of the 1965 and the 1984 
uprisings in Sudan, as well as those 
of the revolts of the “Arab spring.” 
So, he has resorted to the military 
to safeguard his rule or at least to 
safeguard his life in case he has to 
step down.

The Sudanese protests seem dif-
ferent from protests elsewhere. The 
situation is at a deadlock and the cri-
sis is expected to continue for some 
time because the balance of power 
on the ground is almost equal. The 
demonstrators are relying on their 
numbers and the government is 
relying on its security apparatus. A 
direct confrontation would be costly 
to all.

Bashbishi said al-Bashir could end 
the demonstrations by satisfying 
some of the protesters’ demands 
and then take advantage of the 
truce to strike political deals with 
those leading the demonstrations or 
take control of the situation by using 
the army.

Both the Sudanese regime and the 
opposition are comfortable with the 
current situation of no-peace and 
no-war and find it a suitable exit 
from the dilemma.

Observers anticipate a scenario 
in which al-Bashir is replaced by 
a military figure who can gather 
enough consensus and absorb the 
political, economic and social anger. 
Otherwise, it could be the deluge.

Mohamed Aboelfadl is an Egyptian 
writer.

Mohamed 
Aboelfadl

T 

he upheaval in Sudan 
reminded me of “The 
Book of Khartoum,” 
billed when it was 
published in 2016 as 
the first major collec-

tion of stories from Sudan to be 
translated into English. Reading it, 
I was struck by the haunting sense 
of a city marked by many different 
power struggles over time.

Indeed, Sudan has had other up-
risings like the one now demand-
ing the resignation of President 
Omar Al-Bashir. When street 
protests toppled governments in 
Tunisia and Egypt in 2011, many 
Sudanese intellectuals trenchantly 
pointed out they weren’t, as the in-
ternational media narrative went, 
the first of their kind in the Arab 
world. Sudan had done the same 
thing in 1964 and 1985. The first 
overthrew the military regime of 

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall
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P 

rincess Reema bint Bandar 
bin Sultan Al Saud has been 
appointed Saudi Arabia’s 
ambassador to the United 

States, assigning her to lead argu-
ably Riyadh’s most important dip-
lomatic mission and making history 
by her becoming the kingdom’s first 
female ambassador.

“I will work with God’s permis-
sion to serve my country, its leaders 
and all its children and I will spare 
no effort to that end.” Princess 
Reema wrote on Twitter following 
the February 23 announcement in a 
royal decree.

With the war in Yemen and the 
fallout from the killing of Saudi 
journalist Jamal Khashoggi in Istan-
bul continuing, Princess Reema’s 
appointment comes at a testing 
time in Saudi-US relations.

Born in 1975, Princess Reema 
is the daughter of Saudi Arabia’s 
most-well known diplomat and its 
longest-serving ambassador to the 
United States, Prince Bandar bin 
Sultan.

During her father’s 1983-2005 
posting in Washington, Princess 
Reema received a bachelor of arts 
degree in museum studies from 
George Washington University in 
1999. She worked in the field briefly 
before returning to Saudi Arabia.

Before starting her career in pub-
lic service, Princess Reema was a 
successful entrepreneur, philan-
thropist and a well-known advocate 
for women’s rights.

In 2011, as CEO of Alfa Interna-
tional, which owns the kingdom’s 
branch of Harvey Nichols, Princess 
Reema broke what was then a so-
cial taboo by hiring women in the 
kingdom’s retail sector. She also 
provided travel accommodations 
and a day-care centre for working 
mothers.

These incentives were at her own 
cost and were much ahead of gen-

eral working conditions for women 
in Saudi Arabia.

In an interview with business 
magazine Fast Company, Princess 
Reema highlighted some of her mo-
tivations in championing female 
employment.

“You cannot have half of your 
population not working,” she told 
the magazine, which named her 
Most Creative Person of the Year 
for 2014. “The second a woman is 
responsible for her own finances, 
she’ll want to explore more of the 

world for herself and become less 
dependent.”

She was named under-secretary 
for women affairs at the kingdom’s 
General Authority for Sports in Au-
gust 2016 and worked alongside the 
Ministry of Education to establish 
a sports education programme for 
girls in school as well as pushing 
for the participation of women in 
sports competitions.

Princess Reema’s philanthropic 
endeavours include her work as 
a founding member of the Zahra 

Breast Cancer Awareness Associa-
tion. The princess has been involved 
in several high-profile initiatives to 
increase general awareness among 
Saudi women about the illness.

Princess Reema led a team of 
Saudi women on a climb up Mount 
Everest in 2012 as a part of a breast 
cancer awareness campaign called 
“A Woman’s Journey: Destination 
Mount Everest.”

Princess Reema’s breast cancer 
awareness initiatives placed the 
kingdom in the Guinness Book of 

Records on two occasions. In 2010, 
4,000 Saudi women created the 
largest human breast cancer rib-
bon, in Jeddah. In 2015, another ini-
tiative by Princess Reema broke the 
same record with the participation 
of 8,264 women.

That event coincided with 20 
Saudi women winning seats in mu-
nicipal elections, a first in the king-
dom’s history.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Princess Reema bint Bandar bin Sultan
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Uniquely qualified. Princess Reema bint Bandar bin Sultan Al Saud speaks during the Future Investment Initiative (FII) conference in 
Riyadh, last October.                                          (AFP)

T 

he appointment of 
Princess Reema bint 
Bandar bin Sultan as 
Saudi Arabia’s ambas-
sador to the United 
States caught many in 

Washington off guard. The current 
ambassador, Prince Khalid bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz, had been 
appointed relatively recently, in 
2017.

Prince Khalid, younger brother 
of Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz, will now be 
deputy minister of defence.

Princess Reema’s appointment 
is the latest sign of Saudi Arabia’s 
attempts to rehabilitate its image 
in the United States after the 
controversy over the killing of 
Washington Post columnist and 
Saudi citizen Jamal Khashoggi last 
October but it would be a mistake 
to view the princess’s appoint-
ment as no more than an attempt 
at rehabilitation.

She will be the first Saudi 
woman to serve as an ambassador 
and, in many ways, she is unique-
ly qualified for the job.

Her father, Prince Bandar bin 
Sultan, was ambassador to the 
United States from 1983-2005. 
Prince Bandar was rumoured to 
be so close to the Bush family he 
was sometimes called “Bandar 
Bush.”

Princess Reema spent many of 
her early years in Washington. 
Like her father, she was educated 

in the United States, receiving a 
degree in museum studies from 
George Washington University.

More recently, she worked for 
the General Sports Authority of 
Saudi Arabia and was the chief 
executive officer of Alpha Inter-
national, a luxury retail company. 
Her biography on the website of 
the Saudi news agency says she 
has advocated a greater role for 
women in Saudi sports and for 
breast cancer awareness.

She has also been a promoter of 
Crown Prince Mohammed’s Saudi 
Vision 2030 reform programme. 
Yet there have been times she 
expressed hesitance about the 
changes underway.

For instance, she was asked by 
CNN’s Christiane Amanpour last 
year about the mixed signals the 
Saudi crown prince was sending 
women — they were now allowed 
to drive but many activists who 
had campaigned for this were ar-
rested. Princess Reema seemed to 
agree this was confusing, though 
she did not directly comment on 
Crown Prince Mohammed’s ac-
tions.

Many of those in Washington fa-
miliar with the inner workings of 
Saudi Arabia say Princess Reema 
is a good choice in terms of a new 
image for the kingdom. However, 
she may have problems negotiat-
ing some of the more complicated 
issues involving Saudi Arabia and 
the United States.

“As a poised and articulate roy-
al, Princess Reema will represent 
a persistent reminder to Washing-
ton that the kingdom is changing 
and her presence is intended to 
overwhelm the concerns about 
the country’s leadership in Ri-
yadh,” said Jon Alterman, director 
of the Middle East Programme at 
the Centre for Strategic and Inter-
national Studies in Washington.

“But power in the family has 
become increasingly centralised 
in a way that weakens her branch 
of the family and she is not deeply 
versed in either the security or the 
financial issues that are the core 
of the government-to-government 
relationship. Her effectiveness as 
ambassador will likely come from 
her broad public outreach rather 
than her ability to cut deals on 
behalf of the government,” Alter-
man added.

It’s a difficult time for Saudi 
Arabia and its image in the United 
States. The killing of Khashoggi 
was widely reported on by the 
American media. A report indicat-
ing that US intelligence analysts 
had alleged that Crown Prince Mo-
hammed was somehow involved 
in Khashoggi’s death undid almost 
all the good that had come from 
the crown prince’s visit to the 
United States early in 2018.

Many members of the US Sen-
ate, both Democrats and Republi-
cans, have been very vocal about 
the need for the United States to 

take concrete steps against Saudi 
Arabia for Khashoggi’s death.

However, US President Donald 
Trump has continued to stand by 
Crown Prince Mohammed and 
Saudi Arabia, which Trump views 
as a reliable ally in the Middle East 
and a consistent purchaser of US 
arms.

Alterman noted that Princess 
Reema’s appointment was a 
fulfilment of the Saudi strategy to 
“hunker down” for the next few 
years while waiting for the current 
tensions with the United States to 
pass. There may be some direct 
engagement between the White 
House and the Saudi court, he 
said, but the Saudis seem to have 
accepted that close cooperation 
will be difficult for the time being.

“By appointing the first female 
in the history of their diplomatic 
corps to be ambassador to Wash-
ington, they are seeking to use 
the time to change Saudi Ara-
bia’s image in the United States,” 
Alterman said. “While I’d expect 
Princess Reema to be outgoing 
and articulate, her principal target 
will be a public one. She will be a 
stark contrast to her father, who 
revelled in being a trusted but of-
ten invisible adviser to the highest 
rungs of the US government.”

Tom Regan is a regular 
contributor to The Arab 
Weekly and a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com.

Saudi Princess Reema’s appointment as US envoy is significant
Viewpoint

Tom Regan

Many of those in 
Washington familiar 
with the inner 
workings of Saudi 
Arabia say Princess 
Reema is a good 
choice in terms of a 
new image for the 
kingdom. 
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T 

he Misk Media Forum, one 
of Saudi Arabia’s premier 
events, featured 47 guest 
speakers from 13 countries 

under the theme of “Encouraging 
Creativity.”

In a session entitled “Diplomacy 
in the Era of New Media,” former 
Saudi Ambassador to the United 
States Prince Turki al-Faisal spoke 
of revamping the kingdom’s me-
dia. He said doing so would require 
great determination and was a long 
way away, despite moves in that 
direction.

“We have and continue to invite 
all the world to come visit and see 
the kingdom in its true form, the 
image of tolerance, and, in this re-
gard, we have established different 
programmes, hosted young people 
from around the world and invited 
them to attend various festivals in 
the kingdom,” Prince Turki said, as 
reported by Asharq Al-Awsat.

Prince Turki said the concept of 
the Ministry of Information is dat-
ed and “no longer serves the same 
purpose it used to,” Arab News re-
ported.

“In the era we live in, anyone can 
report the news simply by using 
their cell phone,” he said. “I would 
hope that people who work to do 
so would always be honest about it 
but I believe that information min-
istries no longer have a purpose.”

This year’s Misk Media Fo-
rum was divided into two parts. 
The main programme featured 
25 experts speaking about new-
media-related topics, such as the 
evolution of creative content and 
storytelling in 2019, harnessing 
the power of social media for the 
greater good and the effects of 
modern technologies on social me-

dia marketing strategies.
Other panels tackled topics such 

as “Who Shapes Public Opinion: 
Truth versus Propaganda,” “Navi-
gating the New Media Revolution” 
and “How to Create Content for a 
‘Video-first’ world.”

The second part of the event, 
dubbed “The Social Arena,” fo-
cused on connecting young  
Saudis to media trends through 
mentorship sessions with experts 

and investors.
Notable guests at the Misk Me-

dia Forum included US internet 
personality Zach King, Egyptian 
media figure Emad El Din Adeeb, 
Editor-in-Chief of Okaz newspa-
per Jameel al-Theyabi and Evening 
Standard Digital Editor-in-Chief 
David Tomchak.

Forum workshops addressed 
subjects such as “The Best Way to 
Go Viral on Social Media in 2019,” 

“How You Can Sketch Your Future 
in the Digital Age,” and “Streaming 
Services…. A New Horizon for con-
tent creators.”

Organisers announced the Misk 
Values contest for people with cre-
ative ideas. It specified four fields 
— integrity, trust, respect and re-
sponsibility, the Saudi Gazette re-
ported. The prize for the winner of 
the first place was 120,000 Saudi 
rials ($32,000) and 60,000 rials 

($16,000) for the second place. 
There are eight prizes.

The Misk Media Forum is 
among initiatives introduced 
by Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz’s 
non-profit Misk Foundation.  
Established in 2011, the founda-
tion looks to develop and empow-
er young Saudis to become active 
participants in the Gulf region 
economy.

Misk Media Forum works to empower Saudi youth
The Arab Weekly staff

New trajectory. Former Saudi Ambassador to the United States Prince Turki al-Faisal speaks at the Misk Media Forum in Riyadh.        (SPA)

S 

audi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz’s high-
profile tour of Asia was 
a highly successful trip. 
Visiting Pakistan, India 

and China, the crown prince set 
the tone for Riyadh’s future rela-
tionships with some of its most 
important partners in Asia where 
Iran also competes for influence.

In Pakistan, Crown Prince 
Mohammed received a fighter jet 
escort and was bestowed with the 
country’s highest civilian award. 
In India, Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi broke protocol and greeted 
the crown prince with his trade-
mark bear hug.

Chinese President Xi Jinping 
said the “two countries should 
speed up the signing of an imple-
mentation plan on connecting the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) with 
the Saudi Vision 2030.”

Riyadh has been taking grow-
ing interest in Xi’s game-changing 
BRI, which will redraw regional 
trade networks with new massive 
scale integrated road, rail and 
port infrastructures.

There is a huge increase antici-
pated in Chinese trade passing 
through the Red Sea to Europe 
and Africa just as Saudi Arabia is 
embarking on the ambitious Vi-
sion 2030.

The crown prince sees deep 
synergies in Vision 2030 and the 
BRI and the Saudis are keen on 
courting Chinese investment and 
technology transfer to tie the 
plans together.

Riyadh was undoubtedly 
buoyed by Chinese Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi declaring that 
China sees “enormous potential” 
in the Saudi economy and is keen 
to develop deeper cooperation in 
high-technology areas.

China is Saudi Arabia’s largest 
trade partner. Last year, trade 
increased 32% with Saudi imports 
from China surging to $46 billion. 
Some 35 economic cooperation 
agreements and $28 billion in 
joint investments were signed 
during Crown Prince Moham-
med’s visit, building on $65 
billion in trade agreements signed 
two years ago when Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
made a state visit to Beijing.

Saudi Energy Minister Khalid 
al-Falih insisted Saudi investment 
in China was “just starting” as 
Saudi Aramco announced a $10 
billion joint venture with giant 
Chinese conglomerate Norinco for 
a 300,000-barrel-per-day (bpd) 
capacity refinery and petrochemi-
cals complex in Panjin, expected 
to start operation in 2024.

Saudi Aramco also finalised 
an agreement to buy a 9% stake 
in Zhejiang Petrochemical, a 
400,000-bpd refinery and petro-
chemicals complex in Zhoushan, 
and aims to expand market share 
further with the signing of supply 
deals with non-state Chinese refin-
eries.

These investments will support 
Saudi efforts to regain its position 
as China’s leading oil supplier,  
a position Russia has held  

for three years.
Earlier, Saudi Aramco an-

nounced a highly significant $11 
billion investment in Pakistan’s 
coastal city of Gwadar, one of 
the most important elements of 
China’s BRI, for a new refinery 
and petrochemicals complex.

China has invested heavily in 
the $62 billion China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor, which is de-
signed to connect western China 
with the Arabian Sea and Indian 
Ocean via Gwadar.

In its “first phase” of invest-
ment into Pakistan in this scenar-
io, Saudi Arabia announced a $20 
billion scheme covering energy, 
mining and consumer goods, 
its biggest ever in the long-time 
ally’s economy.

For Pakistan, Saudi Arabia has 
joined China as the main pillar 
on which to achieve an economic 
turnaround after years of poor 
economic governance.

India also forms an important 
element in Vision 2030. As Riyadh 
and New Delhi signed investment 
agreements in infrastructure, 
housing and tourism, Crown 
Prince Mohammed spoke of 
investment opportunities of more 
than $100 billion in India in the 
coming years.

Since 2016, Saudi Arabia has 
invested $44 billion in India and 
is keen to begin work on build-
ing the world’s largest integrated 
refinery and petrochemicals com-
plex in Ratnagiri, together with 
Abu Dhabi National Oil Company 
and state-owned Indian refineries.

Adel al-Jubeir, Saudi minister of 
state for foreign affairs, said Saudi 
Arabia has a vision to transform 
India into a regional supply hub 
for crude oil by investing in 
downstream assets to build up 
refining and storage capacities 
along with modern infrastructure 
that will facilitate India’s ability 
to import and export petroleum 
products.

These long-term moves will 
enable Riyadh to better convert 
gains in market share expected in 
the next few months. China and 
India are unlikely to have waiv-
ers granted by the United States 
for importing Iranian oil to be 
renewed in May as Washington 
ramps up pressure on Tehran, 
where economic conditions are 
worsening.

To an extent, Iran and some 
partners will work out sanctions-
busting oil trade. For example, 
Iranian oil is being traded for 
Indian sugar and rice but the 
underlying fact is that business 
with Iran has increasingly become 
a liability.

That is in contrast to Saudi 
Arabia, which has an energetic 
leadership, comes with a plan in 
the form of Vision 2030 and has 
the financial muscle to execute 
megaprojects at home and joint 
ventures abroad.

Sabahat Khan, based in Dubai, 
maintains a cross-disciplinary 
focus in international security, 
defence policy and strategic 
issues.

Asia tour propels Saudi partnerships as US sanctions sideline Iran
Viewpoint

Sabahat Khan

For Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia has joined 
China as the main 
pillar on which to 
achieve an economic 
turnaround after 
years of poor 
economic 
governance.

Prince Turki said the 
concept of the Ministry of 
Information is dated and 
“no longer serves the same 
purpose it used to.” 
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Britain finally wakes up to 
Hezbollah’s true colours, sort of

C
ombating anti-Muslim hate speech 
was on the agenda of foreign 
ministers of the Organisation of 
Islamic Conference (OIC), the 
umbrella group for the Muslim 
world, as they met March 1-2 in Abu 
Dhabi.

The OIC, which marks its 50th anniversary 
this year, has worked over the past five decades 
to gear its 57 members towards common objec-
tives.

Mandated by its charter to “disseminate, 
promote and preserve the Islamic teachings and 
values based on moderation and tolerance, 
promote Islamic culture and safeguard Islamic 
heritage,” the OIC has its work cut out for it in an 
age of mounting bigotry and intolerance.

The OIC Council of Foreign Ministers specifi-
cally examined “initiatives to promote peace 
and security, counter extremism, combat the 
exploitation of religion and hate speech by 
inculcating the values of moderation and 
tolerance.”

Its meeting coincided with the alarm raised by 
UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres over the 
global spread of messages of hate, including 
those that target Muslims and migrants.

More than ever, political formations in the 
West are trying to ride this wave of intolerance 
to power. Guterres said: “Some major political 
parties and leaders are cutting and pasting ideas 
from the fringes into their own propaganda and 
electoral campaigns. And parties once rightly 
considered pariahs are gaining influence over 
governments. And, with each broken norm, the 
pillars of humanity are weakened.”

A good part of the problem of hate speech is 
linked to its propagation through social media.

Some social media platforms, such as Face-
book, Twitter and YouTube, are acting seriously 
on their pledge to remove such content. EU 
figures stated that social media companies have 
removed more than 70% of posts flagged as hate 
speech.

Hate messages, the EU statistics said, have 
primarily targeted foreigners (17%), sexual 
orientation (15.6%) and Muslims (13%).

Many of those who advocate extremist 
narratives are likely to cry foul but such protes-
tations are not likely to carry much weight with 
the global community, considering the many 
genuine threats posed by hate messages to 
various religious and ethnic groups.

Although the diversity of views needs to be 
absolutely protected, calling for violence and 
other forms of abuse against others is not 
acceptable free speech and does not advance the 
democratic debate anywhere.

T
he new preventive approach to 
fighting terrorism and extremism 
advocated by the US Task Force on 
Extremism in Fragile States has 
generated an interesting debate in 
Washington.

The task force, led by former New 
Jersey Governor Thomas Kean and former US 
Representative Lee Hamilton, sees US foreign 
aid as a “long-term investment” to promote 
economic development, job creation and 
fighting corruption that can destabilise coun-
tries of the Middle East and Africa and make 
them vulnerable to terrorism and radicalisation.

“Terrorism is a symptom but extremism — an 
ideology calling for the imposition of a totalitar-
ian order intent on destroying free societies like 
ours — is the disease,” the task force’s report 
warned. It cautioned the United States against 
being “trapped in a seemingly endless cycle of 
crisis response.”

After decades of devastating military cam-
paigns, the jihadist narrative still draws recruits 
in the MENA region and beyond. Countries of 
the region are even more unstable. Social and 
economic woes in many Middle Eastern and 
African countries provide fertile ground for 
terrorist recruitment and illegal migration.

“The hope is that if we do this right, the 
military will always be the last resort, rather 
than the first resort,” Kean said.

New versions of the Global Fragility and 
Violence Reduction Act, currently before the US 
Congress, will buttress the task force’s report. 
This new momentum on Capitol Hill for foreign 
aid could balance out the White House’s propen-
sity to cut overseas assistance.

“Bullets and bombs alone cannot defeat an 
ideology,” said US Representative Michael 
McCaul, the ranking Republican on the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee. “We need to deal 
with it at its core root problem — and that is 
despair.”

The benefit of any outside help to countries in 
Africa and the Middle East will depend on the 
pertinent reforms they themselves are able and 
willing to introduce. Foreign assistance alone is 
not the solution.

Editorial
Combating 
hate speech

We do not see how London will deal with the “Hezbollah 
government,” by some Lebanese descriptions.

“I
t is no longer tenable to 
distinguish between the 
military and political 
wings of [Hezbollah],” a 
British government state-
ment read. British Home 

Secretary Sajid Javid has finally 
woken up to this truth and “pro-
scribed” Hezbollah “in its entirety” 
as a terrorist organisation.

The fact is that this discovery by 
the UK government came too late 
because Hezbollah has been repeat-
ing for ages, especially via Deputy 
Secretary-General Sheikh Naim 
Qassem, that there is no difference 
between the military wing and the 
political wing inside Hezbollah and 
that “the party is unified by its very 
nature.”

The notion of Hezbollah’s two 
wings is a European diplomacy 
invention to give with the left hand 
what it will withdraw with the 
right. If the 2012 Burgas bombing 
in Bulgaria established a European 
consensus base against Hezbollah’s 
military wing in 2012, the other 
European consensus not to charac-
terise Hezbollah’s political wing as 
terrorist was a sign of naivety and 
a source of ridicule in the Middle 
East, particularly inside Hezbollah 
itself.

As incredible as it may sound, the 
sophisticated European diplo-
macy considers that the operations 
carried out by Hezbollah, which 
Europe describes as terrorist acts, 
are an abomination committed by a 
military group totally disconnected 
from any political decision coming 
from the party’s leadership.

Thus, the kidnapping of Western-
ers in Beirut, the bomb explosion 
in Buenos Aires and the Special 
Tribunal for Lebanon’s claim that 
Hezbollah elements were involved 
in the assassination of former Leba-
nese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri or 
even the bombing in Bulgaria were 
all carried out independently of 
any consultations with the political 
body of the party.

Not only that, but when Hez-
bollah declares openly that its 
two wings are one and the same, 
European diplomats rush to correct 
for the party its own information 
by trying to convince it that it has 
a military wing that is evil and 
terrorist and a gentle political wing 
interested only in working for the 
public good.

Europe has dealt with Hezbollah 
as if its existence were a matter of 
fact and of force. After the deadly 
attacks of 1983, the Americans and 

the French gathered their dead 
and wounded and left Beirut. It 
was rumoured that Hezbollah was 
behind the attacks on their barracks 
in Beirut but they did nothing.

