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Rohani seeks ‘channel’ in
Iraq to bypass US sanctions
►

Rohani’s meeting with Iraq’s most senior Shia cleric, Grand
Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, was likely an attempt to mend fences
with Iraqi Shias critical of Tehran’s influence in Iraq.

Mamoon Alabbasi

London

A

s Iran begins to feel the
pinch of sanctions imposed by the United
States, Iranian leaders are
working to secure stronger commercial ties with Iraq and dissuade
Baghdad from abiding by punitive
measures against Tehran.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
visited Iraq March 11-13 with a large
delegation of businessmen and politicians.
Rohani and Iraqi Prime Minister
Adel Abdul-Mahdi signed several
memorandums of understanding
on trade and oil as well as for building a railway linking Iraq’s southern
Iraqi oil city of Basra to Iran’s border town of Shalamcheh. The two
leaders also agreed to make visas
for businessmen and investors free
of charge.
Brian Hook,
US special
representative
for Iran

“I think what Iran would
ultimately like to see happen
is Iraq turn into a province of
Iran.”
Iraq was “another channel for
Iran to bypass America’s unjust
sanctions… this trip will provide
opportunities for Iran’s economy,”
a senior Iranian official accompanying Rohani told Reuters.
Officials from the two countries
said they wanted to increase bilateral trade from $12 billion per
year to $20 billion. Despite wield-

ing heavy influence on Iraqi politicians, Iran is second to Turkey in
terms of importing goods to Iraq.
Although European countries objected to the sanctions imposed by
the United States, European companies are afraid of doing business
with Iran because it could expose
them to penalties from Washington.”
“Whatever sector you look at,
companies will keep in mind being cut off from the US financial
system when deciding whether to
trade with Iran,” Mehdi Varzi, an oil
consultant who previously worked
at the state-run National Iranian Oil
Company, told Reuters.
The United States has granted
Iraq, along with several other countries, a waiver to continue doing
business with Iran. That waiver
will expire at the end of March for
Iraq and it is unknown whether the
United States will renew it.
US Special Representative for
Iran Brian Hook questioned Rohani’s motives for visiting Iraq. “I
think what Iran would ultimately
like to see happen is Iraq turn into
a province of Iran,” Hook told Alhurra TV.
Watheq al-Hishami, director of
the Iraq Group for Strategic Studies think-tank, told the Financial
Times that “Iran wants to pressure
Baghdad not to adhere to the [US]
sanctions.”
Iranian
Oil
Minister
Bijan
Zanganeh criticised Baghdad in
February for failing to pay a $2 billion debt for energy imports. During
Rohani’s visit, some $200 million of
that debt had reportedly been paid.
Rohani hinted that it’s time for
Iraq to pay Iran back for its support
to Baghdad in the fight against the
Islamic State (ISIS). “If the support of the Islamic Republic of Iran

didn’t exist then Baghdad and the
Kurdistan region would have definitely fallen and ISIS would dominate the region,” he said.
The decision for Rohani to visit
Iraq, his first to the neighbouring
country since becoming president
in 2013, could be indicative of Tehran’s concern about US sanctions
and their possible effects on the
Iraqi government’s policies.
Rohani boasted that “relations
between Iran and Iraq are special”
but in the past four years it was
a military figure — al-Quds Force
commander Major-General Qassem Soleimani — who met with top
politicians in Iraq, not the Iranian
president.
Rohani’s meeting with Iraq’s
most senior Shia cleric, Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, was likely an
attempt to mend fences with Iraqi
Shias critical of Tehran’s influence
in Iraq. In the past few years, there
has been a rising sentiment against
Iran — even among Iraq’s Shiadominated south — for its support
to allegedly corrupt politicians and
militias, which protesters say are
responsible for the country’s woes.
A statement from Sistani’s office
did not shy away from addressing
popular Iraqi concerns over Iran.
Sistani welcomed “any steps to
strengthen Iraq’s relations with its
neighbours… based on respect for
the sovereignty of the countries
and no interference in domestic affairs… The most important challenges facing Iraq are fighting corruption, improving services and
keeping weapons in the hands of
the state and its security services.”
Experts said even a willing Iraq
is unable to save Iran from its economic woes.
“While Baghdad is set to resist
US pressure and maintain close

Looking for a way out. Iranian President Hassan Rohani (C)
visits a site in Najaf, Iraq, where Iran’s Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini spent time while in exile. 			
ties with Tehran, it remains to be
seen how much it can ease Iran’s
pains, especially at a time when
Iraq is facing its own challenges in
the post-ISIS reconstruction era,”
wrote Ellie Geranmayeh for the

(dpa)

think-tank European Council on
Foreign Relations’ website.
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online Editor
of The Arab Weekly.

New Zealand bloody mosque attacks translate
far-right’s anti-migration, anti-Muslim rhetoric
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

I

n what New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern described
as one of the country’s “darkest
days,” at least 49 worshippers
were killed and many others injured
in an unprecedented shooting in
the Pacific nation that targeted two
mosques in Christchurch.
The attack March 15 on the Al-Noor
and Linwood mosques in New Zealand’s third most populous city was
broadcast live over Facebook.
Brenton Tarrant, a 28-year-old Australian national, has been charged
with murder in the shootings. Tarrant described himself as an “ethnonationalist” in a “manifesto.”
The lengthy document, posted
online before the attack and titled

“The Great Replacement,” consisted
of anti-immigration and anti-Muslim
far-right rhetoric.
“Mass immigration will disenfranchise us, subvert our nations, destroy
our communities, destroy our ethnic
binds, destroy our cultures, destroy
our people,” Tarrant wrote. “We
must crush immigration and deport
those invaders living on our soil. It’s
not just a matter of prosperity but the
very survival of our people.”
Despite being born in Australia,
which has had its own migration crisis in recent years, Tarrant appears to
have taken inspiration from Europe
where far-right anti-immigration
stances are on the rise and where he
is reported to have travelled widely.
“The origins of my language is European, my culture is European, my
political beliefs are European, my
philosophical beliefs are European,
my identity is European and, most

importantly, my blood is European,”
Tarrant wrote.
Throughout the manifesto, it is
clear that Tarrant’s grievances were
global, not local. His objectives were
also international, demonstrating the
rising global influence of far-right,
anti-immigration views.
After the attack, several countries,
including the United States, the United Kingdom and France, announced
increased security measures for
mosques in their country, apparently
fearing copycat attacks.
World leaders rushed to condemn
the Christchurch mosque attacks,
with many viewing it in light of rising
anti-immigration and anti-Muslim
sentiment.
“The brutal crime had shocked
and hurt the feelings of all Muslims
around the world and served as a
further warning on the obvious dangers of hate, intolerance and Islamo-

phobia,” Organisation of Islamic Cooperation Secretary-General Yousef
Bin Ahmed al-Othaimeen said in a
release.
Indicators pointed to the important role played by technology in Tarrant’s radicalisation. He was known
to frequent internet message boards
known for radical views. He used the
same message board to ensure that
his manifesto was published.
The perpetrator made use of
technology during the attack itself, including posting a horrifying
17-minute live stream on Facebook
as well as tweeting images of weapons and equipment before the attack.
The attack, as well as views expressed in Tarrant’s manifesto, recalled Norwegian far-right terrorist
Anders Behring Breivik who killed 77
people with a van bomb and shooting in Norway in 2011, the worst mas-