When Europeans were abducted 
in Beirut, Europe dealt with the 
events as if they were training 
exercises in foreign diplomacy and 
international relations, by exercis-
ing understanding, negotiations or 
even paying monetary and political 
ransoms. After each deal, French, 
German and British diplomats, and 
those from other EU countries, 
meet with political figures from 
Hezbollah as if nothing had hap-
pened.

The British decision draws atten-
tion to a development outside the 
debate in the United Kingdom. It 
was at this precise time that Lon-
don, which is preoccupied with the 
Brexit file and where major local 
political developments are brew-
ing, realised that Hezbollah was a 
terrorist organisation and therefore 
placed it in the same bag as terror-
ist organisations active in Mali and 
in Burkina Faso.

This is the same London that, 
along with the rest of the Western 
world, has focused on terrorism 
practiced by Sunni groups but 
failed to see the same in Iran’s ji-
hadist groups in Lebanon, Iraq and 
Afghanistan.

With the decision, Hezbollah 
ended up in the company of Sunni 
terrorist groups and thus Britain 
and Europe have ended an era of 
impunity and exception that Hez-
bollah had enjoyed in the corridors 
of British and European diplomacy.

The rest of Europe has yet to 
follow Britain’s example. French 
President Emmanuel Macron said 
Paris can still see clearly the line 
between the military wing and the 
political wing of Hezbollah and that 
France sees the party’s military 
militia as terrorist but appreciates 
the party’s politics as it remains 
open to dialogue. That seems also 
to be the position of the European 
Union’s foreign policy chief, Fed-
erica Mogherini.

London, however, threw a stone 
into the stagnate still waters that 
characterise Europe’s old-fash-
ioned protocol with Hezbollah.

Europe is not going to stay united 
about this matter, given that one of 
its major members, even as it works 
on leaving the union, considers 
Hezbollah a terrorist organisation. 
After all, Britain remains a key 
reference in matters of security and 

European security in particular.
Granted that the intimate 

relationship between London and 
Washington dictated to the British 
to look at Hezbollah with American 
eyes and the United States is not 
alone in placing Hezbollah on its 
black list. Eleven other countries 
and political entities, including the 
Arab League, have done so. Britain 
is not the only European country 
that is lovey-dovey with the United 
States and others might soon fol-
low suit.

Britain has discovered that 
Hezbollah, a political, ideological, 
military and financial ally of Iran, is 
a terrorist organisation, exactly as 
Washington has claimed. Britain, 
however, does not see Iran, which 
the United States has labelled as a 
sponsor of terrorism, as a terrorist 
state.

Herein lies a structural contra-
diction in Javid’s and the British 
government’s decision. The branch 
is seen as evil but the root tree is 
seen as a full-fledged state worthy 
of British Foreign Secretary Jeremy 
Hunt’s visit last November.

What is worse is that Iran itself 
has not kicked up a storm in reac-
tion to London’s decision. As long 
as it remains excluded, let the 
branches take the fall.

London, however, doesn’t stop 
there and offers more Machiavel-
lianism than the word diplomacy 
can bear. Hunt explained that the 
decision to place Hezbollah (and 
its political wing in particular) on 
the terrorist lists will not affect his 
country’s plans to support Lebanon 
and its government.

We do not see how London will 
deal with the “Hezbollah govern-
ment,” by some Lebanese descrip-
tions. We do not know how the 
British government will deal with a 
Lebanese government that includes 
ministers from a terrorist party, by 
London’s own descriptions.

Lebanese officialdom did not see 
a big problem in this matter. Leba-
nese Prime Minister Saad Hariri 
said it was Britain’s concern, not 
Lebanon’s, and Foreign Minister 
Gebran Bassil said the decision 
would not affect Lebanese-British 
relations.

The world is changing and 
Lebanon does not want to believe 
it. Perhaps there is in this position a 
right perspective based on disap-
pointing international precedents.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer. 

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Mohamad Kawas

Foreign aid and 
fighting extremism
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Why is Rohani going to Iraq?
 Agreeing to let rivers flow from Iran to Iraq is like saving for a rainy day for Tehran. 

Iran’s mullahs had invested in making Iraq thirsty and now it is time for payback.

Hamed al-Kilani

I 

ranian President Hassan 
Rohani is scheduled to 
visit Iraq starting March 
11. A series of prepara-
tory visits by diplomatic, 
banking, commercial and 

security delegations has already 
taken place.

The most important of these 
trips was by Iranian Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif, who ended a visit in Kar-
bala, saying: “They will go and 
we shall remain.” The symbolic 
implications of Zarif’s words 
are clear and go beyond the 
American presence in Iraq. He 
was referring to Iran’s historic 
incursion into Iraqi territory.

The last to arrive in Baghdad 
was Iranian Deputy Foreign 
Minister Abbas Araghchi, who 
met with Iraqi Prime Minister 
Adel Abdul-Mahdi to prepare 
for the signing of a memoran-
dum of understanding between 
Iraq and Iran, described as 
aiming to achieve common 
interests.

A statement from the Iraqi 
cabinet press office mentioned 
hanging issues, the foremost 
of which is Iraq’s water rights. 
The statement emphasised the 
redrawing of water policies 
regarding the flow of rivers into 
their natural beds into Iraq after 
Iran diverted their estuaries 
into its territory.

It is assumed that the rights 
under discussion also dealt 
with the crisis concerning Shatt 
al-Arab and the erosion of the 
Teluk line towards Iraqi ter-
ritory, which gives Iran space 
beyond its borders.

Available information sug-
gests further understandings, 

although belated, about the 
damage suffered by agriculture 
in southern Iraq, which caused 
a migration of farmers, in ad-
dition to increasing water pollu-
tion and salinisation, specifical-
ly in Basra where protests broke 
out after thousands of people 
suffered from water poisoning.

These developments beg the 
question of why this sudden 
change in Iran’s mood towards 
more flexibility on several 
issues when it is known the 
Iranian regime has been quite 
indifferent about the negative 
and harmful effects of its poli-
cies on the lives of Iraqis.

Iran’s policies have even 
embarrassed its proxy militias 
in Iraq and parties loyal to 
Tehran. They just kept silent 
about the calamities suffered by 
the southern Iraqis caused by 
Iranian policies.

Iran is seeking to safeguard 
its interests by ensuring its 
political and economic pres-
ence in Iraq through developing 
relations with Baghdad in the 
framework of formal interna-
tional relations. That way, it 
avoids allegations of violating 
US sanctions and eases the bur-
den on the Iraqi government, as 
well as on pro-Iran forces par-
ticipating in the power system. 
The idea is to provide all parties 
with a way out of the pressure 
of American scrutiny.

Agreeing to let rivers flow 
from Iran to Iraq is like saving 
for a rainy day for Tehran. Iran’s 
mullahs had invested in making 
Iraq thirsty and now it is time 
for payback. Returning river 
flows to their natural beds has 
become a bargaining chip and 

Iraq is going to pay for it, will-
ingly, with its sovereignty, its 
economy and the health of its 
citizens, thanks to the coopera-
tion of its Iranian-controlled 
political regime.

Iran has done it many times 
before in Iraq by simply con-
trolling timing. Timing puts 
Iraqis at the point of choosing 
between death and acceptance 
of the disease. It was done by 
the way sectarian militias were 
created, then by drafting laws 
and forcing their adoption by 
parliament, in conjunction with 
the related powers and budget, 
and the necessary propaganda 
that went with the process 
for the purpose of leading the 
Iraqis to choose between the 
Islamic State or the explicitly 
pro-Iranian forces of Al-Hashed 
al-Shaabi.

What is happening in Iran 
explains the importance of 
Iraq for the regime of Iranian 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei. Burning pictures 
of former Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 
and of Khamenei has become a 
daily occurrence in the protests 
sweeping Iranian cities.

After 40 years of oppressive 
and bloody rule of the mullahs’ 
regime, Iranians have come to 
consider commodities such as 
red meat and chicken as luxury 
items, considering the wide-
spread poverty and hunger, 
high rates of unemployment, 
the fall of the Iranian rial and 
galloping inflation.

Following these years of oc-
cupation, there is no doubt that 
Iranian forces in Iraq resent any 
rapprochement with the Arab 

world, even if it is within the 
framework of regional balance 
unless such moves are countered 
by more dealings with Iran.

The Iraqi rapprochement with 
its Arab neighbours has resulted 
in real Iranian actions. These 
actions, however, indicate that 
Iran is unsure about its role in 
Iraq. It realises that it has begun 
to lag behind and is trying to 
catch up with the remnants of 
its project by playing with the 
pressures created by the inter-
play of its regional policies and 
by sending scattered messages, 
which are no longer believable, 
that it is willing to make conces-
sions.

These developments came 
after Khamenei’s speeches 
in which he expressed sharp 
criticism of policies adopted 
by Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani. The latter has repeat-
edly acknowledged the IRGC’s 
total control of the country’s 
economy to justify his govern-
ment’s failure to bridge the 
gap between the needs of the 
Iranian people and the demands 
of Khamenei’s regime.

If the offered — since refused 
— resignation of Zarif is an indi-
cation, the Iranian government 
has also failed in its internation-
al policies.

Rohani’s visit to Iraq seems 
to require too many prepara-
tions for a comprehensive 
memorandum of understand-
ing that would bring back many 
of the concepts related to river 
flow but from Iraq towards the 
regime in Iran.

Hamed al-Kilani is an Iraqi 
writer.

Al Arab Publishing House
Quadrant Building
177-179 Hammersmith Road
London W6  8BS

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

US Publisher:
The Arab Weekly USA LLC.
info@arabweeklyusa.com
izobedi@gmail.com
Tel: 248-679-6624

Subscription & Advertising:
Ads@alarab.co.uk
Tel : (+44) 020 3667 7249

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising 
Manager

Direct: (+44) 20 8742 9262
www.alarab.co.uk

Contact editor at: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

P u b l i s h e d  b y  A l  A r a b 
P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e

Publisher
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD
Editor-in-Chief

Oussama Romdhani

Managing Editor
Iman Zayat

Deputy Managing Editor
 and Online Editor

Mamoon Alabbasi
Senior Editor
John Hendel

 Chief Copy Editor
Richard Pretorius

Copy Editors
Stephen Quillen
Kyle Arensdorf

East/West Section Editor
Mahmud el-Shafey (London)

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Society and Travel
Sections Editor
 Samar Kadi

Contributing Editor
Rashmee Roshan Lall

 
Senior Correspondents

Lamine Ghanmi (Tunis)
Thomas Seibert (Istanbul)

Kelly Kennedy (Washington)
 

Regular Columnists
Claude Salhani
Yavuz Baydar

 Correspondents
 Saad Guerraoui (Casablanca)

Dunia El-Zobaidi (London)
Roua Khlifi (Tunis)

Chief Designer
 Marwen el-Hmedi

 
Designers

Ibrahim Ben Bechir
Hanen Jebali

Yemen still a hostage of the Houthis
New and creative ideas are needed in Yemen, including daring to 

seek amending UN Security Council Resolution 2166.

Khairallah Khairallah

N 

othing has 
changed in Yemen 
to make the Hou-
this implement 
their side of the 
Stockholm Agree-

ment. Whoever believes that it 
can find its way to implementa-
tion considering the existing 
balance of power really has no 
idea about the Houthis and their 
goals or about the nature of the 
implicit alliance they struck 
with the Muslim Brotherhood-
affiliated Yemeni Congregation 
for Reform party.

Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud’s speech at 
the Arab-European summit in 
Sharm el-Sheikh provided evi-
dence that Saudi Arabia is aware 
of what is at stake in Yemen. The 
Saudi king was direct in explain-
ing the Iranian threat to Saudi 
Arabia and to every other Arab 
Gulf country, a threat coming 
from Yemeni lands.

“The Houthis bear the respon-
sibility for what is happening in 
Yemen,” said King Salman. “Bal-
listic missiles launched by the 
Houthis do represent a danger to 
international sea lines in Bab el 
Mandeb Strait and the pro-Ira-
nian Houthi militias fired more 
than 200 Iran-made ballistic 
missiles towards Saudi cities.”

The bottom line is that Iran 
is talking to Saudi Arabia in the 
language of rockets fired by the 
Houthis from Yemen, not in the 
language of logic and politics.

It was exactly this Iranian-
style dialogue that prompted 
launching Operation Decisive 
Storm in March 2015 coupled 
with the creation of an Arab 
alliance. This alliance had no 

choice but to quickly contain the 
Iranian threat from Yemen. That 
is what happened.

Iran, however, has largely suc-
ceeded in adapting to the new 
circumstances, taking advantage 
of the weak and disunited real-
ity of its opponents in Yemen.

Faltering conditions of the 
so-called legitimacy camp 
necessitated the intervention of 
the Arab alliance. The Yemenis 
are shouldering the burden of 
a weakened opposition and suf-
fering Iran’s control of parts of 
Yemen, including Sana’a.

Iran has become expert at re-
cruiting and financing sectarian 
militias locally, as it has done in 
Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Yemen. 
In Yemen in particular, Tehran 
knew how to exploit gaps in the 
social, tribal and regional fabric. 
In everything it has done in 
Yemen, Iran’s first ally was the 
stupidity of its Yemeni adversar-
ies.

A donor meeting was called in 
Geneva to raise aid to alleviate 
the suffering of Yemenis. Any 
assistance that can be col-
lected for Yemenis can only be 
welcomed but, more than ever, 
there is a need to reconsider the 
Yemeni situation as a whole, at 
least from two perspectives.

The first that must be kept in 
mind is that the Houthis — and 
Iran behind them — are not 
interested in a political solu-
tion, given the current balance 
of power in Yemen. They are 
confident in their alliance with 
the Muslim Brotherhood, their 
ground forces and in the fronts 
they control.

The second perspective is the 
angle of the legitimacy camp. 
There is a complete vacuum 
created by the disregard for any 
active forces capable of coming 
up with a political project for all 
of Yemen under a new formula.

In other words, there is a need 

to restructure the legitimacy 
with all what that entails in 
terms of bringing in new person-
alities who are more interested 
in the future of Yemen and of 
the Yemenis than in their busi-
ness relations.

It should not be forgotten that 
the Houthis have full control of 
Sana’a and have been choking 
life out of the people there for 
four-and-a-half years. Their goal 
is clear: It is power and nothing 
else but power, based on what 
they consider their divine right.

From the day he took Sana’a, 
Abdelmalik al-Houthi did not 
conceal his driving motive: 
revenge. He is busy these days 
giving speeches about women’s 
rights and the revered position 
of the Virgin Mary in the Quran. 
Obviously, the man is no more 
than a tool that a well-known 
side is trying to polish his im-
age and seeking to market him 
internationally.

It is regrettable that there is 
no UN secretary-general’s envoy 
aware of this or who is, perhaps, 
too aware of this and of the fact 
that the Yemeni crisis cannot 
be reduced to a problem with 
the Houthis or a problem with 
a worn-out legitimacy, which 
has become interested only in 
business.

New and creative ideas are 
needed in Yemen, including 
daring to seek amending UN Se-
curity Council Resolution 2166 
so sanctions could be lifted on 
Yemeni personalities who could 
fill the vacuum in the legitimacy 
camp.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

A show of true colours. Houthi fighters hold their weapons 
during a tribal gathering in Sana’a.       (AP)
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News & Analysis Assad’s Visit to Iran

Istanbul

A 

visit to Tehran by Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad 
highlighted both the grow-
ing confidence of the Syr-

ian leader and an escalating power 
struggle among his Iranian hosts.

On his first public visit to Iran 
since 2010, Assad met with Ira-
nian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei; President Hassan Roha-
ni; Major-General Qassem Soleima-
ni, the head of Iran’s al-Quds Force, 
an overseas arm of the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guard Corps (IRGC); and 
other officials in Tehran on Febru-
ary 25.

Assad has made only two other 
known trips abroad — both to Rus-
sia, his other major international 
backer — since the start of Syria’s 
war in 2011.

Notably absent from Assad’s talks 
in Tehran was Iranian Foreign Min-
ister Mohammad Javad Zarif, who 
announced his resignation shortly 
afterward, in what observers said 
was a sign of the waning influence 
of Iranian moderates and ascend-
ency of hardliners. Rohani did not 
accept the resignation and Soleima-
ni said Zarif had not been snubbed 
intentionally.

The message was clear all the 
same. “Zarif’s pro-West diplomacy 
failed terribly, whereas Qassem 

Soleimani’s has been triumphant,” 
Joshua Landis, a Middle East expert 
at the University of Oklahoma, said 
via e-mail.

After coming close to defeat in his 
war against insurgents, Assad has 
regained the upper hand since 2015 
with the help of Russian air power 
and Iranian and Lebanese Hezbol-
lah forces, retaking all main cities 
from rebels and militants backed 
variously by Western powers and 
Gulf Arabs.

Iran, squeezed by US sanctions 
that increase economic hardship for 
many citizens, has spent billions of 
dollars to support Assad. Based on 
reports about funerals in Iran, Ali 
Alfoneh, of the Gulf States Institute 
in Washington and a columnist for 
The Arab Weekly, said at least 561 
Iranians had died in combat in Syria.

“This trip is particularly impor-
tant for Iran at a time when it is un-
der severe economic pressure and 
facing political changes,” Landis 
wrote. “Khamenei and Soleimani 
want to highlight their victory in 
Syria.”

Soleimani has been a key figure 
in organising Iran’s role in the Syr-
ian conflict, where regular Iranian 
Army units, IRGC members and pro-
Iranian militias have been fighting 
on Assad’s side. Tehran also built 
up military assets in Syria that could 
threaten Israel, triggering several Is-
raeli air strikes.

Soleimani has appeared on front 
lines across Syria, where his pres-
ence infuriated Sunni-led insur-
gents who oppose what they view as 
Shia Iran’s expansion in the region.

Syrian and Iranian state television 
showed Assad and Khamenei smil-
ing and embracing. Syrian televi-
sion said the two leaders agreed “to 
continue cooperation at all levels 
for the interests of the two friendly 

nations.” Khamenei was quoted as 
saying the two countries’ military 
victories in Syria had dealt “a harsh 
blow” to US plans in the region.

Like other regional powers, Iran, 
which forms an alliance with Russia 
and Turkey in the so-called Astana 
process, is trying to work out how to 
further its own interests given the 
upcoming US withdrawal from Syr-
ia. Tehran is eager to create a “Shia 
Crescent” from Iran via Iraq and Syr-
ia to its ally Hezbollah in Lebanon.

Iran’s semi-official Fars news 
agency said Khamenei told Assad 
that “the buffer zone that Ameri-
cans are after in Syria is among dan-
gerous plots that should be reject-
ed” and that the US plan to maintain 
a presence in Syria near the Iraqi 
border “is another sample of their 
designs.”

Ali Fathollah-Nejad, a visiting fel-
low at the Brookings Doha Centre, 
said during a panel discussion that 
Iran is expected to stay in Syria for 
the foreseeable future. “The Irani-

ans will stay, somehow, in Syria,” 
he said, pointing to Iran’s view of its 
own security interest in the region. 
“Syria is considered to be Iran’s stra-
tegic depth.”

However, Fathollah-Nejad pre-
dicted that Iran’s rhetoric about 
its engagement in Syria would be 
scaled back because of growing op-
position at home against “Iran’s 
Syria adventures.” In a sign of that 
dissatisfaction, Iranian authori-
ties banned a reformist newspaper, 
Ghanoon, because it called Assad an 
“uninvited guest.”

For Assad, the 1-day-trip to Teh-
ran was not only a thank-you visit, 
it was a public demonstration by the 
Syrian leader that he will stick to his 
partnership with Tehran even as his 
efforts to end his isolation among 
Arab countries gather pace. The 
United Arab Emirates and Bahrain 
have reopened their embassies in 
Damascus and several Arab League 
members are calling for Syria’s sus-
pension from the bloc to be lifted.

As Assad cements his ties to Iran 
and Russia, pressure could increase 
on Turkey, allied with Tehran and 
Moscow in the Astana process, to 
rebuild relations with the Syrian 
leader as well. Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan, one of the most 
outspoken foes of Assad on the in-
ternational stage, has said there 
have been contacts between Turk-
ish and Syrian intelligence services 
but insists he will not talk to Assad 
himself.

Landis pointed out that Turk-
ish priorities in Syria could lead to 
a change in Erdogan’s position. “If 
Turkey wants to get the US out of 
north Syria, it will have to coordi-
nate with Assad in order to up the 
pressure on [US] President [Donald] 
Trump,” he wrote. “This will put 
pressure on Erdogan to climb down 
from his blanket opposition to the 
government in Damascus.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent.

Assad takes victory 
lap in Tehran amid 
power struggle 
among Iran’s elite
Thomas Seibert

Thank-you visit. Syrian President Bashar Assad (L) and Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei before their meeting in Tehran, February 25.       (SANA)

 The 1-day-trip to Tehran 
was a public demonstration 
by the Syrian leader that he 
will stick to his partnership 
with Tehran. 

S 

yria President Bashar 
Assad’s visit to Iran was 
hardly a shock. His pro-
fuse thanks, relayed to 
Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 

reflect Tehran’s considerable as-
sistance in deflecting challenges to 
his rule during an 8-year war.

Russian air power has been more 
decisive since 2015 and cost more 
lives but Iran’s commitment of 
ground forces involved high sac-
rifice. The 1,000 losses Tehran ad-
mitted to in 2016 probably included 
recruits from Pakistan and Afghani-
stan but its casualty list contained a 
high proportion of officers.

Iran spoke at first of protecting 
Shia shrines, especially Sayida 
Zaynab, the mausoleum of Imam 
Hussein’s sister, near Damascus 
but its deployment, alongside 
Lebanese ally Hezbollah, mush-
roomed by 2013 as Syria’s Ba’ath 
regime faced serious danger.

In Tehran, Khamenei called As-
sad “the hero of the Arab world” 
and reiterated “support for the 
resistance movement… [of which 
Iran was] proud from the bottom of 
its heart.”

After this, Tehran may be of 
limited help. Several proposals an-
nounced during Assad’s visit were 
previously agreed when Iranian 
First Vice-President Eshaq Jahan-
giri visited Syria in January with a 
political and business delegation.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
promised assistance with recon-
struction and repatriation of the 
displaced but many of the 1.5 

million refugees in Lebanon ap-
pear well-settled and may not be 
tempted by an uncertain future in 
Syria.

Some analysts exaggerated Iran’s 
financial contribution to Syria 
during the conflict, linking it to 
popular Iranian resentment over 
funds sent abroad. The Foundation 
for the Defense of Democracies 
claimed a $10 billion-15 billion an-
nual figure. In fact, Tehran opened 
a credit line of $4.6 billion, for oil 
as well as military assistance. Its 
economy, facing stringent US sanc-
tions, is in recession.

“Iran does not have the means to 
seriously help with Syria’s recon-
struction,” said Mehrzad Boroujer-
di, professor of political science at 
Syracuse University. “[In late Feb-
ruary] Iranian officials announced 
they will build 200,000 homes in 
Syria but in the larger scheme of 
things this is relatively little.”

Damascus-Tehran relations are 
unusual. Syria was an important 
ally in Iran’s 1980-88 war with Iraq 
but bilateral trade never grew be-
yond the $542 million achieved in 
2010-11. Attempts to foster cultural 
relations remained limited beyond 
Iranian religious tourists.

With pleasantries in Tehran com-
pleted, Assad’s international focus 
will be elsewhere. The United Na-
tions puts reconstruction costs at 
$250 billion and Syrian government 
estimates are at $400 billion.

European leaders oppose invest-
ment without political change. 
While US President Donald Trump’s 
“America First” rhetoric and deci-

sion to withdraw US troops from 
Syria illustrate his unpredictability, 
the United States looks to be an 
unlikely monetary benefactor.

“Knowing that Iran can’t give 
them much, I expect Assad to 
play the rival’s card to get funds 
elsewhere,” said Boroujerdi. “If he 
manages to get money from the 
GCC [Gulf Cooperation Council] 
states it may come on the condi-
tion that work is not subcontracted 
to the Iranians. Turkey will eye 
major construction projects with 
its robust construction industry, 
which is also the financial back-
bone of the AKP [Turkey’s ruling 
Justice and Development Party].”