sacre in Europe since World War II.
In his manifesto, Tarrant claims to
have had “brief contact” with Breivik and even received a “blessing”
for the Christchurch attack from
Breivik’s associates.
After the New Zealand attack,
Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison, an Evangelical Christian and
leader of the country’s centre-right
Liberal Party who has been outspoken about immigration, confirmed
he had been briefed on Tarrant’s
dossier.
“It is the work of hate, I’ve got no
other way to describe it,” Morrison
said. “What’s born of hate is never
good.”
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Official welcome cannot hide Iraqis’ misgivings about visit
officials, including Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif,
who made a 4-day visit to Iraq in
January. Just prior to that, Iranian
Azhar Al-Rubaie
Oil Minister Bijan Zanganeh and
Iranian Energy Minister Reza Ardakanian were in Baghdad.
The successive high-profile visranian President Hassan
its by Iranian officials are meant to
Rohani’s visit to Iraq concounter the US push for sanctions
cluded with the two counbut, for Iraqis who blame Iran for
tries signing trade deals
their country’s woes, there is no
touted as showcasing the
sympathy for Tehran. Their list of
solid relationship between
grievances includes Iran’s susBaghdad and Tehran. For many
pected backing of corrupt politiIraqis, however, the neighbouring
cians and rogue militias.
Iranian president was an unwelAnti-Iran slogans were particucome guest.
larly noticeable in protests calling
Iraqi commentators said Rohani
for better services that rocked the
made his first trip to Iraq because
southern Iraqi province of Basra
Iran is feeling the economic pinch
since last July.
of US sanctions, which would
“I did not see any benefit to Iraq
likely worsen should Baghdad
from Rohani’s visit. He is seekgive in to Washington’s pressure
ing wealth for his country. As
to abide by the punitive measures
usual, Iraq is paying for the cost
against Tehran. The visit was
of Iran’s intervention
also viewed as an atin Iraq, as the most
tempt by Iran to use
powerful militias
Iraq to bypass US
here are supportsanctions.
Rohani’s visit
ed by Iran,” said
“The visit is
reflects concern by
Basra resident
a strong mesMohammed
sage from
Iranian officials
al-Ali. “I am
Tehran to
over Iraqi trade
so disturbed
Washington
by Rohani’s
that Iraq is a
deals with other
visit. He is not
region under
neighbouring
welcome today
Iran’s influence
countries.
or tomorrow. Not
and an imporwelcome by me
tant territory for
and by all Iraqis.”
Iran to counter
Some Iraqis did not
US sanctions,” said
object to Rohani’s visit
Iraqi analyst Mohammed
per se but did not welcome trade
al-Qaisy.
deals they see as benefiting Iran
The Iranians, Qaisy said, also
more than Iraq.
applied their own pressure on
“I welcome Rohani’s visit as the
Baghdad to end the presence of US
Iraqi government had welcomed
troops in Iraq. Pro-Iran politicians
him, too. It is no more than welin Iraq were preparing a motion in
coming any president of a neighparliament calling for a withdrawbouring country visiting Iraq. But
al timetable of US troops from the
I never agree with establishing
country.
a commercial railway (between
Rohani, who spent three days in
the two countries) because it will
Iraq, was accompanied by a delweaken the Iraqi economy and
egation of businessmen and senior

I

reduce the movement in Iraqi
ports,” said Basra resident Ali Hassan Nwayyir.
Nwayyir’s views were echoed
by Ibrahim Ghanim, another Basra
resident, who said he suspected
the agreement between Iraq and
Iran to cancel visa fees between
the two countries from April is
intended to benefit Iranians more.
“The cancelling of the visa fees
certainly will enhance the Iranian
economic and tourism sector to
attract more Iraqis and lure them
to spend their money in Iran’s
market,” Ghanim said.
Many Iraqis are unhappy with
Iran’s cutting water supplies,
which has especially affected
Basra.

Abu Oday, a 63-year-old Basran,
compared the pollution of Basra’s
waters to the threat of the Islamic
State (ISIS). “The Shatt al-Arab is
now like ISIS. It is a cup of poison
because of the Iranian blockage of
Karun River,” he said.
Such views are common not only
among Basra’s residents but also
for Iraqi Water Resources Minister
Jamal al-Adili, who blamed Iran for
the water problems in Basra.
“The water crisis in Basra occurred as a result of the closure of
the Karun and Karakha rivers from
the Iranian side,” Adili said March
7 at the annual Sulaimani Forum.
He called on Iran to address this
problem.
Iraqi observers said Rohani’s

visit reflects concern by Iranian
officials over Iraqi trade deals with
other neighbouring countries.
“Recently, Iraq has welcomed
many Arab and foreign officials
in a bid to resume trade ties with
other countries,” said Nagham Talal, an activist from Mosul. “This
led Iran to worry as it fears that
these visits will affect Iraq-Iran
trade relations.
“Iraq has been under Iran’s
influence since 2003 and they
(Iranian officials) want to keep ruling Iraq. That is why the visit has
come at such a high level like the
president of Iran.”
Azhar Al-Rubaie is a freelance
journalist in Iraq.

Iraq needs to reclaim its country, push Iran out
infrastructure and the illegal
occupation of a neighbour they
Tallha
profess to care about, the IraniAbdulrazaq
ans actively offered assistance to
the then-George W. Bush administration in its plans to invade a
sovereign country.
In his book about his time as a
senior Bush administration diploranian President Hassan
mat, Zalmay Khalilzad confirmed
Rohani made his first official
that he met with future Iranian
visit to Iraq to seek deeper
Foreign Minister Mohammad
bilateral ties and economic
Javad Zarif and said the Iranian
partnership in the face of
diplomat agreed US warplanes
sanctions imposed by the
bombing Iraq back to the Stone
United States that have begun
Age could stray into Iranian airto bite into the ailing Iranian
space without repercussions.
economy.
Khalilzad discussed gaining
Before departing Baghdad,
Tehran’s assistance in encouragRohani said modern Iraqi-Iranian
ing Iraqi Shia parties to engage in
relations were built on how Teha post-Saddam Hussein political
ran “rushed to help” any country
order, the fruits of which
in the region seeking its aid,
are clear today with a
including Iraq.
veritable “who’s
This was, of course,
who” of pro-Iran
in reference to the
Shia Islamists
immense Iranian
It is up to Iraq’s
dominating
military, ecoArab neighbours to
government,
nomic and pohelp Iraqis reclaim
state institulitical support
tions and runto the Iraqi
their country and
ning violent
government
push Iran’s
Shia jihadist
during the
militias up
crisis caused
dangerous
and down the
by the Islamic
influence out once
country with
State (ISIS).
and for all.
absolute impuWhat Rohani
nity.
failed to mention,
Cognizant of the
however, is how
mullahs’ negative acIran’s theocratic regime
tions in their country’s affairs,
has been the primary instigaIraqis of all flavours — Sunnis
tor of groups like ISIS in the
and Shias alike — have continufirst place.
ously demonstrated against Iran’s
Speaking of helping one’s
incessant meddling.
neighbours, which would ordiHas Rohani and his boss,
narily be admirable, I wonder
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatolwhy Rohani and the Iranian
lah Ali Khamenei, paid them any
regime failed to help prevent the
heed? Do they care that Iraqis are
US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003.
not asking Iran for help but are, in
Not only did they do nothing
fact, asking them to get out? Did
to hinder the mass slaughter of
they rein in their jihadist militias
Iraqis, the destruction of national

I

Encroachment ambitions. Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi (R) meets with Iranian President
Hassan Rohani in Baghdad, March 11.
						
(Reuters)
from beating, torturing and killing protesters in Basra, Najaf and
elsewhere in the Shia heartland?
Or did they turn a blind eye and a
deaf ear to what Iraqis really want
and set their militants loose on
largely defenceless civilians?
Rather than highlighting Iran’s
malignant role in Iraq and issuing declarations, just as they
did against the United States,
denouncing Tehran’s actions,
Iraqi politicians have continued
to grovel before their Iranian
masters. They rolled out the red
carpet for Rohani and are absolutely committed to helping Iran

evade US-imposed sanctions.
Iraq’s political parties seem
oblivious to the fact that voters
have stopped showing up, with
the last election garnering a paltry
45% turnout. However, they are
alive to the fact that, if the Iranian
regime falls, they, too, will fall
alongside the mullahs they are
loyal to over their own people.
These repeated visits by Iranian
officials, whether Rohani or Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
commander Qassem Soleimani,
demonstrate just how insignificant Iraq has become militarily,
economically and politically.