While Syria cannot expect early 
readmission to the Arab League, 
some argue this may be a matter of 
timing and conditions. Oman never 
severed diplomatic relations. The 
United Arab Emirates in December 
announced the reopening of its 
Damascus Embassy and resump-
tion of flights, while Kuwait said it 
awaited Arab League approval.

Not long ago, Saudi Arabia 
engaged pragmatically with Syria. 
With Iran playing a more limited 
role, Saudi Arabia and Syria shaped 
Lebanon’s new order after the 
1975-90 war. In 2000, a Saudi con-
sortium announced the first signifi-
cant foreign investment — $100 
million — of Assad’s presidential 
tenure. Politically, Riyadh looked 
to both Assad and his father, Hafez, 
to restrain Hezbollah, while Da-
mascus never allowed “resistance” 
in the Israeli-occupied Golan.

Saudi-Syria ties survived the 

2005 Beirut assassination of former 
Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik 
Hariri, which led to Syria’s troop 
withdrawal from Lebanon. It was 
only in August 2011, as Syria’s “Arab 
spring” faced increasing force, that 
Riyadh withdrew its ambassador, 
began supporting the armed oppo-
sition and, in February 2012, broke 
off diplomatic relations.

Seven years on, the Saudis are 
under no immediate pressure to re-
store relations. The Syrian war still 
simmers even though it is probably 
past its height. Khamenei warned 
Assad of US “plots…[including] a 
buffer zone” apparently along the 
Turkish border. Ankara prefers its 
own security strip to restoring As-
sad’s rule there.

January brought reports of 
clashes in Sahel al-Ghab, near 
Hama, between Russian and Iran-
backed factions. Another complica-
tion is Israeli concern over Iranian 
and Hezbollah military activities, 
which has led to its air strikes since 
2013.

The tricky, but crucial, ques-
tion for Arab leaders is whether 
and how to court Assad to balance 
Iran’s influence. Anwar Gargash, 
UAE minister of state for foreign 
affairs, said at a recent Washington 
briefing it was a “disaster” that “in 
the last seven years there has been 
absolutely zero Arab influence in 
Syria.”

Gareth Smyth is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly. He 
has reported from the Middle East 
since 1992.

Despite Assad’s welcome, Iran can be of little help to Damascus
Viewpoint

Gareth Smyth

While Syria cannot 
expect early 
readmission to the 
Arab League, some 
argue this may be a 
matter of timing 
and conditions.
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Treating Iraq’s Sunnis as ‘fifth column’ could backfire

H 

umanitarians have 
always faced a 
hard task in Iraq. 
Not only are there 
literally millions 
of people in need 

of aid, with the United Nations 
saying there are at least 1.3 million 
internally displaced persons in 
the country, but the length in time 
of the crisis has increased difficul-
ties for aid workers.

It would seem sensible to as-
sume that a humanitarian crisis 
that has been going since the US-
led invasion in 2003 would mean 
that aid agencies would have had 
a longer time to establish them-
selves and become acclimatised 
to providing aid in such a difficult 
environment.

But Iraq has bucked that logic 
because of corruption, misman-
agement and outright violence of 
government-affiliated sectarian 
militias and police and security 
officials looking to profit off their 
fellow countrymen’s suffering.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) re-
ported February 25 that aid work-
ers attempting to provide help to 

Iraq’s Sunnis have been 
abandoned by their government 
and are at the mercy of killers and 
war criminals who rival ISIS in 
their brutality. 

people in Iraq’s northern Nineveh 
province had been subjected to 
arrest, abuse, harassment, death 
threats and violence.

HRW described the situation 
as “corruption and discrimina-
tion intertwined,” alluding to the 
corrupt and sectarian motives of 
those preying on humanitarians.

Mosul, the capital of Nineveh, 
was named as one of the cities 
where aid workers were unlaw-
fully detained, beaten and threat-
ened with death if they did not 
hand over aid to sectarian militias 
linked to the Shia jihadist Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF), which 
operate formally as part of the 
Iraqi armed forces but informally 
under the command of Iran’s Is-

lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps.
In one instance, a guard at a 

camp for internally displaced 
people (IDP) was arrested, beaten 
and robbed by federal police for 
preventing their entry to the 
camp, which HRW states is con-
sistent with global humanitarian 
principles on the nature of camps 
containing vulnerable people.

The guard was accused of Is-
lamic State (ISIS) membership and 
was released only after colleagues 
intervened. He was later ap-
proached by the same officers who 
tortured and robbed him and they 
threatened to kill him and the 
other camp guards if they dared 
stand in the way of the federal 
police.

This is not the first time that the 
PMF, police or military personnel 
extorted humanitarian workers 
and organisations, seeking to sell 
vital medicine, food and equip-
ment on the black market while 
depriving predominantly Sunni 
Arabs of much-needed sustenance.

Throughout the war against ISIS, 
and even during the days when 
al-Qaeda was the primary threat 
in Iraq, aid organisations were 
told that any provisions had to be 
“screened” by security person-
nel, who would almost invariably 
pilfer whatever they could. Some 
humanitarian supplies ended up 
in the camps but residents had to 
pay for them with what little they 
had left.

Despite a 2017 decree by then-
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
that police and other armed units 
could not enter or interfere with 
camps, no one has been indicted 
or charged.

This tells the Sunni Arabs of 
Iraq that, while the pro-Iran Shia 
government may fly the national 
flag all Iraqis identify with, it sees 
the Sunnis as a sort of “fifth col-
umn” that may one day threaten 
its despotic power and ability to 
pillage Iraq’s wealth and resourc-
es at will.

These people are desperate, 
have been abandoned by their 
government and are at the mercy 
of killers and war criminals who 
rival ISIS in their brutality. If they 
continue to be treated as a secu-
rity threat, one day they may well 
become exactly that.

Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher 
at the University of Exeter’s 
Strategy and Security Institute in 
England.

Hard task. Iraqi men distribute food to poor families in the old city of Mosul.              (Reuters)

Tallha 
Abdulrazaq

Why do people in resource-rich Iraq protest?

Iraqis have failed to weaken 
their state’s ability to exercise 
violence against unarmed 
civilians or prevent political 
factions from hijacking 
civilian-led movements.

by endemic corruption and bro-
ken promises of reforms.

Similarly, Iraqis, like Algeri-
ans, are aware of their country’s 
abundance of natural resources 
but have been denied the right 
to collectively determine their 
country’s fate. Previous elections 
in these countries, as observer 
groups have noted, have not al-
ways stood up to the test of being 
“free and fair.”

Voter turnout during Iraq’s 
parliamentary election last May 
slid from 60% in 2014 to 44.5%. 
The decision to abstain from 
voting among Iraqis “is far more 
complex than the demands Al-
gerians voiced,” security analyst 
Nadia Mohammed said. “Alge-
rians have made their demands 
clear, demands that have drawn 
unanimous consensus… a new 
president and an end to corrup-
tion within the armed forces.” 
The Iraqi street appears more 
divided.

During what some refer to as 
the “Iraqi spring” that crystal-
lised in 2012, protests at the 
centre spread to the periphery. 
Accompanying demands spoke 
to specific hardships that various 
segments of Iraq’s population 
were living under. The govern-
ment’s preferential treatment of 
specific groups, or negligence of 
western provinces, has not di-
vided communities but given rise 
to expressions of solidarity.

Calls to abolish Iraq’s sectarian 
quota system marked demands 
heard across the political and eth-
nic spectrum. In western prov-
inces, more specific demands, 
including the release of female 
prisoners and an end to sectar-
ian discrimination, were heard. 
Foreign meddling and the unfair 
distribution of the country’s oil 
wealth was another demand that 
transcended sectarian and politi-
cal lines.

Freedom of speech and as-
sembly in Iraq and Algeria has 
not been without adverse con-

sequences. Iraqis have failed to 
weaken their state’s ability to ex-
ercise violence against unarmed 
civilians or prevent political 
factions, some of which hold par-
liamentary seats, from hijacking 
civilian-led movements.

In absence of leadership, Iraq’s 
protests have fallen prey to 
political co-optation. The Sadrist 
trend in Baghdad and the Islamic 
party in western cities have most 
famously — but not exclusively 
— sought accreditation for these 
movements.

By mobilising their own sup-
port base and inserting their 
members into the protest mix, 
these actors have deflected blame 
and evaded accountability for 

government misdeeds. Coverage 
often glosses over the fact that 
these actors are part and parcel of 
the ruling government.

The aim “is to keep pressure 
mounting and to expose the 
elite’s exploitation of a failing 
system,” said analyst Ahmed 
Mahmoud at the London-based 
Foreign Relations Bureau — Iraq. 
“Demonstrations will not stop. 
They may falter for a few weeks 
but as long as there is corruption, 
there will be protests.”

Nazli Tarzi is an independent 
journalist whose writings and 
films focus on Iraq’s ancient 
history and contemporary 
political scene.

T 

here appears to be lit-
tle agreement among 
spectators over the 
motives and demands 
driving Iraq’s protest 
movement, which has 

grown in since late 2011. What 
isn’t in dispute is that protest ac-
tivities are a permanent feature of 
the Iraqi political landscape and it 
seems that Iraq is not alone.

Resource-rich Algeria was 
gripped by similar trends after its 
population took to the streets in 
reaction to President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika’s announced intention 
to run for a fifth term in upcom-
ing elections.

The space for political dissent 
is widening in countries whose 
revenues rely on income gener-
ated through oil and gas.

Economic inequalities appear 
to plague both countries but Iraq, 
unlike Algeria, has emerged as 
a playground of regional and 
foreign powers during the past 15 
years of perpetual warfare.

The struggle for liberty is an 
important detail both movements 
share, inside a context in which 
the ruling government has fallen 
out of step with the population. 
While Iraq has witnessed some of 
the largest protest upheavals in 
its modern history, the demon-
strators’ ability to effect change 
have been curtailed, forestalled 

Nazli Tarzi

Long list of grievances. Iraqi security forces confront protesters demonstrating 
against government policies and lack of basic services in Basra, January 4.                (AFP)
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Muslim Brotherhood threatens violence after executions

Egypt

Few tangible results from Arab-EU summit despite talk of cooperation

Cairo

A 

lthough the first Arab 
League-EU summit ended 
with a statement highlight-
ing prospects of future 

cooperation, the 49 Arab and Eu-
ropean leaders who met in Egypt 
will have a tough time turning the 
pledge into an actionable plan, ana-
lysts said.

“One of the reasons for this is that 
the Europeans and the Arabs face so 
many disagreements within their 
ranks,” said Tarek Fahmy, a politi-
cal science professor at Cairo Uni-
versity. “Both sides need to have a 
minimum consensus before taking 
any steps forward.”

At the centre of disagreements 
between the two sides are human 
rights, immigration and the devel-
oping situation in strife-plagued 
Syria, Libya and Yemen.

Despite the pledges at the sum-
mit, agreements between the two 
sides on multilateral solutions to 
regional problems, especially in 
Libya, Syria, Yemen and the Pal-
estinian territories are very far off, 
analysts said.

“Sorry to say, most of the prob-
lems of the region cannot be solved 

in the absence of important inter-
national players,” said Nourhan el-
Sheikh, another political science 
professor from Cairo University. 
“The United States and Russia must 
be part of the solutions in countries 
like Libya and Syria, not to mention 
the importance of other regional 
players.”

This is further complicated by the 
fact that Europeans are divided on 
how to deal with many issues in the 
Middle East, not least in Libya.

There is also the pressing prob-
lem of illegal migration from North 
Africa to Europe, something that 
the Europeans would like the Afri-
can Union and the European Union 
to take a more cohesive role in ad-
dressing.

Last October, Egypt, Tunisia, Al-
geria and Morocco turned down a 
European proposal for establish-
ing “regional disembarkation plat-
forms” for refugees in their territory.

A “common African position pa-
per” leaked to European media 
outlets before the summit revealed 
that the 55-member African Union 
was inclined to opposing any move 
to establish the centres.

Although there was speculation 
that European countries could ap-
proach African countries directly, 
particularly poor Sahel countries 
such as Niger, Chad, Mali and Su-

dan, there remained questions 
about the ability of those countries 
to effectively handle such pro-
grammes.

“It feels that this summer is about 
the EU trying to work on some 
countries to cooperate. Bilaterally, 
some countries will always look at 
the money,” an African Union offi-
cial told Britain’s Guardian newspa-
per on condition of anonymity.

It was not clear whether Euro-
pean countries pitched the proposal 
again during the summit — most 
high-level meetings took place be-
hind closed doors — but few say that 
any Arab country would accept the 
scheme.

Discussions during the summit 
also dwelt on terrorism and terror-
ism financing. Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi called for de-
priving terrorist organisations of 
funding as a way of incapacitating 
them.

Part of the paradox is that Euro-
pean and Arab governments do not 
see the same sources for terrorism.

Some of the groups branded as 
“terrorist organisations” in Arab 
countries are given freedom of 
movement in Europe. That includes 
the Muslim Brotherhood, which has 
been designated as a terrorist en-
tity in many Arab states, including 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates.

“The same groups threaten the 
national security of Arab countries, 
even as the Europeans might view 
them differently,” Sheikh said.

European countries do not share 
some Arab countries’ view on the 
destabilising role played by regional 
powers, such as Iran, either.

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and Bahrain wanted the 
final summit statement to contain a 
reference to interference by Iran in 
regional affairs. However, European 
states refused this, Arab League 
Secretary-General Ahmed Aboul 
Gheit said.

Arab and European leaders 
agreed on increasing economic and 
investment cooperation between 
the two regions, although details 
were scarce. Trade between Europe 
and Arab countries reached $359 
billion in 2017, including $222.2 bil-
lion in European exports to the Arab 
countries.

Economic cooperation might be 
the most important tie between the 

two regions, economists said.
“There is a chance for coopera-

tion here, especially if European 
states offer technical support to 
the Arabs,” said Gamal Bayoumi, a 
retired Egyptian diplomat who had 
overseen the file of the Egyptian-
European partnership in the past. 
“This can help Arab countries mod-
ernise their industries and, conse-
quently, achieve higher economic 
growth, which will reflect positively 
on their stability.”

However, between many Arab 
countries and Europe, there seems 
to be an enduring divide in percep-
tions of priorities.

Sisi pushed back against Europe-
an criticism on human rights, say-
ing that Western leaders and media 
are in no position to dictate lessons 
in this regard.

“You will not teach us human-
ity or morality,” Sisi said at a media 
briefing during the summit. “You 
have to respect our ideals, morality 
and humanity, as we do yours.”

He said he saw wide gaps be-
tween European and Arab perspec-
tives. Differently from Europe, the 
Arab world’s priority, he pointed 
out, is to avoid civil war as well as 
state collapse and disintegration.

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

Cairo

F 

ears are growing in Egypt 
about a possible surge in 
terrorist attacks by the Mus-
lim Brotherhood following 

the execution of nine Brotherhood 
members convicted for their role in 
the assassination of the country’s 
public prosecutor Hisham Barakat 
in June 2015.

“The Brotherhood will most like-
ly step up its attacks in the coming 
days,” warned retired police Gen-
eral Magdi Bassiouni. “The group 
wants to prove that it is still alive.”

The nine operatives were among 
more than 60 suspects arrested af-
ter Barakat died in a car bombing. 
The trial, which included some 
Muslim Brotherhood figures be-
ing tried in absentia, lasted nearly 
three years.

Following the executions Febru-
ary 20, the Muslim Brotherhood 
called on its supporters to act.

“You have to prepare for a day of 
wrath that rids Egypt of humilia-
tion,” the Brotherhood said Febru-

ary 22 in a statement. It promised 
“delayed condolences and de-
served revenge” and told support-
ers to “roll up your sleeves and 
prove your good mettle.”

“To the criminals of the state 
organs: You have drunk from our 
blood today but tomorrow you will 
be wiped away by a victorious revo-
lution with the help of God,” the 
statement said.

The statement was the most 
direct incitement by the Muslim 
Brotherhood leadership for violent 
acts in Egypt. The Muslim Broth-
erhood had sought publicly to dis-
tance itself from violence by its 
supporters.

Cairo accused the Muslim Broth-
erhood, which was formally des-
ignated as a terrorist organisation 
in December 2013, of being behind 
violence and unrest, including the 

assassination of security officers.
While many of the Brotherhood’s 

leadership figures remain abroad, 
mostly in Turkey and Qatar, there 
are fears the group’s call for vio-
lence could galvanise supporters.

Five days before the execution, a 
Brotherhood operative identified as 
Hassan Abdullah, 37, planted an ex-
plosive device at a crowded square 
in Giza province. The device was 
defused before it could be detonat-
ed. Abdullah died three days later 
when he set off a bomb outside his 
home in the Old City of Cairo as po-
lice tried to arrest him. Three police 
officers and a passer-by were killed.

In a statement February 26, al-
Azhar, the country’s senior reli-
gious body, warned that the Muslim 
Brotherhood was following in the 
footsteps of the Islamic State (ISIS).

“The terrorist Muslim Brother-
hood, through the statement, has 
explicitly admitted it is a group that 
practises violence and that this is 
its habit. The group’s miserable and 
desperate goal is the destruction of 
the pillars of the state and the [cre-
ation] of strife among its sons and 
chaos that many countries suffer 
from,” al-Azhar said.

“The Muslim Brotherhood fol-
lows the lead of ISIS and other ter-
rorist  organisations that spread 
chaos, implement secret  agendas 
and uselessly try to threaten our 
security and safety,” the statement 
added.

The Egyptian security establish-
ment in recent years has limited 
Brotherhood violence and disband-
ed several of its affiliated militias. 
There is little doubt in Cairo that 
any Brotherhood-instigated vio-
lence would be met with a strong 
retaliation by the state.

Policemen have killed dozens 
of senior Brotherhood operatives 
and arrested hundreds of others to 
stand trial.

Despite public protestations 
of non-violence, analysts said 
the Brotherhood has never shied 
away from using violence to reach 
its goals. A study by researcher 
Muneer Adeeb published last Octo-
ber argued that the Brotherhood’s 
public claims of non-violence are 
part of a broader strategy.

Adeeb said the biggest threat 
posed by the Brotherhood was not 
attacks against the state but its nor-
malisation of extremist views.

“The group became a breed-
ing ground for violence given its 
extremist views which were pub-
lished in its books and pamphlets 
and available on the streets,” the 
study said.

Analysts warned the recent surge 
in violence indicates an escalation 
by the Muslim Brotherhood. While 
previous attacks focused on secu-
rity personnel, fears are that future 
acts would be indiscriminate.

The Abdullah case indicates that 
the Brotherhood was in the process 
of escalating attacks before the lat-
est executions. The bomb planted 
in Giza could have caused a great 
number of casualties, given the 
crowds in the area.

“This is by far the most worrying 
aspect of Brotherhood violence at 
present,” said Ahmed Kamel al-Be-
heiri, a researcher from local think-
tank Ahram Centre for Political 
and Strategic Studies. “Targeting 
areas of civilians’ concentrations 
will cause losses but also cause or-
dinary people to hate the Brother-
hood even more.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Amr Emam

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Bloody track. A 2015 file picture shows Egyptian police guarding the site of a bombing that killed Egypt’s top prosecutor Hisham Barakat.         (AFP)

Between many Arab 
countries and Europe there 
seems to be an enduring 
divide in perceptions of 
priorities.

Despite public 
protestations of non-
violence, analysts said the 
Brotherhood has never 
shied away from using 
violence to reach its goals. 
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Sarraj and Haftar 
meet in Abu Dhabi, 
discuss Libya crisis

Anxiety mounts as Tunisia aborts poison-laced letters plot

Tunis

T 

unisian authorities inter-
cepted poison-laced let-
ters before they reached 
19 high-profile targets, 

including leaders of the Tunisian 
General Labour Union and media 
personalities, Interior Ministry 
spokesman Sofiene Zaag said.

The attempt to use poison sent 
in letters represented a change in 
tactics by jihadist groups in Tuni-
sia, officials said. Security agen-
cies stressed that the interception 
showed authorities’ vigilance and 
the effectiveness of their methods 
against terrorist plots.

“The seizure of the poisonous 
postal letters constitutes a qualita-
tive operation and a pre-emptive 
action in the fight against terror-
ism,” Zaag said in a statement is-
sued March 1.

The interception of the letters 
is likely, however, to fuel anxi-
ety among Tunisia’s anti-Islamists 
ahead of the elections this year.

“The substance in the letters in 
the form of powder was analysed. 
The analysis proved it was a poi-
sonous and deadly substance,” 
Zaag said, adding that the public 
should be vigilant should anyone 
receive a suspicious letter.

Authorities did not specify the 
nature of the substance. They 
also did not identify the targeted 
victims of the poisoned letters by 
name, saying only they were polit-
ical leaders, trade unionists, jour-
nalists and other personalities.

Local media, however, pub-
lished the names of journalists 
and media personalities known for 
anti-Islamist views, including the 

journalistic team whose investiga-
tive report led to the closing of a 
Quranic school in central Tunisia.

The extremist-style madrasa in 
Regueb was shuttered in Febru-
ary after it was suspected of sub-
jecting children to mistreatment, 
sexual abuse and extremist indoc-
trination.

Local media said Hamza Bel-
loumi, who led El Hiwar Ettounsi 
team investigating the school, was 
one of the targeted media figures 
of the poison plot. Tunisian Presi-
dent Beji Caid Essebsi met with 

Belloumi to show support for jour-
nalists against radical Islamists.

Several media personalities re-
ceived threats on social media be-
fore the letters containing poison 
were discovered.

Authorities also did not say 
which groups or individuals were 
behind the letter plot.

An al-Qaeda affiliate in the 
Maghreb has taken a position in 
the standoff between Islamists and 
secularists about education issues 
in Algeria, over the ban of prayers 
in public schools, and in Tunisia, 

regarding Quranic schools. Its 
statement implicitly threatened 
that it would not remain silent be-
fore what it described as “anti-Is-
lamic” behaviour of governments.

“As regards the fight against it 
(Islam) in Tunisia, the minaret 
of knowledge and the fortress of 
conquests, virtue there has been 
fought in the meanest of ways. 
The most recent attack was what 
news reports exposed,” al-Qaeda 
of Jihad in the Islamic Maghreb 
said in a statement published Feb-
ruary 12.

“A counter-Islam unit commit-
ted a terrible act towards innocent 
children, that insults the dignity of 
students and destroys them mor-
ally, without any regard to their 

young age and their psychological 
fragility,” it added in reference to 
the Quranic school in Regueb.

“After repeated media cam-
paigns to incite against Quranic 
schools by the disgraceful media, 
a channel known to represent a 
media arm of one of the political 
currents that make up the gov-
ernment of perjury broadcast a 
television report followed by a 
large-scale media campaign that 
tried to show the public opinion 
in Tunisia that the cause of the 
problem in Tunisia is manifest in 
the Quranic schools,” al-Qaeda of 
Jihad said.

The statement, which was head-
lined “The war on Islam in Tunisia 
and Algeria… for how long the Si-
lence?” told “honourable people 
in Algeria and Tunisia” that “si-
lence to those rulers who oppress 
you, who do not have an atom of 
honour, pride or faith, is in itself a 
crime. How long will you be silent 
to those criminal scum who have 
no business other than fighting Is-
lam and demeaning Muslims?”

Tunisia has not had a jihadist 
attack in its cities since 2015. Its 
strategy has included containment 
and pre-emptive actions against 
jihadists in the country’s rugged 
and mountainous north-western 
and central regions.

Tunis

T 

he two main Libyan pro-
tagonists — Fayez, head of 
the UN-backed Presiden-
tial Council (PC) in Tripoli, 

and Field-Marshal Khalifa Haf-
tar, leader of the Libyan National 
Army (LNA) — met in Abu Dhabi 
on February 27.

The meeting, organised by the 
United Arab Emirates, was official-
ly at the invitation of UN Special 
Envoy to Libya Ghassan Salame.

It was Sarraj’s and Haftar’s sec-
ond meeting in the United Arab 
Emirates, the other occurring in 
May 2017, and their fifth since the 
Libyan Political Agreement in De-
cember 2015 and the arrival of Sar-
raj in Tripoli three months later.