Because of Iran’s dubiously
masterful manipulation of the
United States and leveraging its
Shia Islamist proxies into positions of power and influence, Iraq
has become Iran’s back garden
where it comes and goes as it
pleases.
It is up to Iraq’s Arab neighbours to help Iraqis reclaim their
country and push Iran’s dangerous influence out once and for all.
Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher
at the University of Exeter’s
Strategy and Security Institute in
England.
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The splintering of Iran-backed Badr is no game changer
to institutionalising new political
structures.
The defections, by and large,
have done little to reverse the
Nazli Tarzi
spoils of patronage. The defecting groups have not displayed a
willingness to abandon established
party lines and devise their own.
Although not entirely meaningless,
eeping in trend with
splits like Badr’s are not earthIraqi politics, the Badr
shattering.
organisation, headed
“This trick is always being
by Hadi al-Amiri and
played but when it comes to elecsupported by Iran,
tions, members enter as one party
has splintered, with
and under one list,” a Baghdad
its defecting branch calling itself
lawmaker said. Some exceptions
the Patriotic Badr Movement and
apply but this is the common
those remaining branding them
trajectory.
“dissidents.”
Amiri’s dismissal as party leader
Splintering has previously been
topped the list of the break-away
viewed as evidence of a party in
group’s demands. They accuse
decay but, if anything, the estabAmiri of deviating from party prinlishment of new outfits opens more
ciples and failing to honour the
political doors through which forlegacy of martyrs and the sacrieign powers, via proxy forces, could
fices they endured to defeat the
sway the legislature.
Islamic State (ISIS).
Following gains that
Internal divisions in
Badr’s paramilitary arm
Iraq’s Shia Islamist
scored on the battlecommunity are
front against ISIS,
It seems that the
hardly limited
Amiri established
rebranding exercise
to the latest
a coalition that
spat. Before
defied the conwill struggle to
Badr, larger
stitution by alconvince large sections
political orlowing military
of the population that
ganisations
men to particiand parties
pate
in national
Badr places Iraq’s
have been ravelections. Iraq’s
interest before its
aged by similar
Independent
splits.
High Electoral
patron’s.
Qais al-Khazali
Commission granted
splintered from the
the groups a licence to
Mahdi army to estabparticipate.
lish Asa’ib Ahl Al Haq, the
Amiri’s Fateh Alliance has
Dawa party split into a Nuri
since transformed into the second
Maliki-led wing and another by his
largest political bloc in parliament.
successor Haider al-Abadi. While
Fateh members consistently push
Ammar al-Hakim detached himself
for policies favoured by Iran to
from the Islamic Supreme Council
preserve the status quo and to
to establish the National Wisdom
pushback against the United States
Movement. Their motives ranged
as tensions between Washington
from seeking electoral advantages
and Tehran escalate.

K

Revolving doors. Hadi al-Amiri (R), head of the Iran-backed Badr Organisation and leader of the
Fateh Alliance, attends a rally in Baghdad.							
(AFP)
A recent attempt to pass legislation that would draw a new timetable for the departure of US troops
from Iraq failed to secure the
consensus needed. Fateh’s inability to sway legislation reveals an
important motivation behind the
defection — an attempt to create
new channels to lobby parliament
for policies that steer Iraq’s foreignpolicy in a pro-Iran direction.
The other lost battle was Fateh’s
failure to apply enough pressure
to convince Iraqi Prime Minister
Abdul-Mahdi to award the Defence