They met twice in Paris — in July 
2017 and May 2018 — and once in 
Palermo, last November.

The Abu Dhabi meeting almost 
did not happen. Rumours of the 
get-together were met with firm 
assurances from the Haftar camp 
that the field-marshal would never 
meet with Sarraj again.

Sarraj was described by Haftar’s 
allies as “a weak figure” and a pup-
pet in the hands of “other parties 
including armed groups that con-
trol Tripoli and suspicious groups 
such as the Muslim Brotherhood.”

Pro-Haftar officials said Sarraj 
had no control of the situation in 

Tripoli and “will not be able to of-
fer anything.”

Acknowledging on Twitter that 
the meeting had taken place, the 
UN Support Mission in Libya said 
Salame hosted a meeting between 
Sarraj and Haftar during which 
they agreed on the necessity of 
ending the state of transition in 
“Libya through general elections 
& on ways to safeguard stability & 
unify institutions.”

Two days after the meeting in 
Abu Dhabi, UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres issued a state-
ment that Sarraj and Haftar had 
reached an “agreement on the 
need to end the transitional stages 
in Libya through the holding of 
general elections.” No date was 
given for a vote, however. Both 
meetings in Paris ended with an-
nouncements that Sarraj and Haf-
tar had agreed that Libya should 
have elections but the polls never 
materialsed.

PC spokesman Mohamed El-Sal-
lak, who provided the only other 
official confirmation of the meet-
ing, said Sarraj told Haftar there 
could be no military solution to 
the Libyan crisis. Another source 
said Sarraj told the field-marshal 
that the military had to be subject 
to a civilian government.

If accurate, this would be a re-
markably strong stance by Sarraj 
given that Haftar and his LNA are 
in the ascendant in Libya follow-
ing their sweep through southern 
Libya.

Virtually all of southern and 
eastern Libya is in the LNA’s hands 
and under the civil administration 
of the Libyan House of Represent-
atives-appointed Thinni govern-
ment in Beida, which the United 
Nations and many Western coun-
tries refuse to recognise despite its 

evident power.
By contrast, the ground under 

Sarraj seems to be slipping, with 
the Tripoli Protection Force on 
which he relies increasingly an-
tagonistic.

With the taking of the south-
western Libya oil and gas fields 
of El Sharara and El Fil Haftar, the 
Thinni administration controls 
more than 90% of Libyan oil pro-
duction.

The international community, 
particularly the United States, has 
made it clear that no one other 
than the Tripoli-based National 
Oil Corporation (NOC) would be al-
lowed to export oil and that all in-
come must go to the Tripoli-based 
Central Bank of Libya.

The most the LNA could do to 
prevent Sarraj and the PC from 
gaining the money from exports 

would be closing the valves but 
that would be a massive error 
that the international commu-
nity would not take kindly to and 
which they are unlikely to take.

That was clear in Abu Dhabi.  It 
was not just Sarraj, Haftar and 
their entourages who were invited 
for talks. NOC Chairman Mustafa 
Sanalla was present, the aim being 
to convince him to lift force ma-
jeure at El Sharara Libya’s largest 
oilfield, and restart production.

In separate talks February 25, 

Sarraj and Sanalla agreed to lift 
force majeure but, within a few 
hours, Sanalla repeated that 
would not happen until civilians, 
believed to be from the Fezzan 
Rage Movement, were removed 
and prosecuted.

“The oil field is not yet safe,” he 
insisted. “The conditions for reo-
pening El Sharara, including safety 
for oil workers and the departure 
of the armed group responsible 
for the field’s closure, had not yet 
been met.”

The Libyan Attorney General’s 
office subsequently ordered the 
arrest of 25 Fezzan Rage members 
but it was unknown whether they 
had been detained.

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

Lamine Ghanmi

Michel Cousins

Fresh gains. Members of forces loyal to Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar stand guard near Libya’s El Sharara 
oilfield in Obari, February 11.                         (Reuters)

New danger. File picture shows policemen searching civilians’ belongings in Tunis.                      (Reuters)

Several media personalities 
received threats on social 
media before the letters 
containing poison were 
discovered.

The ground under Sarraj 
seems to be slipping, with 
the Tripoli Protection 
Force on which he relies 
increasingly antagonistic.

Pro-Haftar officials 
said Sarraj had no 
control of the situation 
in Tripoli and “will not 
be able to offer 
anything.”
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laws, separating juveniles from 
adult prisoners, ensuring respect 
of basic human rights at police 
stations, can be achieved in the 
short term, Hassan said.

Her first act on taking office 
was to order the removal of 
concrete security blocks in front 
of the ministry building in a busy 
area of Beirut, allowing traffic to 
move more freely.

The more intricate file of local 
governance, which requires 
institutional changes, is a 
longer-term project, Hassan said.

“I don’t allege to have quick 
fixes here. With more than 900 
municipalities across Lebanon, 
each with long-standing issues, 
you need a strategic framework to 
identify needs and development 
priorities. However, I think we 
need to have a planning frame-
work of some sort so that we can 
move ahead.”

Hassan, who has set a prec-
edent as finance minister (2009-
11), touched off the first contro-

versy since her appointment by 
voicing support to the establish-
ment of civil marriage in Leba-
non, drawing backlash from 
religious authorities.

“I believe in civil marriage but 
am not advocating for it nor 
standing against it, I am just 
saying that any topic should be 
discussed and then it is the 
decision of the parliament to 
approve or not,” Hassan said.

In Lebanon, no civil code exists 
to regulate personal status issues, 
such as marriage and divorce. 
Rather, such matters are gov-
erned by 15 religious laws, 
overseen by associated courts 
depending on a person’s religious 
affiliation.

Despite the complexities of the 
Lebanese political system, 
Hassan is counting on the 
government’s support, notably 
from Lebanese President Michel 
Aoun, Hariri and parliamentary 
Speaker Nabih Berri, to effect the 
change she is seeking.

“I was given assurances that 
they are behind me in implement-
ing the law. Any change should 
happen progressively. It is 
important to start addressing 
islands of reforms hoping that 
these will come together to create 
a catalyst,” she said.

Despite being surprised by her 
appointment, Hassan said that 
her long experience in govern-
ment was helping her feel 
comfortable in the new role. “I 
have been working within the 
public sector for the last 25 years. 
It is still the same bureaucracy, 
the same public administration, 
the same political players and the 
same dynamics but a different 
file,” she said.

Holder of a master’s degree in 
finance and investments from 
George Washington University, 
Hassan was in charge of develop-
ing a special economic zone in her 
native city of Tripoli before her 
latest appointment. She also 
worked as an adviser to the 
minister of economy and trade 
(2000-03) and assistant to the 
minister of finance (1995-99).

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

L
ebanese Interior 
Minister Raya 
el-Hassan, the first 
Arab woman to 
assume the key 
government portfo-
lio, said she is keen 

on setting a standard for other 
women while working to improve 
the image of the ministry itself.

Being a woman, she said, does 
not undermine her ability to 
tackle the large spectrum of files 
under her authority which, in 
addition to security, include local 
governance, law enforcement, 
prisons and human rights.

“Women have fared as well as 
men — if not better — in even 
more male-oriented positions in 
the world. In the Arab region it is 
more complex because of our 
patriarchal society but there is 
always a first time. We need to 
break the glass ceiling and try to 
effect change in the mentality of 
the society,” Hassan said in an 
interview with The Arab Weekly.

“It’s a big responsibility but, if 
you are able to make a change, 
then you can do the work (regard-
less of gender),” she said.

While security remains her top 
priority, the 51-year-old politician 
and mother of three, is deter-
mined to make the ministry more 
people friendly and centred on 
serving the public.

“At the Interior Ministry we 
have direct contact with the 
people and I believe that we need 
to change the image of the 
ministry for the people to feel 
that they have a recourse for 
complaints or reservations about 
any issue be it human rights, the 
way security people treat them, 
freedom of expression, et cetera,” 
Hassan said.

“It’s not going to happen 
overnight. It is a transformation 
process that would take months if 
not years but it is important to 
start somewhere.”

Hassan, an ally of Lebanese 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri and 

member of his Future Movement, 
said she spent much time 
digesting information and 
assessing deficiencies in each of 
the portfolios pertaining to the 
Interior Ministry.

“I don’t claim I would be able to 
sort everything but under each 
file we can identify quick wins 
that can hopefully unleash a 
momentum to build on down the 
line,” she said.

As minister of interior, she has 
a gamut of priorities varying from 
addressing traffic violations, 
easing the country’s traffic 
congestion and upgrading road 
safety, improving prison condi-
tions, upholding freedom of 
expression and defending human 
rights.

Despite limited funding, quick 
fixes such as enforcing traffic 

Samar Kadi

Lebanon’s first female interior minister is undaunted by task
Interview

Key portfolio. Lebanon’s Interior Minister Raya el-Hassan attends a handover ceremony at the 
ministry in Beirut, February 6.                       (Reuters)

Blown cover. A Shia cleric wearing a military uniform stands with 
Hezbollah members in Ghaziyeh village in southern Lebanon. 
              (Reuters)

“It’s a big 
responsibility but, 
if you are able to 
make a change, 
then you can do 
the work 
(regardless of 
gender).” 

 Lebanese 
Interior Minister 

Raya el-Hassan

T 

he Lebanese law en-
forcement crackdown 
on a brothel in eastern 
Lebanon was not re-
ally news until it was 
discovered that the 

house of ill repute was owned and 
operated by a high-ranking Hezbol-
lah official.

The revelation was made more 
shocking when it was reported 
that a Lebanese police colonel was 
implicated in the scandal, allegedly 
receiving kickbacks in return for 
protection.

To add insult to injury, Hezbollah 
refused to surrender the alleged 
pimp and conducted its own inves-
tigation and interrogation, while 

Lebanese authorities were content 
to arrest and question the police 
officer.

Hezbollah diabolically stayed 
silent in the face of the scandal and 
the Internal Security Force issued a 
weak, unconvincing communique 
unequivocally denying that such 
a brothel existed or that a member 
of Hezbollah and a police colonel 
were involved.

Hezbollah’s prostitution ring 
story comes at a time the Iran-
backed organisation proclaimed 
itself a crusader for anti-corruption 
and publicly vowed that it would 
not rest until corrupt politicians are 
brought to justice.

The face of Hezbollah’s anti-
corruption campaign, MP Hassan 
Fadlallah, with his firm and honey-
tongued rhetoric, took to the 
parliament pulpit to declare that 
Hezbollah has conclusive evidence 
and documentation implicating 
many government officials, yet 
refrained from naming any culprit 
or producing any evidence.

Hezbollah’s crusade excludes its 
allies, the Christian Free Patri-
otic Movement and the Shia Amal 
Movement, which are part and 
parcel of the successive cabinets 
and parliaments that are to blame 
for Lebanon’s $80 billion in public 
debt.

While some may argue that 
Hezbollah’s intentions are genuine, 
its actions only affirm that its anti-
corruption talk is merely a tool it 
wishes to use to further consolidate 
its grip over what remains of the 
crumbling Lebanese state.

Contrary to what Hezbollah 
wishes the public to believe, this 
fascio-religious outfit is not im-
mune to the supposed corruption 
of the Lebanese clientelist system.

True that Hezbollah’s access to 
immense Iranian funds excuses it 
from partaking in the political rack-
eteering, yet the impunity it estab-
lished for itself using its weapons 

has led to the spread of corruption 
and crime amid the Shia constitu-
ency it claims to represent.

With the exodus of the Syrians 
from Lebanon in 2005 and Hezbol-
lah’s later involvement in Syria, 
Hezbollah transformed from a 
self-proclaimed Spartan society to 
one that is excessively implicated 
in illicit activities ranging from 
weapons to drug rings and now 
prostitution.

Alarmingly, these criminal 
endeavours have been linked to 
senior Hezbollah members or their 
immediate families, suggesting 
that, despite its self-righteous 

claims, Hezbollah members are no 
different from mere hoodlums.

Hezbollah should be judged on a 
harsher scale than the rest because 
it has sanctified its leadership 
and its actions. Acts that placed 
Lebanon and its economy on a 
spiral downfall, equally or perhaps 
more harmful than the corruption 
Hezbollah is claiming to fight.

Fadlallah is fully entitled to 
preach morality and to demand 
that former PM Fouad Siniora be 
questioned over allegations of mis-
management and waste of public 
funds but, if the Hezbollah MP is 
truly convinced, he should equally 
empower the Lebanese state rather 
than weaken it as his party has 
done.

This empowerment should start 
by allowing the Lebanese state 
and its agencies to arrest the many 
pimps and hoodlums who pose as 
members of Hezbollah. Until Hez-
bollah and other alleged reformers 
practise what they preach they will 
be no different from harlots who 
preach morality and abstinence — 
ironic and shameless at best.

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.”

Prostitution scandal puts spotlight on Hezbollah’s criminal dealings
Viewpoint

Makram Rabah

Hezbollah should be 
judged on a harsher 
scale than the rest 
because it has 
sanctified its 
leadership and its 
actions.
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Netanyahu’s 
alliance with 
far right fraught 
with risks 
London

I 

sraeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu’s electoral alliance 
with a controversial far-right 
party to boost his chances in win-

ning the April 9 elections is fraught 
with risks that could undermine his 
bid to keep his post for another term.

Netanyahu’s Likud party an-
nounced an election deal with Otz-
ma Yehudit (Jewish Power), a fringe 
religious-nationalist party accused 
of holding racist views and is often 
shunned by mainstream Israeli poli-
ticians.

The deal included the merger of 
another far-right party, Bayit Yehudi 
(Jewish Home), with Otzma Yehudit 
so the two small parties could serve 
in a Likud-led coalition.

The move made tactical sense 
in terms of securing more seats in 
parliament as Netanyahu was fac-
ing the merger of centrist parties in 
an alliance that has a chance of de-
feating him, opinion polls indicate. 
The Blue and White alliance, led by 
retired military chief Benny Gantz 
and Yesh Atid party chief Yair Lapid, 
is the most serious challenger to Li-
kud.

Netanyahu’s alliance with Otzma 
Yehudit, however, could undermine 
his election campaign politically. 
The move was condemned by pro-
Israel and Jewish groups in the Unit-
ed States, which have traditionally 
supported the Israeli prime minister.

“AIPAC has a long-standing policy 
not to meet with members of this 
racist and reprehensible party,” read 
a statement by the American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) 
lobbying group.

“The views of Otzma Yehudit are 
reprehensible. They do not reflect 
the core values that are the very 
foundation of the State of Israel,” 
read a statement by the American 
Jewish Committee (AJC). Avital Lei-
bovich, director of AJC’s Jerusalem 
office, told Reuters: “We usually do 
not interfere in elections. However, 
in this case, our voice needs to be 
heard.”

Malcolm Hoenlein, executive 
vice-chairman of the Conference of 
Presidents of Major American Jew-
ish Organisations, expressed con-
cern over how the merger would be 
viewed by Netanyahu’s allies in the 
United States. “We have to be very 
careful because it feeds certain ten-
dencies that are very concerning to 
us,” Hoenlein told the Associated 
Press.

Likud’s alliance with Otzma Ye-
hudit could affect Netanyahu’s nar-
rative of building bridges with Arab 
countries because the far-right party 
is accused of spouting anti-Arab 
racism. Members of Otzma Yehudit 
have called for expelling Palestin-
ians to Arab countries.

Even right-wing parties that pre-
viously forged alliances with Likud 
distanced themselves from Otzma 
Yehudit and vowed not to work with 
the far-right party.

Former Defence Minister Avigdor 
Lieberman, who heads the right-
wing Yisrael Beytenu party, said he 
would not be in the same coalition 
as Otzma Yehudit. “If I meet them 
in the Knesset, I won’t say ‘hello’ 
to them. They are delusional peo-
ple and nothing beyond that,” said 
Lieberman.

Analysts said the general shift to-
wards right-wing politics in Israel 
may not always work in Netanyahu’s 
favour.

“Fewer left-wing parties does not 
necessarily equal more people vot-
ing for parties that will support a 
Netanyahu coalition. Actually, it’s 
beginning to look like more votes 
for the opposition parties,” wrote 
Haaretz correspondent Anshel Pfef-
fer.

“The centre of gravity of the oppo-
sition shifting from centre-left Zion-
ist Union to centrist Kahol Lavan has 
made a vote for an opposition party 
easier for soft-right voters.”

The Israeli prime minister may not 
even get to reap the benefits of add-
ing Otzma Yehudit’s seats to his coa-
lition because Netanyahu’s rivals are 
attempting to disqualify the party 
from the elections.

Politicians from the Israeli Labour 
Party, left-wing Meretz party and 
centrist Yesh Atid party have backed 
a petition to ban Otzma Yehudit on 
grounds of inciting racism. An elec-
tion committee is expected to in-
vestigate the allegations levelled 
against Otzma Yehudit by March 10.

“It cannot be that those who call 
for [population] transfer, racial 
separation between Jews and non-

Jews, violent harm to non-Jews and 
are members of organisations that 
the US, our most important ally in 
the world, defines as terrorists, can 
serve in the Knesset,” wrote Labour 
lawmaker Stav Shaffir to Israel’s 
Central Elections Committee.

Otzma Yehudit members are fol-
lowers of the philosophies of the late 
rabbi Meir Kahane, who founded the 
far-right Kach movement, which is 
listed by the US State Department as 
a terrorist organisation.

Being in a coalition with alleged 
terrorists won’t look good for Netan-
yahu’s anti-terrorism narrative but 
the Israeli prime minister hit back at 
critics by accusing them of “hypoc-

risy” because left-wing parties have 
formed alliances with Arab Israelis 
in parliament whom he deemed as 
disloyal to the state.

Otzma Yehudit also fired back 
against its critics. “It seems Meretz 
thinks it’s legitimate to visit [Pal-
estinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas], who encourages 
terrorism but not legitimate that lov-
ers of Israel acting for the State of Is-
rael will sit in the Knesset,” the party 
said in a statement.

Aside from the immediate po-
litical risks, the Likud alliance with 
Otzma Yehudit will likely affect Net-
anyahu’s legacy among his own sup-
porters.

“(Netanyahu) is a man who cares 
deeply about his legacy… He may 
soon find himself regretting favour-
ing the immediate benefits of his 
moral compromises over the more 
permanent ones of historical mem-
ory,” wrote Haviv Rettig Gur in the 
Times of Israel.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Mamoon Alabbasi

Further to the right. Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (L) chats with an unidentified 
ultra-Orthodox Member of the Knesset during a special session in Jerusalem.       (AFP)

Likud’s alliance with 
Otzma Yehudit could affect 
Netanyahu’s narrative of 
building bridges with Arab 
countries because the 
far-right party is accused 
of spouting anti-Arab 
racism.

No breakthroughs after Kushner’s Mideast tour

London

T 

here were no signs of a break-
through for a Middle East 
peace plan proposed by US 
President Donald Trump af-

ter White House adviser Jared Kush-
ner toured the region.

Details of the plan for a peace deal 
between the Israelis and Palestin-
ians have yet to be released but US 
officials said they wanted to discuss 
it with Arab leaders before it is un-
veiled after Israel’s elections April 
9. However, there appears to be lit-
tle progress since Kushner’s regional 
tour in June.

Kushner, who is Trump’s son-
in-law, has focused on economic 
initiatives, which fall short of the ex-
pectations of Arab countries, two un-
identified Gulf sources told Reuters.

The plan presented by Kushner 
included “substantial” financial 
contributions from Gulf countries 
but did not address the issue of an 
independent Palestinian state, one 
source said.

“The Americans are still in the 
process of presenting various ideas 
and scenarios but don’t appear to 
have arrived at final parameters of a 
plan,” a second source told Reuters. 
“They know that there are final-sta-
tus issues that are non-starters for 
regional allies and the Palestinians 
alike.”

Kushner met with top officials in 
the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, 
Oman, Saudi Arabia and Turkey.

Kushner discussed the US peace 
plan with Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan on February 27 but 
few details emerged from the meet-
ing. “They (Kushner and Erdogan) 
discussed increasing cooperation be-
tween the United States and Turkey 
and the Trump administration’s ef-
forts to facilitate peace between the 
Israelis and Palestinians,” the White 
House said in a statement.

A day earlier, Kushner met with 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud and Saudi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.

“Building on previous conversa-
tions, they discussed increasing co-
operation between the United States 
and Saudi Arabia and the Trump 
administration’s efforts to facilitate 
peace between the Israelis and Pal-
estinians,” said the White House in a 
statement.

Kushner was accompanied by 
US Middle East peace envoy Jason 
Greenblatt and US special represent-
ative for Iran Brian Hook.

Kushner met with Bahraini King 
Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa in Mana-
ma. The Bahraini king praised the 

US administration’s “pivotal role and 
tremendous efforts to promote se-
curity, peace and stability across the 
Middle East region,” a statement by 
the state-run Bahrain News Agency 
said.

Kushner met Emirati Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan on 
February 25 in the United Arab Emir-
ates. “They discussed increasing co-
operation between the United States 
and the United Arab Emirates and 
the Trump administration’s efforts to 
facilitate peace between the Israelis 
and Palestinians,” the White House 
said. On the same day, Kushner met 
with Omani Sultan Qaboos bin Said 
al-Said in Oman.

The White House statements ap-
pear repetitive without giving specif-
ic details. They almost all included a 
variation of this phrase: “Additional-
ly, they (Kushner and regional lead-
ers) discussed ways to improve the 
condition of the entire region 
through economic investment.”

Notably absent from Kushner’s 
tour were stops in Israel and the oc-
cupied Palestinian territories.

Palestinian officials have repeat-
edly refused Trump’s peace plan 
outright and said it was expected 
to be heavily in favour of Israel. A 
peace plan that doesn’t establish a 
Palestinian state “will not fly,” said 
Palestinian negotiator Saeb Erekat.

Former Palestinian negotiator 
Mohammed Dahlan dismissed the 
effectiveness of Kushner’s tour. 
“They (US administration offi-
cials) have nothing new to offer,” 
Dahlan told The Arab Weekly Feb-
ruary 28 on the sidelines of Alghad  

Middle East Forum.
David Makovsky, a senior adviser 

to the special US envoy for Israeli-
Palestinian Negotiations in 2013-14, 
said Kushner’s tour had financial 
objectives. “It was to promote some 
sort of a Marshall Plan for the region 
funded by Gulf states,” Makovsky 
said. The beneficiaries of the Gulf 
funds would be the Palestinians as 
well as Egypt and Jordan, he said.

The Trump administration enjoys 
strong ties with the government 
of Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu. Hard-line rivals of Ne-
tanyahu, however, said they were 
suspicious of Kushner’s visit and of 
Trump’s peace plan in general.

Naftali Bennett, leader of Israel’s 
New Right party, accused Netanyahu 
of conspiring with Kushner to estab-
lish a Palestinian state.

“Jared’s words prove what we al-
ready know: That the day after the 
elections, the Americans will push 
the Netanyahu-Lapid-Gantz govern-
ment to allow the establishment of a 
Palestinian state on Route 6, to agree 
to the division of Jerusalem — and 
Netanyahu will be forced to acqui-
esce,” Bennett said.

“It seems that everybody is in the 
loop, planning the Palestinian state 
right over our heads: The Americans, 
the Saudi prince, the Palestinians, 
the Jordanian king, even Erdogan of 
Turkey, a blatant anti-Semite! Even 
he’s in the loop! Everybody’s in the 
picture. Everybody but us, the peo-
ple of Israel!” Bennett said.

Bennett called on Trump to pre-
sent his peace plan before elections. 
“Let my people know,” he said.

The Arab Weekly staff

Blurry background. White House adviser Jared Kushner looks on 
during the Middle East summit in Warsaw, February 14.                 (AP)



14 March 3, 2019

Debate

The Zarif resignation episode: Part theatre, part power play

The strange tale of the Iranian foreign minister’s resignation

C 

alled upon in the hour 
of need, forgotten in 
victory and scapegoated 
in the face of defeat. 
Such is the unenviable 
destiny of the techno-

cratic elites in Iran, as demonstrat-
ed by Foreign Minister Mohammad 
Javad Zarif’s attempted resignation.

Iran’s top diplomat unexpect-
edly announced his resignation 
February 25 on Instagram, apologis-
ing “for my inability to continue 
serving and for all the shortcomings 
during my service.”

Zarif’s resignation surprised most 
observers because he had survived 
several attempts to remove him 
through parliamentary no-confi-
dence votes. Zarif has also dem-
onstrated an indefatigable spirit in 
the face of increased pressure from 
hardliners who accuse Zarif and 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani of 
selling out the country’s national 
interests in the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action, commonly 
known as the Iran nuclear deal.

However, there appears to have 
been a specific reason behind Za-
rif’s attempted resignation. Syrian 
President Bashar Assad visited Teh-
ran on February 25, his first since 

“brother” Zarif “not to sit down” 
because “people are worried.” Zarif 
received thousands of supportive 
messages through social media 
from Iranian citizens.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani, 
a fellow reformer, praised Zarif’s 
stewardship of Iranian foreign 
relations and said he did not accept 
Zarif’s resignation. Two days later, 
Zarif was back in his job.

It seems that Zarif’s resignation 
episode was part personal and 
part political. Overall, it was good 
theatre.

On the personal side, Zarif was 
upset he was excluded from meet-
ings with visiting Syrian President 
Bashar Assad. He reportedly com-
plained to friends on social media 
that he felt disrespected and “not 
trusted as much as a translator.”

Hence, wounded pride was cer-
tainly a factor. Tellingly, during the 
negotiations over the Iranian nu-
clear deal several years earlier, Zarif 
invoked “Iranian national pride” so 
often that an exasperated US Secre-
tary of State John Kerry, with whom 
Zarif had a good relationship, burst 
out that Americans have national 

the war in Syria began, but no one 
bothered to inform Iran’s foreign 
minister.

Worse, both Rohani and Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, 
commander of the extraterrito-
rial al-Quds Force of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps, were 
present at Assad’s meetings with 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei.

The Entekhab news site asked 
Zarif why he had resigned and the 
foreign minister responded in a 
text message: “Following [release] 
of today’s meetings, Javad Zarif no 
longer enjoys any credibility in the 
world.”

pride, too. This time, the issue of 
pride took on personal dimensions.

On the policy side, Zarif was 
angry that the Foreign Ministry 
was being sidelined in important 
policy matters. In a statement the 
day after his resignation, he said he 
hoped his departure would “lead to 
a return of the ministry of foreign 
affairs to its legal place in foreign 
relations.”

Just prior to the resignation 
episode, Zarif complained in the 
Iranian media that “deadly poison” 
was damaging the country’s foreign 
policy. He was referring to fighting 
between rival factions in Iran.

Indeed, Zarif has been the subject 
of scorn by hardliners in Iran who 
never believed in the nuclear deal 
that he and Rohani negotiated with 
the permanent members of the 
UN Security Council and Germany 
in 2015. The hoped-for economic 
benefit that was to accrue to Iran 
following the deal did not materi-
alise. The Trump administration’s 
withdrawal from the deal and its 
imposition of tough sanctions 
against Tehran placed additional 
burdens on the Iranian economy.

In the first reaction to Zarif’s 
resignation, Rohani’s Chief of Staff 
Mahmoud Vaezi said on Twitter 
that the president had not accepted 
it but Abbas Mousavi, deputy 
spokesman of the Foreign Minis-
try, confirmed Zarif’s resignation. 
In a second statement released 
on Instagram, Vaezi reiterated his 
statement about Rohani not ac-
cepting the resignation: “In Hassan 
Rohani’s view, Iran has only one 
foreign policy and only one minis-
ter of foreign affairs.”

Zarif received moral support from 
Soleimani, who said the foreign 
minister was the “main authority 
responsible for Iran’s foreign poli-

Zarif has tried to deal with this 
situation by pursuing friendly 
relations with European countries, 
which want Iran to stick to the 
deal. Much to the consternation of 
the Trump administration, these 
countries and Iran are trying to find 
mechanisms to bypass US sanc-
tions. Reports suggest that Zarif is 
hoping that the United States will 
return to the nuclear deal — and 
rescind the sanctions — if Trump is 
defeated in the 2020 presidential 
election.

Reformers in Iran rallied to 
Zarif because they said if he left 
the government, the hardliners, 
especially the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC), would have 
even more power than it currently 
exercises. One member of parlia-
ment had worried that the “end of 
Zarif means the end of the Rohani 
government’s power and influence 
in foreign policy.”

Interestingly, Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Khamenei was 
silent during the Zarif episode. 
Although no fan of the nuclear deal, 
Khamenei perhaps wanted to gauge 
the public’s reaction to the resigna-
tion before saying anything himself. 
Reports suggest that, even though 
Khamenei is often in sync with the 
positions of the IRGC, he may be 
fearful it has become too powerful 
and keeping Zarif in his job is a way 
to keep the IRGC in check to some 
degree.

The Zarif episode has thus re-
bounded to the reformists’ favour 
but this could be a temporary 
victory for them. As Mossaddegh 
found out a year after the 1952 
episode, politics can turn sour fast. 
Although his demise was orches-
trated in large part by the CIA and 
British intelligence, it would not 
have come about if his own stand-
ing in Iran had not fallen in 1953.

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

Even though Khamenei is often 
in sync with the positions of the 
IRGC, he may be fearful it has 
become too powerful.

Zarif can be sure of one thing: 
As the Iran nuclear deal 
gradually collapses, the 
regime’s hardliners will 
scapegoat him for the defeat. 

cy” and his absence at the meetings 
with Assad was not “intentional” 
but due to “poor coordination” at 
the office of the president. Soleima-
ni said Zarif’s work has always been 
“approved by the highest levels of 
the regime, in particular Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.”

Rohani, too, was out defending 
Zarif. He said he was aware of the 
“pressure” on Iran’s diplomatic ap-
paratus but believed the obstacles 
could be surmounted.

Even more remarkable, the 
reformist media quoted “a high-
ranking authority of the regime” 
— usually a reference to Khamenei 
— sending a supportive message. 
It said the high-ranking authority 
“has, in a written message to Zarif, 
considered his resignation contrary 
to the expediency of the state.”

Zarif appears to remain in his 
position for now but the humilia-
tion he suffered during Assad’s visit 
demonstrates how Tehran behaves 
towards the regime’s technocratic 
elites.

In its hour of need, the US-
educated and soft-spoken Zarif 
has been called upon to present a 
smiling face of Iran to the world. 
It was Zarif who negotiated the 
nuclear deal with the world powers. 
He offered Tehran’s response as it 
faced the pressures of multilateral 
sanctions. However, no one both-
ered to inform Zarif once the regime 
celebrated Assad’s visit to Tehran.

Zarif can be sure of one thing: 
As the Iran nuclear deal gradually 
collapses, the regime’s hardliners 
will scapegoat him for the defeat. 
Perhaps it would have been wiser 
for the hapless Zarif to resign and 
leave office.

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

Ali Alfoneh

I 

n July 1952, Iran’s national-
ist Prime Minister Moham-
mad Mossaddegh, abruptly 
resigned after Mohammad 
Reza Shah refused his request 
to take control of the armed 

forces.
The shah appointed in his place 

former Prime Minister Qavam 
Soltanieh but, when news of the 
episode became public, thousands 
of Mossaddegh’s supporters poured 
into the streets and clashed with 
pro-shah elements of the military. 
The shah, realising the depth of 
Mossaddegh’s support, reversed 
course and reappointed Mossad-
degh as prime minister a few days 
later.

This episode is known in Iranian 
history as “30th of Tir.” It was evi-
dent that, at least in 1952, Mossad-
degh knew he retained considerable 
public support and his resignation 
was a political move geared towards 
sending that message to the shah.

Although the abrupt resignation 
announcement February 25 of Ira-
nian Foreign Minister Mohammad 
Javad Zarif was not as consequen-
tial and did not result in violence, 
there were similarities.

Soon after Zarif announced 
his resignation on Instagram, he 
received strong support from ele-
ments of the reformist wing of the 
Iranian political establishment.  
More than half of the Iranian parlia-
ment (150 out of 290) signed a letter 
urging him to stay. The minister 
of telecommunications called on 

Gregory 
Aftandilian

Iran              

Time up? Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif checks his watch during a 
news conference in Tehran, February 13.                         (AFP)

Temporary victory. Iranian President Hassan Rohani at the Azadi Square in Tehran, 
February 11.                (AFP)
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Erdogan’s problems deepen ahead of polls
Istanbul

T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan has been 
in political trouble before 
but the problems piling 

up for the veteran Turkish leader 
weeks before important municipal 
elections are so serious that some 
are convinced that a new party 
could attract enough support to 
take on Erdogan.

Erdogan, who turned 65 on 
February 26, is criss-crossing the 
country, giving several speeches a 
day to drum up support for munic-
ipal candidates of his Justice and 
Development Party (AKP).

Polls say the AKP, which has 
ruled Turkey since November 
2002, could lose its grip on Ankara, 
in elections March 31. Some sur-
veys suggest the opposition might 
have a chance to end the AKP’s 
rule over Istanbul, by far the big-
gest city in the country.

A downturn of the economy is 
the most pressing problem for Er-
dogan and the AKP. Inflation has 
been running at more than 20% 
since last September; unemploy-
ment stands at more than 12% and 
the Turkish lira has dropped in 
value against the US dollar, mak-
ing imports more expensive.

In an unusual step, the govern-
ment has started selling subsidised 
vegetables in big cities because 
many people find it difficult to 
feed their families following steep 
price rises for eggplant, tomatoes, 
potatoes and other staples.

Social issues play a role as well. 
Facing growing calls by Turks to 

send home 3.6 million Syrian refu-
gees, Erdogan has failed to deliver 
on a promise to carve out a Turk-
ish-controlled “security zone” 
in north-eastern Syria that could 
serve as a region to settle refugees 
after repatriation.

Erdogan is a political survivor 
who spent time in prison for a con-
troversial speech. He has faced a 
bid to close his party and has stared 
down a coup attempt. However, 
despite being the most successful 
Turkish politician since Mustafa 
Kemal Ataturk, the founder of 
modern Turkey, Erdogan remains 
a divisive figure who is revered by 
millions of followers and rejected 
by almost as many other voters.

“Things are not going well,” said 
economist Emre Deliveli, refer-
ring to the economy. In a quest for 
funds, the government was resort-
ing to “unorthodox measures,” De-
liveli added. He pointed out that 
Turkey’s Central Bank transferred 
profits to government coffers in 
January, three months before the 
usual date.

The government was unlikely to 
find lasting solutions that way, De-
liveli said: “They will have to go to 
the IMF [International Monetary 
Fund].” Erdogan has ruled out ask-
ing for help but many experts say 
such a step is inevitable.

Trying to please voters with the 
help of cheap vegetables has not 
brought the effect desired by Er-
dogan, either. Mehmet, a green-
grocer near Istanbul’s central 
Taksim Square, said the state-run 
vegetable stalls were making it im-
possible for him to earn money.

“I have been to the stall on Tak-
sim and I have seen that they are 
selling tomatoes for 4 liras a kilo,” 
around 75 US cents, Mehmet said. 
“I have to buy tomatoes for 4.5 li-
ras a kilo at the wholesalers.”

For Mehmet, the AKP has 
crossed a line. “I have been a par-
ty member for ten years but they 
have just lost my vote,” he said.

He is not the only AKP supporter 
who feels that things are not go-

ing in the right direction. Media 
reports said former AKP grandees 
such as Abdullah Gul, Turkey’s 
president from 2007-14, former 
Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu 
and Ali Babacan, an AKP found-
ing member and former minister 
of the economy, are working on a 
new centre-right party.

This is why a new website called 
Yeni Bir Parti — A New Party — has 
recently drawn much attention. It 
promised a new political organi-
sation that would fight for many 
things that the AKP set out to do, 
such as strengthening democracy, 
the economy and the rule of law. 
The AKP government was “tired,” 
the website said, hinting that the 
people behind the initiative were 
disenchanted AKP supporters.

The new formation said it had 
not yet formally registered as a 
party and would not yet publish 
the names of its founding mem-
bers, triggering more speculation 
about who may be behind the 
push. Abdulkadir Selvi, a well-
connected columnist of the Hur-
riyet newspaper, wrote that a new 
party to challenge the AKP would 
officially be founded after the mu-
nicipal elections and would pre-
pare for the presidential election 
in 2023.

Gul, Davutoglu and Babacan 
have not commented publicly on 
their plans. Gul pondered a presi-
dential run against Erdogan in last 
year’s election but decided against 
it.

Whether Gul or other former 

AKP leaders will take concrete po-
litical action, the rumours swirl-
ing around the issue of a new 
challenger to Erdogan and his 
government are signs of growing 
unease in the electorate. A recent 
poll stated that the percentage of 
respondents who said the AKP 
has been successful has sunk to 
around 36% from 52% in 2017.

“In this situation, a new centre-
right party would have a chance,” 
said Huseyin Cicek, a Turkey ana-
lyst at the Centre for Islam and 
Law in Europe at the University of 
Erlangen in Germany. The grow-
ing authoritarianism displayed 
by the Erdogan government had 
put many people off, Cicek said, 
adding that the AKP had lost  
credibility.

Thomas Seibert

Vegetable tactics. Shoppers wait in line to buy groceries at a government-run market selling 
vegetables at discounted prices in Istanbul, February 17.            (AP)

Increasingly sidelined. Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
reviews an honour guard of members of the Turkish Navy during a 
naval ceremony in Istanbul, last November.                  (AP)

The rumours swirling 
around the issue of a new 
challenger to Erdogan and 
his government are signs 
of a growing unease in the 
electorate. 

E 

ven mid-sized and 
smaller powers are flex-
ing their muscles as the 
poles of the global order 
shift. The epicentre con-
tinues to be the Middle 

East but the disease has spread to 
Pakistan and India. What’s happen-
ing in the eastern Mediterranean 
also deserves serious attention.

Recent developments off Cyprus 
are causing tension. Fuelled by 
nationalist rhetoric with elements 
of irredentism, Turkey began a 
massive naval drill dubbed “Mavi 
Vatan” (“Blue Homeland”). It is 
a historic first. Over the 10-day 
exercise, Turkey plans to test its 
capabilities in the three seas — the 
Black Sea, the Aegean and the 
Mediterranean — that surround it, 
all at the same time.

Turkey’s official Anadolu 
news agency reported that Blue 
Homeland will involve more than 
100 ships, including destroyers, 
frigates, corvettes, assault boats, 
submarines, mine-hunting vessels 
and patrol boats, as well as 20 
fighter jets, military helicopters 
and unmanned aerial vehicles.

It hasn’t come out of the blue. 
NATO was informed about the 
affair. However, the timing of the 
naval exercise is causing concern 
because of Turkey’s rhetoric. 
Mainly targeting Greece, there is 
talk of reclaiming some Aegean 
islets. There is also the threat of 
blocking drilling off Cyprus, where 
settlement talks don’t seem to lead 
anywhere in a conflict that has 
lasted 45 years.

Whereas the Turkish-Greek 
tension seems entirely artificial 
(but dangerous, nonetheless) and 

has proven extremely useful for 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan’s election campaign, Ankara 
is concerned about a new concen-
tration of powers in the eastern 
Mediterranean.

At the military level, Israel is en-
hancing cooperation with Cyprus 
and Greece and participating in air, 
sea and ground exercises with the 
Mediterranean countries. Egypt 
has joined the three countries in 
a harbinger of a new pact based 
on security, defence and energy 
cooperation.

The 6-year diplomatic standoff 
after the Gaza Mavi Marmara crisis 
affected Turkey’s relations with 
Israel lingers. In 2010, the Israeli 
Navy raided the Mavi Marmara, 
part of a flotilla seeking to deliver 
aid and humanitarian support in 
defiance of a blockade of the Gaza 
Strip imposed by Israel and Egypt. 
Ankara suspended all defence pro-
jects and military cooperation with 
Israel, paving the way for a warmer 
relationship with the Greek and 
Cypriot governments.

In light of the unresolved Cyprus 
conflict, which continues to create 
immense legal and diplomatic hur-
dles, it is no surprise that Ankara 
perceives the realignments as a 
hostile act.

Add to this American efforts to 
establish a mini-NATO in the east-
ern Mediterranean, which would 
exclude Turkey, and the picture 
becomes even more blurred. 
Greece is expected to sign in the 
coming months a security ar-
rangement with the United States, 
which Egypt, Israel and Cyprus 
could potentially join as non-NATO 
countries.

ExxonMobil’s announcement 
as the massive Turkish naval drill 
began that it has made the world’s 
third-biggest natural gas discov-
ery off the coast of Cyprus may or 
may not be a coincidence but it 
completes a scenario that seems to 
promise the eastern Mediterranean 
will be yet another complication 
to the Syrian crisis. It’s not hard to 
predict that it will complicate the 
power struggle.

Reuters reported that the discov-
ery could represent a natural gas 
resource of 142 billion-227 billion 
cubic metres. ExxonMobil and Qa-
tar Petroleum own the exploration 
rights in offshore areas south of 
Cyprus, with the former owning a 
60% stake in the block, while Qatar 

Petroleum holds the rest.
The discovery has been a cause 

for optimism but it is also a reason 
for concern. Erdogan’s high-stake 
gamble in the Middle East has 
backfired. Turkish diplomacy is 
stuck between Russia and the 
United States, the latter in a state 
of administrative disarray.

Turkey’s domestic Kurdish issue 
also remains unresolved. Regional 
rifts sideline Ankara in an acceler-
ated fashion. The costly naval exer-
cise is a symbol of deep frustration, 
an indication of how dysfunctional 
the Turkish compass has become.

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

Stormy seas for Turkey as naval drills begin
Viewpoint

Yavuz Baydar

The costly naval 
exercise is a symbol 
of deep frustration, 
an indication of how 
dysfunctional the 
Turkish compass has 
become.
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audi Arabia announced that 
Princess Reema bint Bandar 
bin Sultan would replace 
Prince Khalid bin Salman 

bin Abdulaziz as ambassador to the 
United States. Experts and officials 
said it will take some work to repair 
damage done to US-Saudi relations 
by the killing of Saudi writer Jamal 
Khashoggi.

Members of the US Congress 
called for measures against Saudi 
Arabia in retaliation for Khashoggi’s 
death, which Riyadh said was car-
ried out in a “rogue operation.” The 
Saudis denied allegations by US in-
telligence sources that Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz was involved in the kill-
ing.

Jared Kushner, US President 
Donald Trump’s son-in-law and a 
White House adviser, recently led a 
US team to the Middle East to dis-
cuss the Trump administration’s 
Israeli-Palestinian peace deal. The 
trip included a meeting with Crown 
Prince Mohammed, the first such 
talk since Khashoggi was killed in 
October.

“The US-Saudi relationship is 
under enormous stress,” Aaron Da-
vid Miller, Middle East programme 
director at the Wilson Centre, said 
during a talk at the Arabia Founda-
tion February 27 in Washington.

Miller, who served as an adviser 
to six US secretaries of state, said 
reasons for the stress included 
that Crown Prince Mohammed, 
33, could rule for 50 years, so the 
relationship must be managed. 
Also, the United States no longer 
needs Saudi oil but it’s hard to 
know how the Trump presidency  

will affect the region.
Karen Elliott House, former pub-

lisher of the Wall Street Journal, 
said those issues were compound-
ed by the US military withdrawal 
from Iraq and Syria, as well as the 
possibility that Trump might not 
win re-election in 2020 and a new 
administration could reconstruct 
Middle East policy goals.

“I think there are some underly-
ing trust issues on both sides,” she 
said. “Things are clearly in flux. 
I don’t know if Jared and Donald 
can bring anyone closer together 
or if this plan that will come out 
in another few weeks will be just 
another talking point that brings 
nothing.”

She was referring to a promised 
Middle East peace plan that hasn’t 
been released publicly.

Saudi Arabia remains without 
a US ambassador but Trump has 
nominated retired four-star US 
Army General John Abizaid, who is 
expected to be confirmed by the US 
Senate.

Arabia Foundation Founder Ali 
Shihabi argued that Crown Prince 
Mohammed will learn from the ex-
perience of recent months and that 
he’s in the process of making major 
changes in a country that’s not nec-
essarily happy about his goals.

“Change is unpopular,” Shihabi 
said. He said the crown prince 

brought down Saudi water use, en-
couraged women to work, allowed 
them to drive, promoted tourism 
and worked to end Saudi Arabia’s 
reliance on oil. “Here comes a man 
who takes all these things at warp 
speed,” Shihabi added.

While he acknowledged there 
has been no public apology for 
Khashoggi’s death, he said he be-
lieved Crown Prince Mohammed 
understood that he must take re-
sponsibility for the action.

“Jamal’s death was horrific,” Shi-
habi said. “Riyadh has certainly 
understood that message.”

He said the crown prince was 
learning from losing the “adulation 
of the West” and that Americans 
could “recognise the good that’s 
been done because that’s going to 
encourage him in the right direc-
tion.”

Robert Jordan, US ambassador 
to Saudi Arabia from 2001-03, said 
there was still a “hangover” be-
tween the two countries because of 
the September 11, 2001, attacks.

Nearly all the attackers were Sau-
di citizens and Jordan said officials 
in Saudi Arabia were “almost hos-
tile” to US forces in the region and 
did not allow Americans to inter-
rogate those who knew about the 
attacks. Saudi Arabia still includes 
anti-American information in text-
books, he said.

“It has all cascaded to build in 
Congress an appetite for reprisals 
and sanctions,” Jordan said. “We 
still have vital interests with the 
Saudis but they have shifted some-
what.”

To correct the relationship, he 
said, there needed to be a vision of 
what it will look like in 5-15 years, 
taking into consideration Saudi’s 
youth bubble, its societal changes 
and its dependence on oil.

However, the brutality of 

Khashoggi’s killing, coupled with 
residual resentment of the Septem-
ber 11 attacks, the war in Yemen and 
that Khashoggi was a journalist will 
make US perceptions about the re-
gion difficult to overcome,” Jordan 
said.

“Getting the ambassador on the 
ground over there is number one,” 
he said. “I would also urge the pres-
ident to listen to his advisers and 
not believe he knows more about 

the Middle East than anyone else.”
The United States needs to “keep 

calling out what happened with 
Khashoggi,” said former US Secre-
tary of State Madeleine Albright.

However, “I have always felt it’s a 
mistake to cut off relations because 
that’s what diplomacy is all about,” 
she said.

Kelly Kennedy is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Kelly Kennedy

East   West

Beirut

T 

he United States will not 
be withdrawing fully from 
Syria after all. It has decided 
to keep 200-400 troops in 

the country to protect Kurdish allies 
and deter Iranian foes in Syria.

This was top news, all quoting 
an anonymous “top official” in the 
Trump administration. US Presi-
dent Donald Trump is yet to com-
ment, however.

Saying nothing on Twitter is 
very unlike him, especially after he 
boasted in December that he want-
ed to bring US troops home, now 
that the war on the Islamic State 
(ISIS) was over.

Trump’s silence is noteworthy. It 
means one of two things: Either he 
disapproves of the reversal but was 
forced into it by top advisers or that 
it is not yet final and up for bargain-
ing with the Russians and the Turks.

Damascus and Moscow issued a 
statement February 27 stating: “We 
call on the United States, whose 
military units are on Syrian territory 
illegally, to leave the country.”

If it turns out to be true and a 
small number of troops are indeed 
maintained in the Syrian desert, 
everything that all stakeholders 
have been working for during the 
last three months would simply go 
down the drain.

Some 400 troops would certain-
ly not deter Iran but they are just 
enough to provoke the Islamic re-
gime responding elsewhere in the 
region — possibly in Yemen or Leba-
non. As for the Turks, the news is a 
double-edged sword, depending on 
how it is implemented.

If the remaining US forces are in-
tended to prevent a Turkish incur-

sion across the border, crippling 
Ankara’s operations against Kurdish 
militias, then it would further thrust 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan into the lap of his Iranian and 
Russian allies.