Ministry leadership — a vital security position — to a Shia politician
against the rules of the post-2003
political order in which the Defence
Ministry was traditionally awarded
to a Sunni and the Interior Ministry
to a Shia.
Close ties to Iran, to which
Badr owes its very existence, are
unlikely to change as a result of the
newest split.
Amiri is likely to strike up new
alliances of convenience but will
resist policies and moves that unsettle Iran’s interests. The populari-

ty of the newest Badr affiliate group
— the Patriotic Badr Movement — is
in doubt regardless of its nationalist
rhetoric and promises of “freedom,
justice and prosperity.”
The rebranding exercise will
struggle to convince large sections
of the population that Badr places
Iraq’s interest before its patron’s.
Nazli Tarzi is an independent
journalist whose writings and
films focus on Iraq’s ancient
history and contemporary
political scene.

Iraq’s politicians may be happy with Iran but its people are not
Hamid
al-Kaylani

I

ranian President Hassan Rohani’s visit to Iraq continues
to stir heated debate. People
are wondering if the trip’s
outcome is going to be all in
Iran’s favour at the expense
of Iraq, despite the signing of
bilateral agreements in agriculture, industry, energy, health and
transportation and facilitating the
entry of millions of visitors.
The agreements with Iran are
open-ended and far-reaching.
Their expected effect will be
profound because they go beyond
US sanctions against Iran and bind
Iraq economically, legally and
socially.
The trip’s timing indicates
Rohani’s visit comes as more than
an opportunity to discuss issues of
mutual concern, such as the water
crisis created by Iran’s damming
of rivers flowing into Iraq and the
demarcation of the border.
In this respect, the Iranian side
is more realistic than Iraqi politicians and their media. The Iranians clearly stated that they view
Iraq as just another way to avoid
US sanctions.
In other words, the sanctions
motivated several official Iranian
delegations to accelerate visits to
Iraq in a short period. Connected
to this is the prominent role
Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif played in bringing
together various political blocs in
Iraq. The day preceding Rohani’s
visit, Zarif had a 5-hour meeting with Iraqi Foreign Minister
Mohamed Alhakim, showing just
how many files were raised during
Rohani’s visit.

To escape US sanctions — and
the crisis and internal conflicts —
the Iranian regime is rushing to
Iraq to find quick fixes for all the
items on its agenda. This includes
creating a joint bank and a common border zone, as well as having
Iraq pay Iran’s external debts in exchange for clearing Iraq’s debts to
Iran that were created by importing electricity and gas and various
goods from Iran.
So under the cover of paying its
debt to Iran, Iraq will be financing
Iranian agencies and media platforms and ensuring the compensation of Iran’s loss of resources. This
plan became clear after dozens of
satellite channel employees were
dismissed and there were long

delays in paying arms-bearing
personnel. Many of the latter will
be integrated into government militias while some will be dismissed
under various hollow pretexts.
In Iraq, there is more than one
state, so any strategic negotiations
automatically mean delivering
Iraq’s resources to Iran and its
sectarian project in Iraq. This was
obvious and confirmed by Rohani’s visit.
From the airport, Rohani and his
official delegation headed straight
to the Kadhimiya District in
Baghdad to perform religious rites,
revealing Iran’s strategy to enforce
the sectarian dimension in exercising power in Iraq and of the nature
of bilateral relations between Iran

Neighbourly burden. An Iraqi man unloads electrical appliances
imported from Iran in Baghdad. 		
(AFP)