Neither Russian President 
Vladimir Putin nor Iranian Presi-
dent Hassan Rohani seem to mind 
a limited Turkish operation against 
Kurdish separatists in Kobane, Ras 
al-Ayn or Tell Rifaat, which Erdogan 
had announced in December, short-
ly after Trump’s announcement to 
withdraw.

In exchange, they were expect-

ing him to surrender control of Idlib 
and Maarret al-Nu’man, two territo-
ries that have since fallen fully into 
the hands of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham.

If Trump and Erdogan agree, then 
the US troops will be used to protect 
the Turkish border, rather than just 
the Kurds, from any military op-
eration by the People’s Protection 
Units or the Syrian Defence Forces.

Effectively then, the remaining 
US troops would be used to police 
the “safe zone” that Erdogan has 
been eyeing across his border with 
Syria. Erdogan had wanted it 32km 
deep at a width of 460km. All he got 
from the Americans was 5km depth.

Unhappy with the suggestion, 
Putin had made Erdogan a coun-
ter-offer, reviving the 1998 Adana 
Agreement — with amendments — 
to protect the borders.

Putin suggested revisiting an ar-
rangement that restores Syrian 

sovereignty to all border cities and 
towns occupied by the Turks in 
2016, giving the Turkish Army a le-
gal right to cross into Syria — up to 
10km, not 5 — to chase Kurdish sep-
aratists should they threaten Turk-
ish security.

Additionally, Putin wants Russian 
military police dotted across the 
Syrian-Turkish border, keeping the 
Kurds and Syrian troops away from 
Erdogan’s territory.

This worked with Israel last year, 
when, in exchange for letting his 
army crush the Syrian insurgents, 
Putin deployed Russian military po-
lice in southern Syria, promising to 
keep both Hezbollah and ISIS away 
from the Israeli border.

However, for Adana to see the 
light, the Americans must first 
leave the area in full. It simply can-
not be done with 400 US troops  
on Syrian soil.

Left in awe and disbelief are the 
Kurds themselves. If the Americans 
stay behind, can the United States 
still be trusted?

The Trump administration has 
already abandoned them twice: 
first in Iraq two years ago, when it 
did nothing to uphold an independ-
ence referendum carried out by 
Erbil, looking the other way as the 
Iraqi Army laid siege to Iraqi Kurd-
istan and overran the oil-rich city of 
Kirkuk, then in Syria last year, when 
Trump unilaterally announced his 
controversial withdrawal.

Judging by his record, there is 
nothing to guarantee that the re-
maining 400 troops will not be 
withdrawn suddenly any time be-
fore the end of his term.

There are voices in the Kurdish 
political community questioning 
the wisdom of betting fully on such 
an unreliable friend. Others are 
asking whether it would be wise to 
maintain negotiations with Damas-
cus, under way since mid-2018.

The Syrians would certainly con-
dition suspension of any US support 
before they go to the assistance of 
the Kurds and, of course, so would 
the Americans — only in reverse. If 
talks are suspended, Syria and Tur-
key might even find room to coop-
erate against the Kurds.

Finally, what if the Turks decide 
to carry on with their military oper-
ation — with implicit Russian back-
ing — into the Kurdish area?

They would not be deterred by 
400 troops and Trump will not go to 
war against a NATO ally for the sake 
of the Kurds. When Turkey bombed 
the Kurds out of the city of Afrin last 
year, Trump, apart from lip service, 
did not lift a finger to protect them.

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

Sami Moubayed Wavering 
orders. US 
soldiers surveil 
the area during 
a patrol in 
Manbij.                                             
              (Reuters)

Trump’s silence on Syria reversal raises questions

Taking the long-term 
view of US-Saudi relations

For Adana to see the light, 
the Americans must first 
leave the area in full. It 
simply cannot be done with 
400 US troops on Syrian soil.

Evolving ties. US and Saudi national f lags are seen on a main road 
in Riyadh.                                                                                                    (AFP)

Former US Ambassador 
Robert Jordan said there 
needed to be a vision of 
what it will look like in 
5-15 years, taking into 
consideration Saudi’s 
youth bubble, its societal 
changes and its 
dependence on oil.



17March 3, 2019

News & Analysis

London

B 

eing a member or inviting 
support for Lebanon’s Hez-
bollah became illegal March 
1 in the United Kingdom, 

carrying a possible prison sentence 
of up to 10 years.

The move came after UK Home 
Secretary Sajid Javid formally des-
ignated Hezbollah as a terrorist or-
ganisation.

“Hezbollah is continuing in its 
attempts to destabilise the fragile 
situation in the Middle East and we 
are no longer able to distinguish be-
tween [its] already banned military 
wing and the political party,” Javid 
said. “Because of this, I have taken 
the decision to proscribe the group 
in its entirety.”

The main opposition Labour 
Party, whose leader Jeremy Corbyn 
described members of Hezbollah as 
“friends” in 2009, did not seek to 
oppose the government’s move in 
parliament and it passed February 
26 without a vote.

In fact, the parliamentary debate 
on the issue was opened by Labour 
MP for Enfield Joan Ryan.

“It [Hezbollah] has wreaked 
death and destruction throughout 
the Middle East, aiding and abet-
ting the Assad regime’s butchery in 
Syria and helping to drive Iran’s ex-
pansionism throughout the region,” 
she said in a half-empty House of 
Commons. “It makes no distinction 
between its political and military 
wings and neither should the Brit-
ish government.”

The motion passed the House of 
Commons with little fanfare given 
the decision by Labour, gripped by 
an anti-Semitism crisis, not to for-
mally oppose it. However, a Labour 
Party spokesman implied there was 
a political dimension to the Home 
Office’s ruling.

“The Home Secretary must… 
now demonstrate that this decision 

was taken in an objective and im-
partial way and driven by clear and 
new evidence, not by his leadership 
ambitions,” the spokesman said.

There was more debate in the 
House of Lords February 28 — the 
day before the ban took effect — 
with Labour and Conservative 
peers going back and forth over 
the ban, before the motion was ap-
proved. 

“Proscribing Hezbollah as a ter-
rorist organisation will significantly 
constrain its ability to operate in 
Britain and severely erode its ability 
to raise funds here and use British 
banks… to transfer funds around 
the globe,” said Baroness Liz Red-
fern, a Conservative party member. 
“Finally, it is right to judge Hezbol-
lah by the totality of its actions.” 

Despite the low-key nature in 
which the decision to designate 
Hezbollah as a terrorist organisa-
tion became law, analysts said it 
represented a major blow to the 
group. The United Kingdom joins 
the United States, Canada, Aus-
tralia, New Zealand and the Neth-
erlands as Western countries that 
designate the Shia group in its en-
tirety as a terrorist organisation.

“Hezbollah as a whole and not 
just the military wing being des-
ignated in the UK is a very impor-
tant and courageous step,” said 
Olivier Guitta, managing director 
of GlobalStrat, an international se-
curity and geopolitical risk consul-
tancy. “The UK is sending a strong 
message to Iran, the main backer of 
the Shiite terror group, more than 
any other countries in the world.”

The Counter Extremism Project 
(CEP) commended the decision, 
describing the idea that there is 
a difference between Hezbollah’s 
military and political wing as a “fic-
tion” and calling on other European 
countries to take a similar stance. 
“Until the rest of Europe comes to 
this realisation and takes action 
similar to the UK’s, Hezbollah will 
be free to spread its ideological and 
financial tentacles across the Euro-
pean Union and use those proceeds 
to strangle freedom and democracy 
in Lebanon,” a statement from CEP 
said.

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri said the UK designation 
would not affect relations between 
London and Beirut.

“We see this as a matter that in-
volves Britain and not Lebanon,” 
he said in an interview with Egypt’s 
DMC channel before the vote. 
“What is important to us is that 
the relationship between us is not 
harmed and I hope they see Leba-
non as Lebanon and its people. We 
need to build the best relationship 
with all and this is the foundation 
for Lebanon’s future and its inter-
ests.”

Hezbollah, however, which con-
trols at least two Lebanese minis-
tries, reacted angrily, describing 
the United Kingdom’s decision as 
an “insult to the feelings, emotions 
and will of the Lebanese people” 
and accusing the British govern-
ment of “servile obedience” to 
Washington.

Lebanese Foreign Minister Ge-
bran Bassil, who heads the Free Pa-
triotic Movement that is allied with 
Hezbollah, also sought to strike a 
conciliatory tone, telling Agence 
France-Presse that the decision 
would not have any effect on Leb-

anese-British relations “because we 
are already used to this situation 
with other countries.”

Bassil portrayed a more defiant 
tone in comments to Lebanese me-
dia, including asserting the rights of 
Lebanon’s “resistance” to the Leb-
anese Broadcasting Corporation 
International. “As long as the land 
is occupied, the resistance will re-
main embraced by the institutions 
of the state and all the Lebanese 
people,” he said.

Regardless of how British-Leb-
anese relations are affected, the 
United Kingdom’s decision repre-
sents a major blow to Hezbollah.

“The significance of the UK’s 
move is that Hezbollah will not 
be able to fundraise, distribute its 
propaganda and demonstrations 
featuring the Hezbollah flag, as we 
have seen many times in London, 
will be banned,” Guitta said.

The Quds Day march is a major 
event in London, with Hezbollah’s 
distinctive yellow flags waved as 
thousands of supporters of the Pal-
estinians take to the streets. That 
sight may be a thing of the past with 
many looking to this year’s event, 
set for March 31, as a test to see how 
strictly authorities apply the new 
law.

As for whether there could be 
other repercussions to the UK deci-
sion, Guitta said that could not en-
tirely be ruled out.

“The risk for the UK is possibly 
Hezbollah retaliate with terror at-
tacks in the UK or against UK inter-
ests in the world,” he said.

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

Long-overdue. Britain’s Home Secretary Sajid Javid (C) outside of Downing Street in London, 
February 19.                             (Reuters)
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sraeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu met with 
Russian President Vladimir 
Putin in Moscow on Febru-
ary 27. Reports said this was 
their 14th meeting in the 

past decade but their first since 
the September 2018 incident in 
which a Syrian air defence missile 
downed a Russian military aircraft 
in the wake of an Israeli attack on 
Syria.

Even though Syrian forces 
fired the missile, Moscow blamed 
Israel for the loss of its aircraft and 
everyone on board and so a chill 
developed in the previously warm 
Russian-Israeli relationship.

Facing both criminal indictment 
and a difficult upcoming election 
at home, Netanyahu appeared es-
pecially eager to show what a good 
relationship he has with Putin. 
Indeed, Netanyahu went out of 
his way to ingratiate himself with 
Putin through praising Russian-
Israeli military cooperation as well 
as inviting Putin to visit Israel for 
the opening of a monument com-
memorating those who suffered in 
the Nazi siege of Leningrad during 
World War II, something Putin’s 
family endured before he was 
born.

Netanyahu and his advisers 
presented Israeli intelligence as-
sessments about Iran’s activities 
in Syria to bolster Netanyahu’s 
argument that Iran’s behaviour is 
highly threatening. Israeli jour-

nalist Noa Landau, writing for 
Haaretz, reported that Netanyahu 
said after his meeting with Putin 
“that getting the Iranians and all 
foreign fighters out of Syria is also 
one of Russia’s stated goals.” She 
also cited a diplomatic source 
saying “Putin did not place limita-
tions on Israel’s actions in Syria.”

Netanyahu and this “diplo-
matic source,” though, may have 
been putting words into Putin’s 
mouth. While Netanyahu would 
very much like to show both the 
Iranian government and the Israeli 
electorate that Russia agrees with 
his negative view of the Iranian 
role in Syria, the Russians are not 
stating this publicly.

Indeed, while Putin genuinely 
values good relations with Israel, 
he also values good relations with 
Iran (and with Turkey and all Arab 
governments, too, for that matter).

While Netanyahu might want to 
portray Putin as siding with Israel 
against Iran, this is not what Putin 
is doing. While Netanyahu empha-
sised Iran in his talks with Putin, 
the Russian president talked about 
the possibility of Moscow play-
ing the role of mediator between 
Israel and the Palestinians, some-
thing that Netanyahu is really not 
interested in having Russia do.

Netanyahu may hope that the 
optics of revived Russian-Israeli 
summitry might send a message to 
Tehran that if it thought Russian-
Israeli relations had permanently 

deteriorated after the September 
2018 incident, it was wrong.

While the Iranian government is 
hardly pleased to see the revival 
of Putin-Netanyahu meetings, 
Tehran seems to be downplaying 
the importance of the February 
27 gathering. Instead, the Iranian 
media emphasised preparations 
for the battle to restore Assad 
regime control over Idlib. It will 
be a battle in which Moscow and 
Tehran are on the same side.

What this latest Putin-Netanya-
hu summit shows is that, as close 
as Netanyahu is to the Trump ad-
ministration, it is vitally important 
for the Israeli leader to cultivate 
good relations with the Kremlin. 
At a time when Russia’s role in the 
Middle East has been growing, 
Israel is not even trying to sideline 
Moscow from the peace process 
as the United States and Israel did 
during the Cold War.

What this also suggests is that 
the most likely Russian reaction 
to efforts by Trump’s son-in-law, 
Jared Kushner, to negotiate an 
Israeli-Palestinian peace agree-
ment will be to exploit the wide-
spread Arab opposition to it that 
is likely to arise and promote a 
“better” Russian alternative. This 
is unlikely to succeed but Putin is 
less interested in bringing about 
Israeli-Palestinian peace than in 
making sure that the United States 
does not do so.

Arab public opinion remains as 

focused as ever on the Palestinian 
issue but key Arab governments 
allied to the United States — Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emir-
ates in particular — share Israel’s 
concern about the threat from 
Iran.

Putin has maintained good 
relations with both Iran on the 
one hand and Israel and the Gulf 
Arabs on the other despite their 
antagonism towards each other. 
However, with the Assad regime 
having basically won the civil war 
with Russian and Iranian support, 
continued Iranian military activity 
in Syria is going to test this.

Netanyahu told Putin that 
Israel will continue to act against 
this Iranian activity. It would not 
be surprising if Riyadh and Abu 
Dhabi support Israel in this, at 
least tacitly.

Unless, then, Moscow can 
mediate between Israel and Iran, 
conflict between them in Syria and 
possibly Lebanon is going to es-
calate and both will push Moscow 
to side with it against the other. 
Putin will find maintaining good 
relations with both to be increas-
ingly difficult.

Mark N. Katz, a professor of 
government and politics at the 
George Mason University Schar 
School of Policy and Government, 
is the 2018 Sir William Luce fellow 
at Durham University in the 
United Kingdom.

Putin and Netanyahu: Friends again?
Viewpoint

Mark N. Katz

At a time when 
Russia’s role in the 
Middle East has been 
growing, Israel is not 
even trying to 
sideline Moscow 
from the peace 
process as the United 
States and Israel did 
during the Cold War.

The United Kingdom joins 
the United States, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand 
and the Netherlands as 
Western countries that 
designate the Shia group 
in its entirety as a terrorist 
organisation.

Lebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri said the UK 
designation would not 
affect relations between 
London and Beirut.
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OPEC Secretary-General Mo-
hammad Barkindo said US Presi-
dent Donald Trump was welcome 
to join a dialogue on balancing 
supply and demand in the global 
oil market.

The United States, as the world’s 
biggest oil producer, has a strategic 
stake in supply and demand glob-
ally, Barkindo said when asked 
about Trump’s tweet telling OPEC 
that oil prices were becoming 
too high and to “relax and take it 
easy.”

Barkindo spoke to Reuters on 
the sidelines of an oil conference 
in Riyadh.

(Reuters)

Libya’s internationally recog-
nised government has agreed with 
state National Oil Corporation 
(NOC) on reopening the El Sharara 
oilfield and lift force majeure, a 
government statement said.

Both sides agreed on steps for 
civilians, who helped guards seize 
the southern field in December to 
make financial demands, to leave, 
the Tripoli government said in a 
statement.

NOC said the field would reopen 
once militiamen outside the 
regular oil protection force leave El 
Sharara, a statement said.

(Reuters)

State-owned UAE energy giant 
Abu Dhabi National Oil Company 
(ADNOC) signed a $4 billion deal 
with US investors BlackRock and 
KKR, granting them a minority 
stake in its pipeline arm.

The agreement gives the two 
investors a joint stake of 40% 
in ADNOC Oil Pipeline, a newly 
established firm that owns the 18 
pipelines that carry Abu Dhabi 
crude oil and condensates, a state-
ment said.

ADNOC will keep the remaining 
60% ownership and have sov-
ereignty over the pipelines and 
management of operations, the 
company said.

(Agence France-Presse)

A top EU official said the Euro-
pean Union will help finance the 
construction of a railway line con-
necting Istanbul to the Bulgarian 
border with a $314 million grant.

EU Commission Vice-President 
Jyrki Katainen spoke at a news 
conference with Turkish Economy 
Minister Nihat Zeybekci at an an-
nual meeting to increase economic 
cooperation between Turkey and 
the European Union despite their 
fraught relationship.

(The Associated Press)
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iting figures on inflation, 
growth and productivity, 
Central Bank of Tunisia Gov-
ernor Marouane El Abassi 

raised the alarm about the country’s 
economic situation.

“The figures about the economy 
are frightening but while I see prob-
lems, I also see solutions to resolve 
the economic crisis,” Abassi said.

Abassi urged Tunisians to help 
find solutions to the economic chal-
lenges.

“We have to work together to go 
through the steep slope of this year,” 
he said at a parliamentary hearing 
February 25. “It is an election year 
and creditors and investors are ob-
serving a wait-and-see stance.”

Tunisia’s parliament summoned 
Abassi after the Central Bank raised 
the benchmark interest rate for the 
third time in a year. The hike was 
criticised by the country’s main 
trade unions and employers’ groups, 
which expressed concern over how 
it could affect Tunisians’ purchasing 
power.

“It was not easy to take the de-
cision of raising the interest rate. 
Do you think as a governor of the 
Central Bank I want to hurt people 
in their purchasing power or busi-
nesses?” asked Abassi. “The move 
was necessary because inflation will 
be the main threat to the economy if 
it gets out of control.”

The Central Bank increased the 
interest rate 100 basis points to 
7.75% on February 19 to combat in-
flation. The move came after the 
government-run National Institute 
of Statistics released data on Tu-
nisia’s economics performance for 
2018 showing meagre growth, low 
productivity, high inflation and a 
weakening currency.

The increase was opposed by the 
Tunisian General Labour Union 
(UGTT) and the Tunisian Union of 
Industry, Trade and Handicrafts, 
which said it would hurt investment 
and inflict hardship on the poor.

However, Tunisian experts said 
the decision was necessary to fight 
inflation and secure funding from 

the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) to cover the national budget 
and trim the deficit. Tunisia reached 
a $2.8 billion loan deal with the IMF 
in 2018 but agreed-on reforms have 
failed to take shape.

The UGTT staged a nationwide 
strike January 17, the first such work 
stoppage in 40 years, to protest the 
government’s refusal to raise the 
salaries of public service employ-
ees. It called off a later strike after 
the government agreed to wage in-
creases. Economists estimated the 
salary hike would cost the country 
$327 million and spur inflation, ulti-
mately hurting the poor.

Abbasi said the IMF had delayed a 
scheduled visit Tunisia to assess the 
country’s economic performance 
before granting a new crucial loan 
instalment.

“The IMF’s continuing support 
will enable us to convince the rest 
of the lenders to grant Tunisia the 
needed foreign funding for the 2019 
budget estimated at $3.3 billion,” 
Abbasi said.

Tunisia’s foreign debt service 
repayment stands at $3 billion for 
2019, data from the Central Bank in-
dicated.

Abassi told parliament that, if the 

Central Bank had failed to gradually 
raise the benchmark interest rate, 
inflation could be “in the double 
digits now.”

“In my view, we should have 
raised [the rate] by 100 basis points 
instead of the 25 points in the previ-
ous periods of rate hikes,” he added. 
“Inflation would be lower now.”

Abassi warned that the most re-
cent hike would not be the last if in-
flation continued to rise and growth 
remained stagnant.

He pointed to the steep decline 
of the country’s current account as 
a reflection of the country’s severe 
economic deterioration since 2011.

“Tunisia’s industry is dying slow-
ly and imports are increasing,” Abas-
si said. “Even if you trim no essen-
tial imports, the problem remains as 
they are not the most important.”

He said the “real problems” were 
reflected in an energy balance that 
went from being in balance in 2010 
to a $2 billion deficit now. Abassi 
also pointed to sharp declines in 
earnings from phosphate exports 
and tourism.

“The decline from such key sec-
tors of the economy feeds the struc-
tural deficit of the current account, 
which causes imported increase of 

the inflation and affects the value of 
the dinar with rising inflation at the 
end,” he said.

The current account deficit 
swelled from $985 million in 2010 
to $3.9 billion in 2018, accounting 
for 11.2% of the country’s GDP, data 
from the Central Bank showed.

The current account balance is a 
key measure of a country’s foreign 
trade. A deficit indicates the level at 
which imports exceed exports.

Tunisia’s net foreign currency 
outflow to finance imports grew 
six-fold from 2010 to 2017, equalling 
$2 billion. The value of energy im-
ports quadrupled and earnings from 
phosphate exports and tourism 
shrank 75% and 50%, respectively, 
the World Bank said.

“All of us must cooperate in so-
lutions, including as consumers,” 
urged Abassi. “We have to consider 
that, if we buy imported goods or 
goods from the parallel market, we 
hurt our foreign currency reserves 
and the jobs in the real economy.”

He stressed that it was critical 
for the Central Bank to maintain its 
neutrality and “relative independ-
ence,” staying outside the fray of po-
litical infighting to bolster Tunisia’s 
credibility abroad.

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunisian Central Bank projects 
‘frightening’ economic outlook

Cairo

E gypt has started apply-
ing new regulations to 
ensure the delivery of 
food subsidies to the 

neediest members of the general 
public.

The regulations, which went into 
effect February 1, exclude millions 
of people from the nation’s food 
subsidy system, raising fears of 
how the changes might affect the 
poorest Egyptians.

“The government cannot reform 
the subsidy system by depriving 
millions of people of these subsi-
dies under the pretext that they do 
not deserve them,” said consum-
ers’ rights campaigner Mahmoud 
al-Asqalani. “The new regulations 
are so tough and cause harm to the 
poor.”

More than 80 million people are 
registered in Egypt’s food subsidy 
system, which allows Egyptians to 
buy food, particularly bread, at a 
fraction of their market price using 
food stamps.

The new regulations reduced 
the number of food subsidy ben-
eficiaries by approximately 10 mil-
lion. The Ministry of Supply said 
it would reduce the number of 
beneficiaries further in the coming 
months.

The regulations exclude mem-
bers of the general public who 
own cars whose market prices ex-
ceed 2 million Egyptian pounds 
($114,000), pay more than 35,000 
pounds ($2,000) in school fees for 
their children each year and who 
pay more than 1,500 pounds ($85) 
for electricity consumption each 
month.

“We want to deliver the subsi-
dies to those who deserve them,” 
Egyptian Minister of Supply Ali 
Muselhi said.

The Supply Ministry will apply 
more regulations in April to again 
lower the number of people who 
qualify for the national food subsi-
dy system. These new regulations 
would exclude people with high 
mobile phone bills, who own land 
and those in senior posts.

The regulations are part of 
Egypt’s reform of the subsidy sys-
tem, which has defied changes 
over the years because of the im-
portant place subsidised bread 
holds on the Egyptian conscience.

During the Egyptian revolution, 
protesters chanted “Bread, free-

dom and social justice.” Food ri-
ots over subsidy cuts to the daily 
bread allowance have occurred as 
recently as last year.

Egypt spends around $500 mil-
lion a year to subsidise food. Those 
registered in the food subsidy sys-
tem are eligible to buy cooking oil, 
rice, sugar and bread for less than 
20% of market value.

The system is essential to tens 
of millions of poor Egyptians, al-
though lower-middle class and 
even upper-middle class Egyptians 
are known to use the system.

The food subsidy system change 
is a small detail in Egypt’s eco-
nomic reform programme that has 
included slashing subsidies on all 
commodities and services, includ-
ing car and home fuel, electricity 
and water.

The reforms aim to reduce pres-
sure on the general budget, reduce 
the budget deficit and make avail-
able enough funds to bankroll the 
upgrade of the country’s educa-
tional and health systems.

A lack of strict subsidy system 
regulations allowed millions of af-
fluent Egyptians to join millions 
of poor citizens outside food out-
lets and bakeries to get subsidised 
commodities.

Yumna al-Hamaqi, an econom-
ics professor at Cairo University, 
said some of her pupils, who pay 
thousands of dollars in fees for 
university education, told her that 

they are registered in the food sub-
sidy system.

“Some of these pupils have grad-
uated from very expensive inter-
national high schools and yet they 
are registered in the food subsidy 
system,” Hamaqi said. “This is far 
from fair.”

The food subsidy system in-
cludes all types of Egyptians, from 
the richest to the poorest. Univer-
sity professors, deputy ministers, 
medical doctors, engineers, senior 
police officers and company exec-
utives are registered in the subsidy 
lists along with those with no jobs.

The government said it wants to 
use the money saved to offer ad-
ditional food aid to the poor, esti-
mated at 25 million people.

The fear, however, is that the 
new plan could affect millions of 
people who rely on the subsidies 
even if they are rich enough on pa-
per to do without them.

Asqalani, who runs an NGO that 
campaigns for reasonable food 
prices, said not all of those who 
enroll their children in private 
schools, for example, can be con-
sidered rich.

“Some of these people de-
prive themselves of food to give 
their children quality education,” 
Asqalani said. “Nonetheless, they 
will be deprived of the subsidies, 
even as they need them, only be-
cause they are mistakenly classi-
fied as rich.”

Amr Emam

Egypt’s food subsidy system reform faces opposition

The new plan could affect 
millions of people who 
rely on the subsidies even 
if they are rich enough on 
paper to do without them.

Frank talk. 
Governor of 
the Central 
Bank of Tuni-
sia Marouane 
El Abassi 
attends a news 
conference in 
Tunis, 
February 20.  
              (Reuters)
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ears of a crisis of confi-
dence in Oman’s financial 
assets rose after interna-
tional credit rating agen-

cies downgraded the country’s 
sovereign bonds to critical levels, 
resulting in higher borrowing and 
debt servicing costs for the sultan-
ate.

Although the grade given Oman 
by credit rating agencies was high-
er than Bahrain’s, the yield on its 
outstanding 2028 notes was 7%, 
0.4% higher than equivalent Bah-
raini bonds.

Analysts said sovereign bonds 
investors feared Oman would 
have a crisis like the one faced 
by Bahrain last year when Mana-
ma’s debt servicing costs rose and 
speculation over unpegging the 
Bahraini dinar from the US dollar 
increased.

Bahrain emerged from the crisis 
because of aid from Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates and Ku-
wait. That aid package was con-
ditioned on implementation of 
wide-ranging financial and fiscal 
reforms, including establishing a 
value added tax. Large structural 
reforms were put in place and 
market confidence was restored.

However, observers said Muscat 
may not find a similar lifeline be-
cause of the sultanate’s independ-
ent political positions, which are 
not always in line with those of 
its Gulf neighbours, especially on 
issues such as the war in Yemen, 

Iran’s destabilising policies and 
the crisis with Qatar.

Oman distanced itself from im-
plementing Gulf economic poli-
cies and has not imposed a value 
added tax, which went into effect 
in Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates more than a year 
ago and in Bahrain this year.

Analysts said Omani balance 
sheets cannot remain isolated 
from the regional context the sul-
tanate is in. It may face difficult 
financial decisions in a global cli-
mate that tends to favour political 
and economic alliances.

Cash-strapped Oman has been 
slow to implement reforms after 
oil prices declined in 2014 and its 
borrowing increased. Muscat’s 
budget deficit is also one of the 
highest among the sovereign en-
tities monitored by Fitch Ratings 
Agency, which downgraded the 
sultanate’s credit rating to high-
risk levels in December.

Omani bonds are the cheap-
est among all Gulf Cooperation 
Council countries, meaning that 
Oman’s sovereign borrowing costs 
are higher than those of the other 
members.

Bloomberg News quoted Ab-
dul Kadir Hussain, head of fixed 
income at the Arqaam Capital in 
Dubai, as saying Muscat was at-

tempting to raise $6.2 billion 
through local and international 
debt issues but it would need to 
borrow more if oil prices fell.

He said Oman’s sovereign 
wealth fund’s reserves could help 
it resist for some time “but the 
government will need to show 
strong determination to imple-
ment reforms; otherwise these re-
serves can quickly erode.”

While Bahrain has benefited fi-
nancially from its close relation-
ship with Saudi Arabia, Oman has 
refused to pick sides in regional 
conflicts, Bloomberg News said. 
The sultanate has maintained pol-
icies, including friendly relations 
with Iran and Qatar, that have 
sometimes put it at odds with its 
neighbours.

Mohammed Elmi, an emerging-
market portfolio manager at Fed-
erated Investors UK, said: “Oman’s 
securing of a Gulf aid package, 
similar to the one obtained by 
Bahrain, will necessitate serious 
budget reforms and a change in 
political alignment that brings it 
closer to its Gulf neighbours, es-
pecially Saudi Arabia.”

Concerns are growing over the 
Central Bank of Oman’s declin-
ing foreign exchange reserves. 
Analysts and international finan-
cial institutions deem current oil 
prices to be well below what Mus-
cat needs to ease pressure on its 
financial balances.

Sergey Dergachev, senior portfo-
lio manager at Union Investment 
Privatfonds GmbH in Frankfurt, 
said the massive sell-off of Omani 
sovereign bonds in December is 
still in the mind of investors. That 

will add to borrowing costs and 
put an additional 0.45% premium 
on its sovereign debt cost, he said.

However, Philipp Good, CEO of 
Fisch Asset Management in Zu-
rich, said he is not worried about 
Oman’s creditworthiness, noting 
the sultanate’s efforts to diversify 
its economy away from oil by in-

vesting in infrastructure and fo-
cusing on tourism.

Credit rating agency Fitch Rat-
ings’ forecasts indicate that 
Oman’s public debt will reach 58% 
of GDP by next year, up from 48% 
at the end of 2018.

Salam Sarhan is an Iraqi writer.

Salam Sarhan

Receding buffers. A general view of the Central Bank of Oman’s 
building in Muscat.                                                                             (Twitter)

Market speculation pressures 
Omani balance sheets

Oman distanced itself 
from implementing Gulf 
economic policies and has 
not imposed a value 
added tax.
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ahrain’s cabinet approved 
the 2019 budget with the tar-
get of reducing the deficit by 
35% from last year’s levels. 

The Bahraini government said it ex-
pects a deficit of about $1.88 billion.

The 2020 budget projects deficit 
of $1.6 billion. The government said 
it looked to balance spending and 
revenues by 2022.

The current fiscal year budget 
should have been approved early in 
the year but was delayed because of 
the introduction of reforms related 
to $10 billion in financial assistance 
from Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates and Kuwait.

The Bahraini News Agency (BNA) 
reported that the Bahraini cabinet 
approved budgets for fiscal years 
2019 and 2020 and referred them to 
the Bahraini House of Representa-
tives for discussion and ratification.

Analysts said the expected reduc-
tion in the budget deficit represents 
a significant shift in Bahrain’s fiscal 
affairs and adds a touch of realism 
to facilitate the implementation of 
structural reforms, including a val-
ue added tax (VAT) and significant 
changes in public spending.

The budget deficit last year was 
about $2.3 billion, a drop of about 
33% from $3.4 billion in the 2017 
budget.

BNA quoted a cabinet statement 
as saying: “The government has 
taken into account in drafting the 
budget plans to reach the balance 
point within the framework of the 
initiatives of the fiscal balance pro-
gramme until 2022, without preju-
dice to basic services affecting citi-
zens.”

The draft budget for 2019 estimat-
ed public revenues to reach $7.28 
billion and public spending to total 
$8.62 billion. Given those figures, 
the budget deficit for 2019 should 

come to about $1.34 billion but the 
government did not say why it es-
timated the deficit gap at $1.88 bil-
lion.

In the draft budget for next year, 
expected revenues were estimated 
at $7.62 billion and expenditures at 
$8.71 billion.

Key items in the budgets include 
$1.78 billion for investment pro-
jects for each financial year, taking 
into account the Gulf Finance Pro-
gramme.

Futures trading in international 
markets pushed the Bahraini dinar 
last June to its lowest level in 17 
years and Bahrain’s international 
bond prices plummeted due to 
worsening fiscal imbalances.

The announcement of the Gulf 

initiative for Bahrain stabilised the 
sovereign bond yields as investors 
stated confidence in Bahrain’s eco-
nomic future.

The cost of Bahrain’s borrowing 
from global financial markets fell 
sharply to 5.625% as the Bahraini 
sovereign fund issued new bonds, 
signalling renewed interest by inves-
tors in Bahrain’s debt instruments.

Analysts said the developments 
showed improved confidence in Ma-
nama’s economy by financial mar-
kets because of structural reforms 
implemented by Bahrain.

Bahrain’s borrowing cost is com-
parable to many other countries’ 
with a high credit rating and high 
levels of confidence, especially as 
the demand for Bahraini bonds is 
six times higher than the offer avail-
able.

Fund managers said the final pric-
ing confirmed Manama’s success 
in the first test of international de-
mand for Bahrain’s new debt instru-

ments since the Gulf aid.
“Bahraini bonds are trading in a 

narrower range than those like it, in 
light of the aid package from the Gulf 
countries,” said Zeina Rizk, head of 
fixed income at Arqaam Capital in 
Dubai. The announcement of the 
package last June rebuffed market 
speculators.

Bahrain recently quickened the 
pace of economic reforms by pass-
ing a package of laws, notably the 
introduction of a VAT and pension 
reforms.

The 5% VAT is one of the key com-
mitments under the Gulf Finance 
programme. The agreement pro-
vides for the imposition of a VAT in 
all Gulf Cooperation Council coun-
tries during the current year.

The tax is to promote and diver-
sify non-oil financial revenues. It 
comes after the introduction in De-
cember of a tax, ranging 50-100%, 
on tobacco and its derivatives, soft 
drinks and energy drinks.

The Arab Weekly staff

Bahrain cutting budget deficit
Positive signs. 
Bahrain’s 
Minister of 
Finance and 
National 
Economy 
Sheikh Salman 
bin Khalifa 
al-Khalifa 
speaks during 
a financial 
conference 
in Manama, 
February 27.                                              
              (Reuters)

London

Q 

atar Airways said it 
would not expand routes 
to some destinations in 
Africa, as it has previ-

ously announced, because of the 
Arab quartet’s lengthy boycott of 
the Gulf state.

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Egypt and Bahrain 
broke off diplomatic relations 
with Qatar in June 2017. They 
closed land, sea and air links with 
Doha because of its ties with Iran 
and alleged support for radical Is-
lamist groups.

In a Twitter post February 28, 
Qatar Airways airline said it “had 
to suspend some planned new 
destinations, especially in West 
and Central Africa.”

Qatar Airways last year said the 
boycott directly affected its rev-
enues. The airline said seat oc-
cupancy on flights leaving Qatar 
was down 19% and its fleet was 
forced to fly longer routes, raising 
fuel costs. It cancelled flights to 18 
destinations.

The economic implications of 
the airlines’ modifications of its 
routes were the source of addi-
tional pressure.

“It is painful because there are 
many routes that slide as much as 
two-and-a-half hours longer and 
there are routes that are narrow-
body routes that we had to con-
vert to wide-body to carry enough 
fuel to go the longer distance,” 
said Qatar Airways CEO Akbar  
al-Baker last September.

(With additional reporting 
by Reuters.)

Qatar Airways 
cancels expansion 
plans for Africa 
over boycott
The Arab Weekly staff

The Bahraini government 
said it expects a deficit of 
about $1.88 billion.
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Debate

A new Arabian Peninsula in the making

S 

ince ancient times, the 
Arabian Peninsula has 
been folklorised in the 
Western mind as a land 
of sand, tribalism, kings 
and princes; the eternal 

setting of “One Thousand and One 
Nights.”

This folklorised perception 
changed slightly with the advent 
of the region’s petroleum industry 
and the development of megaci-
ties such as Mecca, Riyadh, Kuwait 
City, Abu Dhabi and Dubai. Still, 
elements of orientalism remain 
imbued in the West’s perception of 
the Gulf, with the region stereo-
typed as a place where emotion 
triumphs over reason and mystery 
governs people’s lives.

While some blame the people of 
the Arabian Peninsula for reinforc-
ing this view, few are cognisant of 
important cultural and develop-
mental shifts in the region in recent 
years.

It is true that the Arabian Penin-
sula has long been a land of sand, 
kings, princes, wealth and proud 
tribes — characteristics that locals 
take pride in as part of their identity 
and heritage. However, the region 
is and has always been more than 
that. It is also an area of immense 
scientific research and landmark 
advances.

At the forefront of the moderni-
sation movement is Saudi Arabia, 
which is investing heavily in sci-
ence and education.

The kingdom has worked to be-
come a hub of research excellence, 
spending up to 12% of the govern-

As Gulf countries make steady 
progress in science, education 
and advanced technology, it is 
time to re-evaluate the 
perception of the region.

ment budget on higher education. 
One central part of the objective 
has been the development of the 
King Abdulaziz City for Science and 
Technology, an independent scien-
tific organisation that essentially 
functions as the country’s national 
science agency.

The kingdom has established sev-
eral universities devoted to science 
and technology. These include Al-
faisal University in Riyadh, which 
focuses on biotechnology, King 
Fahd University of Petroleum and 
Minerals in Dhahran and King Saud 
University’s College of Science, 
which provides a diverse choice of 
degrees related to biochemistry, 
enzymology, bioenergetics, chemi-
cal thermodynamics, quantum 
chemistry and geophysics.

Saudi Arabia intensified efforts 
to improve the quality of education 
after being ranked 66th out of 134 
countries in the 2018 edition of the 
“Global Knowledge Index.”

While the kingdom was found to 
be strong in certain areas, such as 
research, development and innova-
tion and the economy (in which it 

ranked 38th and 47th, respective-
ly), as well as health and environ-
ment information and communica-
tion technology, it scored lower in 
technical and vocational education 
and training.

Improvement in those areas is 
especially critical given Saudi Ara-
bia’s predominately young popula-
tion and the kingdom has intro-
duced initiatives and programmes 
for this purpose.

Among these is the “Skills for 
Our Tomorrow” conference by the 
Misk Global Forum, which focuses 
on youth, knowledge and inno-
vation. In addition, the founda-
tion has initiated programmes 
to develop its knowledge-based 
economy as the country begins to 
shift away from oil in line with its 
Vision 2030.

Another Gulf country that has 
prioritised scientific research is 
the United Arab Emirates, which is 
home to numerous state-of-the-art 
universities and research centres.

In April 2018, the country 
unveiled its 2031 science strategy, 
a national agenda designed to 

use advanced sciences to address 
future challenges. The 2031 strat-
egy supports the objectives of the 
Emirati 2071 centennial plan, with 
a focus on education, the economy 
and government development.

While the 2031 strategy may take 
some time to bear fruit, the UAE 
has already made major strides in 
advanced technology, successfully 
launching two satellites — Al Yah 3 
and KhalifaSat — into orbit last year.

This achievement put the UAE in 
an elite club whose future lies be-
yond Earth and demonstrated the 
promise of advanced technology in 
changing the country’s economic 
landscape.

A UAE astronaut is to head into 
space September 25 on a trip to 
the International Space Station, 
officials from the Mohammad Bin 
Rashid Space Centre said. Either 
military pilot Hazza al-Mansoori 
or engineer Sultan al-Neyadi is 
expected to be the first Emirati in 
space.

Back on Earth, UAE leaders look 
to turn the country into an open-air 
laboratory through the UAE Plat-
form for Scientific Laboratories, 
a coalition of the country’s major 
research institutions. Through this 
programme, the UAE has provided 
advanced research resources to 
improve scientific sectors through-
out the country while reducing 
research costs 30%.

To foster further talent and inno-
vation, the UAE granted the first set 
of long-term visas to 20 scientists, 
experts and researchers in January, 
in line with a decision by the UAE 
cabinet.

As Gulf countries make steady 
progress in science, education and 
advanced technology, it is time to 
re-evaluate the perception of the 
region. The Arabian Peninsula has 
set out a new trajectory for itself, 
developing modern skills and sec-
tors while preserving its ancient 
heritage.

However, for its mission to suc-
ceed, the region must not merely 
romanticise the past but come 
together to build a better future.

Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Iman Zayat

Science   IT

Using data as a tool of Arab development

Governments in Gulf 
countries seem to be slowly 
joining the effort to collect, 
mine and disseminate data. 

activists, entrepreneurs, academics 
and development practitioners.

Visualise 2030 gathered 50 young 
people from across the region to 
collect and analyse data on specific 
issues, as linked with specific sustain-
able development goals.

Iraqi Mohammed Ammar Al Qas-
sim is a Visualise 2030 “initiative am-
bassador” — someone who is spread-
ing the word about the importance of 
data in their country. Qassim said he 
feels deeply about his task. “Without 
data,” he said, “you would be walking 
blind, which is what we are doing 
right now in the Arab world.”

It’s not as if the Arab world has no 
data but it is not easy for the aver-
age citizen to access. There are 232 
global indicators for the monitoring 
of 2030 Sustainable Development 
Goals. Mapping by the ADP indicates 
that Arab countries can report on 
average only 38% of those indicators. 
That’s 7% below that of a developed 
country, such as the United Kingdom. 
ADP mapping also shows that only 
ten Arab countries have an online 
database linked to their national 
statistical offices.

“The remaining data continue to 
be published in the form of static PDF 
yearbooks or excel sheets,” said Farah 
Choucair, ADP project manager. 
“Hence, transposing that paper-based 
data using our online system is a 
painstaking exercise.”

The statistics agencies of Saudi 
Arabia, Iraq, Tunisia and Egypt have 
decided to support ADP’s task of 
making the data more technology-
friendly, she said.

To include MENA citizens in the 
development debate, people need to 
be able to access real data in a way 

they can understand. The difficulty 
of accessing data has fuelled the 
general perception that there is not 
enough data or that it is deliberately 
not made available by governments. 
In some cases, this has led to mistrust 
of government.

Choucair said the region needs 
“more disaggregated data by sex, age, 
income group and a much wider vari-
ety of indicators.” That’s the only way 
to create an accurate picture of socio-
economic conditions, she added.

“So far, the ADP covers 5,000 indi-
cators on 14 themes available on our 
website,” Choucair said. The indica-
tors include age and gender groups, 
consumer spending and subsidies. 
The broad themes are water and food 
security, information and communi-
cation technology, health, banking 
and finance.

Academics in the region are also 
seeking more data. Ilhem Allagui, 
associate professor at Northwestern 
University in Qatar, said data can help 
governments “improve public ser-
vice; increase access to information 
for customers; improve data analysis; 
ensure transparency, attenuate tech-
nological risks, improve international 
competitiveness and improve human 
development and economic growth.” 
All of this would enhance “stability 
and sustainability,” Allagui added.

This is particularly important in 
conflict-affected areas. Visualise 2030 
participant Kanan Salloum’s work on 
Data4Syria, an international project, 
was meant to assess the state of the 
country’s economy after years of 
conflict.

Salloum said: “We benefited from 
the available data on the micro and 
macroeconomics of Syria’s economy. 

Not only were we able to understand 
where the big losses were but also 
conduct statistical predictive studies 
to discover possible scenarios for 
rebuilding the country.”

Collecting data, analysing it and 
writing a narrative around it will help 
the region in another crucial way, 
too. Mohanned Al Sheikh, a Visualise 
2030 participant from Yemen, said 
making complex data accessible to 
ordinary people is important if they 
are to be included in public debates. 
“I hope that using static and motion 
designs to convey informative data 
would open people’s hearts, so that 
they can change their countries,” he 
said.

Palestinian data science expert 
Abed Khooli admitted that the data 
culture in the region is still in its 
infancy because it needs “a culture 
of openness and a culture of leader-
ship and technical capacity. Storage 
infrastructure can be purchased but 
local expertise, passion and leader-
ship cannot.”

Governments in Gulf countries 
seem to be slowly joining the effort to 
collect, mine and disseminate data. 
The region has a smart city such as 
Dubai and some e-services are avail-
able to residents of the United Arab 
Emirates. Qatari e-portal Hukoomi 
allows access to information from 
various government departments.

It’s a start but the region needs to 
go much further, much faster if data 
are to be used as a tool of and for 
social change.

Khadija Hamouchi is a Belgian-
Moroccan social entrepreneur and 
founder of SEJAAL, an initiative that 
is building an app for young people.

T 

he attention increas-
ingly paid to the United 
Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals has 
led many governments to 
collect data to interpret 

and work towards national develop-
ment.

That’s where the Arab Develop-
ment Portal (ADP) comes in. It’s an 
initiative of the coordination of Arab, 
national and regional development 
institutions, the Islamic Development 
Bank and the OPEC Fund for Interna-
tional Development, in collaboration 
with the UN Development Pro-
gramme. Its Visualise 2030 initiative 
is meant to encourage the collection, 
visualisation and consumption of 
data by young Arabs in support of in-
formed public debate about develop-
ment and other important issues.

In the second year since the 
introduction of Visualise 2030, the 
ADP has broken the monopoly on 
data enjoyed by a small group of 
well-connected technical experts. It 
is building a constituency of data-
consumers of diverse backgrounds, 
including journalists, civil society 

Khadija 
Hamouchi

A future beyond Earth. Emirati astronauts Sultan al-Neyadi (L) and Hazza 
al-Mansoori during an interview in Dubai, February 25.                                                    (AP)
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Egypt’s population predicament

The population explosion 
exacerbated harmful factors 
into a crisis structure that is 
damaging the economy, society, 
security and political 
conditions.

Experts 
point out 
that 
population 
growth in 
Egypt has 
become a 
national 
security 
issue. Some 
call it “the 
mother of 
all crises.”

Najla Sulaiman, a 40-year-old 
medical doctor with four children, 
said she was displeased with the 
government’s calls for only two 
children. “The slogans change but 
the crisis remains the same,” she 
said. “The government is trying 
to blame the people for its failure 
to achieve real economic develop-
ment.”

“The government always forgets 
to define the population problem, 
which is that the rate of population 
growth is higher than the rate of 
economic growth,” she said. “So 
the government focuses on the 
first part of the equation only and 
then blames the poor for Egypt’s 
economic crisis because of their 
desire to reproduce without pay-
ing attention to the cost of raising 
children.”

“Can’t we think of procreation as 
a blessing and pleasure for these 
poor people, to help them forget 
their painful economic misery? 
Why should we demand that 
they give it up if we are unable to 
provide a better life for them?” she 
asked.

Ahmed Boraie, a father of four 
who works in a private company, 
shares those sentiments and 
said that as long as birth control 
campaigns were issued by authori-
ties, no one would pay attention to 
them.

He said the matter is related to 
the lack of trust between citizens 
and the government. Citizens 
don’t see the value of responding 
to government campaigns and 
sometimes refuse to respond to 
such campaigns as a form of pro-
test about conditions.

“Egyptians have been forced to 
reduce the number of children in 
the family because of the govern-
ment’s austerity measures, which 
have worsened the families’ ability 
to provide the basics of life. Some 
families are worried that their 
children are going to be leading a 
difficult life in a miserable society,” 
Boraie said.

Observers of Egyptian affairs 
point to China’s success in this 
area. Chinese officials responded 
to the overpopulation crisis and 

underdevelopment conditions 
by investing in China’s human 
resources and developing the 
country’s educational and produc-
tive systems.

Mohammed Abdul Jalil, an 
economist and former adviser to 
the head of the Central Agency for 
Public Mobilisation and Statistics, 
said population growth in Egypt 
has reached unprecedented levels.

“The rate of population growth 
in the past was about 10 million 
people every 50 years. In 1920, 
the number of Egyptians was 12 
million and by 1950 the population 
reached 20 million and from 2011 
until now the increase was 16 mil-
lion people at the rate of one child 
every 15 seconds,” he said.

He said: “Attacking the govern-
ment as unable to absorb the pop-
ulation increase and comparing 
the situation with China is unfair 
because China has a population 
growth rate of about half the same 
rate in Egypt.

“Moreover, the economic growth 
rate in Beijing is 14 times higher 
than the rate of population in-
crease, so the population increase 
is not a burden on the economy. 
In Egypt, however, population 
growth is a big problem.”

There is a growing debate about 
the real causes of the deterioration 
of economic conditions in Egypt 
and their connection to popula-
tion growth. Whether connected 
or not, both issues result from 
accumulated factors that lead to 
poverty and ignorance.

Experts point out that popula-
tion growth in Egypt has become a 
national security issue. Some call 
it “the mother of all crises.”

The population explosion 
exacerbated harmful factors into 
a crisis structure that is damaging 
the economy, society, security and 
political conditions.

The experts estimated that the 
population growth rate of 2.6% 
must be accompanied by eco-
nomic growth of 6% annually. 
During the past five years, Egypt’s 
economic growth rate has not 
exceeded 4%. One of the conse-
quences of this imbalance is a 

noticeable increase in criminality 
and violence in society.

Abdul Samad Hamouda lives 
in the village of Bark al-Khiyam 
in southern Giza. Sitting amid his 
nine children, he said: “Children 
are a blessing from God and a di-
vine order to settle the land. How 
can we control the matter and put 
a limit on the number of children? 
Why do we criminalise what Allah 
has permitted?”

Hamouda’s words reflect the 
cohesion between religious edicts 
and widespread cultural beliefs 
regarding procreation. Egyptians 
firmly believe that to have many 
children is a blessing from Allah.

The government has realised 
how difficult it will be to change 
that cultural framework and 
consolidate the concept of family 
planning among citizens. The new 
campaign is being conducted for 
the first time in partnership with 
civil society associations.

In addition to the media cam-
paign, the Ministry of Social Soli-
darity has invited more than 100 
associations in all governorates 
to participate through workshops 
and door-to-door campaigns in 
villages and rural areas to reach as 
much of the population as possi-
ble. The government has provided 
financial and logistical assistance 
to the associations.

Wafa Said, professor of sociol-
ogy at Ain Shams University, said 
poor families, rural populations 
and inhabitants of poor neigh-
bourhoods tend to have large 
families because they consider 
children to be sources of income 
by having them work in industry 
and agriculture.

The government has responded 
to that concept, as shown in tel-
evision ads. The Ministry of Soli-
darity chose Hosni, who is widely 
popular among young people, to 
be the spokesman for the cam-
paign. It is hoped that the simple 
content of the ads, as well as their 
youthful language, may attract the 
attention of young people.

Mahmoud Zaki is an Egyptian 
writer.

E 

gyptians remember a 
phrase often repeated 
by artist Ahmed Maher: 
“Don’t judge a man by 
his word. Judge him by 
his care for his home 

and family.”
People recall Maher’s words but 

don’t pay attention to their mean-
ing. Consider population growth 
in Egypt. Since the beginning of 
the government’s family planning 
campaign in the 1990s, Egypt’s 
population grew by more than 25 
million, a number that confirms 
that the government’s awareness-
raising campaign did not affect the 
large segment of Egyptians who 
see procreation as a source of pride 
and a means of increased income.

Egypt’s population reached 97 
million at the beginning of 2019, an 
increase of 1.5 million from 2018. 
This population explosion trig-
gered economic and social alarms 
because it strained state resources 
and was a hindrance to develop-
ment efforts.

The Egyptian government has 
introduced a new awareness-rais-
ing campaign — “Two are Enough” 
— with the participation of actor 
Akram Hosni. This prompted de-
bates about whether people’s con-
victions about procreation have 
changed, about the reasons for the 
failure of previous campaigns and 
about whether the government 
is using demographic changes as 
an excuse for failing to increase 
economic development.

Mahmoud Zaki

Society

Demographic challenge. An elevated view of al-Attaba district on the edge of downtown Cairo.                                                                                                                                             (AFP)

Egypt
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Dubai

I 

n any review of Emirati contem-
porary art, the name of pioneer-
ing artist Najat Makki comes to 
the fore. She continues to amaze 

art devotees after more than 40 
years of artistic endeavours.

Born in 1956, Makki was the 
first Emirati woman to earn a gov-
ernment scholarship to study art 
abroad. She obtained bachelor’s and 
master’s degrees from the College of 
Fine Arts in Cairo, where she also re-
ceived a doctorate in 2001.

Makki said most of her work was 
inspired by her home environment, 
which is reflected in sculpture, re-
lief, painting, collage, multimedia 
and installation covering realism to 
abstract expressionism.

In recent years, Makki has ex-
plored new materials, such as Bohe-
mian crystal for the Sharjah Interna-
tional Islamic Art Festival, creating 
mesmerising multimedia “Visual-
Audio Flaps.”

“I like art and give it my all, work-
ing every day. If you don’t, your 
blood and mind will stop and you 
stop growing as an artist,” Makki 
said.

She said her techniques depended 
on and take inspiration from the 
material — metal, clay, glass, crys-
tal, paint or canvas — with which 
she happened to be working but 
stressed that “the mind and hand 
reign supreme.”

Women, children, the older gen-
eration, nature, Sufi music, issues 
of poverty and peace are subject 
matters of most of Makki’s works. 
She shed the early academic influ-
ences to create her own genre, char-
acterised by the variety of colours 
inspired by nature, the play of light 
and shadow, embellished with deli-
cate lines and executed with a light 
touch.

Her search for new ways of ex-
pression and new forms are what 
sets her apart, with her work exten-
sively shown at local, Arab and in-
ternational exhibitions.

Makki attributed her inspiration 
for art to childhood surroundings in 
her father’s house in Bur Dubai, near 
the sea and the market. Her father 
had a herbal medicine shop and, 
at home, her mother and two older 
sisters were constantly sewing and 
embroidering bed and pillow covers.

Encouragement from teachers at 
the Khawla bint Alazwar primary 
school, which she attended, was 
also a major factor. The domestic 
and exterior environment created 
an atmosphere that sparked Makki’s 
imagination and set her on a lifelong 
pursuit of art.

“Whenever I saw something, my 
mind begins to think how to depict 
it on paper,” she said. “My imagina-
tion would run riot looking into the 
constantly changing colours of the 
sea across where we lived.”

Makki said she remembered her 
first painting, which she exhibited at 
school when she was 12. The paint-
ing was of an itinerant Pathan mer-
chant who used to go to every door-
step in the neighbourhood carrying 
a load of wares — textiles, bangles, 
rings and toys.

Makki’s first public exhibition was 
in 1979 at Al Wasl Club, Dubai. Since 
then, her work has been exhibited 
across the Middle East and Europe. 
It can be seen in Dubai at the Hunar 
Gallery and Beyat Gallery and in 

Abu Dhabi at the Etihad Modern Art 
Gallery.

She said a 4-month stay in Paris 
eight years ago was a revelation and 
very important for her as an artist. 
Visiting the many art galleries and 
museums provided an intimate ex-
posure to works from Islamic, Euro-
pean, Indian and Mexican civilisa-
tions and cultures.

Makki said she believed in giving 
back to society and is at the forefront 
of Emirati art, culture and society. It 
has been nine years since she retired 
from the Ministry of Education but 
she says she keeps busy exploring 

new ideas in her home studio in Al 
Barsha, Dubai.

She notes that many of the young-
er generation of artists crave instant 
success. Her advice is: “You should 
give yourself enough time to de-
velop your art. The idea behind the 
work has to be solid.” The pioneers 
of the first generation of Emirati art-
ists “put in decades of hard work be-
fore tasting success,” she added.

Present-day artists have many 
new resources to fall back on. Mass 
media provide ideas and tech-
niques, she said, while, during her 
time, “there was only one’s own 

mind and hand to create art.”
She has no airs about what she has 

achieved. “Even though I am an es-
tablished artist, not all my ideas are 
perfect,” she said.

Among her contemporaries, Ab-
dul Qader Al Rais is the one she 
most admires for the careful way 
he chooses colour and for his clear 
thinking. Makki said he was the 
front runner among Emirati artists 
and fully deserving of his interna-
tional stature.

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

Cairo

S 

yrian artist Souad Mardam 
Bey set off on a new colour 
adventure in her most re-
cent exhibition, exploring 

the concept of travel and its differ-
ent meanings and manifestations, 
from moving to different places to 
living new experiences and amaz-
ing adventures.

Mardam Bey was born in Damas-
cus. She studied philosophy and 
art in Beirut and has been practis-
ing art since she graduated. She 
initially devoted her interest to 
painting doors, then to painting 
dancers in motion before focusing 
on portraiture. The human being is 
the central component of her work.

She has had solo exhibitions in 
Damascus, Beirut, Kuwait, Cairo, 
Paris, Washington and Montreal 
and participated in group exhibi-
tions in Syria, Lebanon, Saudi Ara-
bia and Argentina.

Mardam Bey spent most of her 
childhood in Lebanon. She devel-
oped an early passion for painting, 
which persisted even after she had 
obtained her university degree in 
philosophy. She went on to study 
art for two years at Lebanese Uni-

versity in Beirut before moving in 
2010 to Cairo, where she regularly 
shows her work.

In her exhibition at the Zamalek 
Art Gallery in Cairo, titled “Veni, 
Vidi, Amavi” (“I came, I saw and 
I loved”), Mardam Bey presents a 
dream-like aesthetic and mysteri-
ous atmosphere in which charac-
ters evolve and stare into the un-
known.

The characters are dressed in 
vividly coloured garments. It’s the 
colours of the fabrics that imbue 
Mardam Bey’s world with a dreamy 
and enchanting atmosphere. Her 
colour palette is a gradient, from 
the earth colours that constitute 
the background to dark yellows, 
gold and touches of dark red and 
blue.

She uses colour to highlight the 
elements of her paintings. It is men 
and women. Women have always 
been the focus of Mardam Bey’s 
work, portraying them as partners 
to men in life, as well as symbols of 
seduction, warmth and emotion.

The protagonist in these works 
is the act of travelling itself. All the 
elements in the painting centre on 
this concept. The artist uses real 
objects such as horses and trains 
to illustrate and enrich her ideas 
through wild imagination, in addi-
tion to evoking feelings associated 
with the idea of travel, such as af-
fection, homesickness and long-
ing.

While the canvases differ in di-
mension, they are united by the 
dynamic movement that the act of 
travelling entails.

Here is a little girl riding a wild 
horse or gingerly climbing the 
horns of a large bull. In other paint-
ings, we perceive the feelings of 

contemplation and waiting in the 
eyes of a group of people. These 
characters meet at times in one 
scene or you could find them dis-
persed among different paintings.

The general composition of the 
approach in these works do not di-
verge much from the general line 
characterising Mardam Bey’s artis-
tic experience but there is a great 
variation in content.

She said she finds inspiration 
in her art from people’s faces and 
characters and from related ele-
ments she digs up from the depths 
of the artistic patrimony but with-
out falling into redundancy or trite 
imitation.

Her colour choices have a special 
character inspired by an oriental 
aesthetic that is generally found in 
most of her work.

In Mardam Bey’s work, one can 
perceive a hidden musical dimen-
sion and a constant effort to study 
a concept and treat it through lines, 
composition and colour. In her art, 
she tries to depict the current zeit-
geist and the visual environment 
she lives in. That is her obsession, 
as she puts it.

She also tries to add a touch of 
fantasy to her scenes and this im-
bues her paintings with a sense of 
mystery.

Mardam Bey painted dervishes 
during a period in which she was 
most interested in black and white, 
two colours that have a special 
charm and that confers a sense 
of tranquillity and dream, which 
could be interpreted by some as a 
tendency towards the mystical and 
the Sufist.

Mardam Bey, however, denied 
this and said painting dervishes 
was an attempt to explore a visual 

heritage. She said she does not 
want her work to carry meanings 
and dimension that they do not 
contain nor mean to include.

She said an artist’s visual memo-
ry absorbs everything he or she has 

ever seen, transforming this mem-
ory into a unique combination with 
a singular character.

Nahed Khuzam is an Egyptian 
writer.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Nahed Khuzam

The 40-year creative journey of an Emirati woman artist

In Cairo exhibit, Syrian 
artist gives colour to travel

Najat Makki attributed her 
inspiration for art to 
childhood surroundings in 
her father’s house in Bur 
Dubai, near the sea and the 
market. 

In her exhibition at the 
Zamalek Art Gallery in 
Cairo, Mardam Bey 
presents a dream-like 
aesthetic and mysterious 
atmosphere in which 
characters evolve and 
stare into the unknown.

A focus on portraiture. A painting by Syrian artist Souad 
Mardam Bey.                                                                                         (Al Arab)

Prolific artist. Najat Makki poses next to one of her paintings.                                            (Courtesy of Najat Makki)
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Sejnane

C 

elebrations erupted in the 
small northern Tunisian 
town of Sejnane when Tu-
nisian Minister of Cultural 

Affairs Mohamed Zine El Abidine 
inaugurated an event to honour the 
Berber tradition of artisan pottery.

“The Pottery of Sejnane, Our 
Pride” took place February 18-22 
and is the most recent show of 
recognition for the Berber pottery 
of Sejnane, which, despite genera-
tions of heritage, was only recently 
placed on a list of the intangible 
cultural heritage of the UNESCO.

Sejnane, in Bizerte governorate 
north-west of Tunis, is famous for 
its unique pottery style and col-
ours. Crafted mainly by wom-
en artisans, the pottery 
exhibits intricate Berber 
detail through a unique 
fabrication method. 
Sejnane pottery is 
made and decorated 
with natural ele-
ments from the im-
mediate area.

“The artisans of 
this region have 
sacrificed a lot for 
the survival of the 
pottery despite their 
difficult working 
conditions,” Zine El 
Abidine said. “Today 
is an opportunity to 
celebrate hard-work-
ing women of Tunisia 
and also to celebrate 
the recognition of Tuni-
sian artisans on an inter-
national level.”

Zine El Abidine said the 
Ministry of Cultural Affairs 
would allocate a budget for Se-
jnane pottery to incentivise the 
artisans. It would also dedicate a 
week to Sejnane artisans at the City 
of Culture in Tunis. The event is to 

include exhibitions of Sejnane pot-
tery as well as photography and art 
exhibitions showcasing intricacies 
of the craft.

“The pottery of Sejnane is differ-
ent from other types in Tunisia. 
It is made of all-natural elements 
and does not contain any chemi-
cal components,” said Sabiha Ayari, 
one of the few remaining artisans 
of Berber pottery. “It’s all manual 
work and no piece looks like the 
other. All the pieces are unique.”

The 56-year-old said she inherit-
ed the craft from her ancestors who 
kept the Berber tradition alive for 
thousands of years

The clay the artisans use comes 
from the ground of Sejnane, 
which is more favourable for clay 

than agriculture, and the decora-
tive colours are extracted from 
plants.

The pottery is usually decorated 
with traditional Berber symbols 
and reflects the origins of the tra-
dition that dates back 3,000 years, 
archaeologist Adnan Louhichi said. 
He emphasised the cultural signifi-
cance of Sejnane’s pottery.

“There is continuity along the 
Maghreb when it comes to pottery, 
and the ceramic artwork of Tunisia 
is similar to other North African 
countries,” Louhichi said. “They 
all have Berber roots and origins. 
Sometimes, they have a certain 
narrative to them, using animal 
and human symbols.”

Pottery is a family business in Se-
jnane. Originally, it was a part of the 
daily lives and culture of the fami-

lies. Today the pottery serves 
many modern purposes.

Ayari said people can 
use her pottery for daily 

use or for decoration 
and it is all natural. 

The clay comes from 
the earth and the 
colours come from 
a plant.

“I have been 
working in pottery 
since I was eight 
years old. I was 
born into this,” she 
added. “My mother 
and my grandmoth-
er used to make it 
for their own daily 

use in their houses. 
We didn’t use the 

dishes we have to-
day.”

Ayari lamented that 
the main issue facing 

the culture is funding and 
distribution. Many struggle 

economically, which drives 
them to leave the craft.

Sejnane pottery has been the 
focus of the collective “Sejnane, 
Human Wealth,” which has been 

trying to alert authorities to the im-
portance of preserving the cultural 
heritage of the region.

After receiving recognition from 
UNESCO, the collective released 
“The Pottery Artisans of Sejnane: 
Women and the Know-how,” a book 
that tells the story of the artisans. 
The book was primarily the work of 
Louhichi and ethno-anthropologist 
Neziha Skik.

“This pottery is old. It is different 
from the pottery of other regions,” 
Skik said. “It is made manually 
from the material of an ecological 
nature, from the clay, from ele-
ments of the environment that are 
unique to Sejnane.”

“It is impressive that women are 

the driving force behind the sur-
vival of this craft,” he added. “They 
are creative in using the elements 
from their natural surroundings. 
The decorations are simple but 
specific, which distinguishes their 
work from other kinds of pottery.”

While acknowledging the impor-
tance of recognising Sejnane pot-
tery as part of UNESCO’s list of the 
intangible cultural heritage, Skik 
and Louhichi emphasised the im-
portance of providing the ground 
for the craft to develop.

“It’s a great recognition for the 
country because it was the prod-
uct of years of work. It is also a first 
for our country,” Skik said. “This 
shows the importance of the work 
of the women artisans. This recog-
nition should help establish sus-
tainable development projects as 
it will bring visibility to this poor 
region.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Roua Khlifi

Pottery figurines on display in Sejnane.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               (Facebook)

Pottery of Tunisia’s Sejnane 
receives international recognition

A Berber pottery plate.                                                                   (Facebook)

The clay in the pottery is 
from Sejnane — the land is 
more favourable for clay 
than agriculture — and the 
decorative colours are 
extracted from plants.

A flower pot on display in 
Sejnane.                             (Twitter)

Heritage
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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.

Marrakech: 
Through May 16

The Marrakech Biennale is a 
festival with the mission to build 
bridges between cultures through 
the arts. The seventh edition of 
the event takes a multidiscipli-
nary approach to introduce art-
ists and works primarily from the 
Arab world, the Mediterranean 
region and sub-Saharan Africa.

Beirut: 
March 10-15

The Beirut International Women 
Film Festival is an annual event 
that gathers film-makers and 
cinema lovers from around 
the world. The festival aims to 
highlight the power of women in 
various life situations.

Luxor: 
March 15-21

The eighth Luxor African Film 
Festival will screen films pro-
duced in African countries in 
competitions for Long Narratives, 
Long Documentaries and Short 
Films.

Zammour, Tunisia: 
March 27-30

The third Zammour Fest will take 
place in a Berber village in the 
Tunisian Sahara. Over four days 
and three nights, visitors camp 
in Bedouin tents, trek or bike 
in the village, visit mountains, 
attend folklore parties and enjoy 
traditional food.

Beirut: 
April 3-14

The Beirut International Platform 
of Dance, considered one of the 
most important dance festivals 
in the region, brings to the stage 
local and international dance 
companies.

Tunis: 
April 4-14

The 14th Jazz a Carthage, an 
annual music festival, brings 
together renowned international 
and local musicians for concerts, 
lectures, exhibitions and nightly 
jam sessions. Concerts take place 
in Gammarth, Tunis, Sidi Bou 
Said and La Marsa.

Merzouga Desert: 
April 5-15

The Marathon des Sables is one 
of the most gruelling ultramara-
thons. Runners must endure ex-
treme weather conditions in the 
Sahara on a 250km run through 
sand dunes and elevations in 
southern 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, television pro-
grammes and related pop culture 
elements, such as anime, manga, 
collectible card games, video 
games, webcomics and fantasy 
novels.

Jaffa

I 

didn’t know what to expect 
driving through the highway to 
Jaffa, leaving Jerusalem behind.

I was no stranger to the an-
cient city. The names of Jaffa’s 
neighbourhoods were part of child-
hood memories, as much as old Pal-
estinian proverbs related to ports 
and to the water.

The trip was short, yet loaded 
with emotion, as I recalled Jaffa’s 
history.

Lying on the shores of the Medi-
terranean, Jaffa is believed to be 
the oldest port in the world. In ad-
dition to the strategic role it played 
in trade and commerce, Jaffa was 
also known in the late seventh cen-
tury as the cultural capital of the Le-
vant, where the first newspapers in 
the region found their voices in the 
multicultural city.

One of the early descriptions of 
Jaffa is found in the writings of Arab 
historian Al-Maqdisi, who wrote: 
“Yafah: a small town, on the sea, 
although the emporium of Pales-
tine and the port of Ar-Ramlah. It is 
protected by a strong wall with iron 
gates and the sea-gates also are of 
iron. The harbour is excellent.”

As we approached the harbour, 
I could tell why the city was called 
“the bride of the sea.” The smell of 
salt and fresh fish along with the 
cries of seagulls greeted us as we 
parked by the old port and strolled 
along the promenade.

Inhaling deep, sucking in the 
gentle breeze that engulfed me as 
I looked at the horizon beyond the 

pier, I started up the hill. Jaffa took 
its name from the Greek ancient 
word “yabu,” meaning the “beauti-
ful.” Everything about the old port 
was serene, picturesque and capti-
vating.

I walked towards the fishermen 
boats, allured by the familiar Arabic 
songs echoing along.

From a distance, I saw a small 
sign written in tiny green letters 
saying “Masjed Al-Bahar” (“Mosque 
of the Sea”). I remembered the sto-
ries I heard of love and agony telling 
of sailor’s wives waving goodbyes, 
wishing their husbands luck and 
spending their nights praying at this 
shrine for the safe return of those 
who head to sea to make a living. 
The mosque is the oldest in Jaffa. 
Paintings depicting it date to 1675.

From afar, I could spot one more 
landmark of the port, Jaffa’s light-
house looming in orange and white, 
still standing, not in operation since 
1966.

I wanted to see more of the old 
city, more of what have possibly 
remained untouched and authen-
tic. “Where do I start?” I asked a 
fisherman, who was ducking his 
boat. “Have you been to the Or-
anges Steps, “Daraj Al-Burtuqal?” 
he asked.

I followed his directions towards 
a stone arch and there it was. The fa-
mous steps, which narrow and wid-
en right and left, took me through 
a journey of memory where I could 
almost picture orange farmers un-
loading their shipments from up-
per decks all the way down to the 
port. I could envision the hunched 
backs of carriers rushing to the ex-
port ships with their precious com-
modity. Jaffa is still today a major 

exporter of quality oranges, lemons 
and pomegranates.

The maze of alleys emitted herit-
age at every turn. The musharabi-
yyas of the old windows overlook-
ing the inside of the stairs and the 
tiny shops made the journey en-
chanting.

I soon found myself in old Jaffa 
staring at one of the city’s icons, 
the clock tower. The famous square 
is the busiest part of the city. The 
clock tower was built in 1906 to 
mark the crowning of Ottoman Sul-
tan Abdul Hamid II.

I spent the evening wandering 
along the cobbled pathways, feast-
ing on local Arab delicacies, sam-
pling hummus at Haj Kaheel’s snack 
shop and falafel from Abu Hasan 
Karawan and rewarding my taste 
buds with a delicious grouper plate.

It was ironic seeing the flashy In-
terContinental David hotel rising 
above the only minaret of Hasan 

Beik mosque, 2km from the sea-
shore. I had to stop by this mosque, 
not only for its cultural and histori-
cal value but also because of the 
sacrifices of the original residents 
of the city to keep it standing as the 
last and only authentic Arab land-
mark at the frontier of the “new” 
city infiltrating the land and erasing 
the identity of Palestinian Jaffa.

I wasn’t allowed inside as I was 
approached by volunteer guards, 
who questioned my intentions tak-
ing photos of the exterior of the 
mosque. To them, it was a matter of 
survival, as they recounted stories 
of vandalism.

I moved away with heavy steps 
and a heavy heart as I took a fi-
nal look at the silent mosque. Its 
minaret, sadly, no longer calls for 
prayers.

Ruba Zeidan is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Jordan.

‘The bride of 
the sea,’ Jaffa 
picturesque and 
captivating
Ruba Zeidan

A view of the main entrance to the old church in Jaffa.          (Ruba Zeidan)

The new city of Jaffa.         (Ruba Zeidan) The old lighthouse overlooking Jaffa Port.                             (Ruba Zeidan)

A general view of the old port in Jaffa.                         (Ruba Zeidan)