ing Iraqis in a war of ignorance,
and Iraq.
sectarianism, identity conflict and
Those relations are detrimental
terrorism.
to Iraq’s territorial integrity, its
Even sectarian Shia authorities
independence and whatever is left
in Najaf, who have authorised
of its sovereignty.
jihad, pushed for the creation of
In the meantime, the Iraqi
sectarian militias and met with
government and media remained
political and international delsilent on Iran’s behaviour, further
egations, avoided meeting with
explaining the nature of Iraq’s poIranian delegations because
litical system and its subservience
such meetings could create
to the mullahs’ regime.
misunderstandings and
There is no need for
embarrass them with
additional interIraqis, who, unpretations based
Yes, Iraqi
doubtedly, reject
on theories on
the Iranian prohistorical relapoliticians have
ject and its role
tions and their
their own reasons
in destroying
significance.
their country.
to be happy to
All one needs
Iran and its
to do is look at
receive
Rohani
but
regime know
the welcome
those reasons do
they can find in
given to Rohani
Iraq agents who
to realise how
not resonate on the
will help them
low Iraq has
streets.
at the expense of
bowed to invadIraqis, including by
ers and colonisers
digging out old files
and thus wasted the
and documents that will
blood of its martyrs and
bring them more profit. This
its dignity.
could involve opening an investiIraqi President Barham Salih
gation about the causes of its war
used the phrase “We are lucky
with Iraq and who started it so
to have Iran as a neighbour” and
they can demand compensation.
repeated it with other demeanIraq’s politicians can be counted
ing statements. He couldn’t have
on to furnish the false testimonials
given a better sign of Iraqi politineeded.
cians’ persistence in defying the
Yes, Iraqi politicians have their
people’s will and the history of
own reasons to be happy to receive
their suffering from the mullahs’
Rohani but those reasons do not
regime before and after the Ameriresonate on the streets.
can occupation.
Iraqis are getting ready to fight
Tell any fair-minded person
for their wealth and to stand up
about the advantages of having
to Iran’s terrorism and its agents
the mullahs’ regime as a friend or
in Iraq. The latter are the rulers of
neighbour in the service of Iraq
Iraq who have placed all their eggs
and they will immediately point to
in Iran’s basket without considerthe bloodshed by demonstrators
ing the consequences of the US
in Basra.
sanctions and without considering
Not one of Iraq’s sons can see
the consequences of continuously
any honour in receiving an Iranian
disrespecting the Iraqi people.
official. It must have to do with
the collective memory that rejects
Hamid al-Kaylani is an Iraqi
the results of the US occupation,
writer.
of the quota system and of involv-
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Algerian president further isolated
as mass protests call for him to quit
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

H

undreds of thousands of
Algerians thronged streets
in cities across the country March 15, demanding
an immediate end to President Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s 20-year rule.
The demonstrations were peaceful
and joined by Algerians of all social
classes and walks of life. Meanwhile,
Bouteflika’s traditional support base
showed more signs of erosion.
The intensifying protests have left
Bouteflika and his entourage with
limited options. Heavy-handed police tactics, once effective in quelling
unrest in the country, are not available this time, given the changing
socio-political landscape.
Protesters, driven by lingering social and economic grievances they
said were long ignored by the regime, are uncompromising in their
demands: “Tetnehaw ga3″ (“All of
you must quit”) was the main slogan
chanted by protesters in Algiers, Bejaia, Tizi Ouzou, Oran, Annaba, Constantine, Batna, Adrar, Tamanrasset
and by oil workers in Hassi Messoud,
the site of Algeria’s largest oilfield.
The demands signalled a clear
rejection of Bouteflika’s efforts to
calm unrest by reversing his decision, announced March 11, to pursue
a fifth term in office. However, the
president stopped short of stepping
down immediately, saying he would
stay on until a new constitution was
adopted and his successor elected.
Algerian protesters dismissed
those proposals, which opposition
leaders derided as “ploys” to extend
Bouteflika’s tenure by as much as
two years before elections.

Bouteflika, 82, has lost many allies since returning March 10 from
medical tests in Switzerland. The
latest defection was senior National
Liberation Front (FLN) figure Hocine
Kheldoun, who bluntly said Bouteflika “is history now.”
Kheldoun, a former ruling party
spokesman, is one of the most senior
FLN officials to publicly break with
Bouteflika, saying the party had to
look forward and support the demonstrators.
Protesters used the symbolism of
Algeria’s independence war against
Bouteflika, with many draping
themselves in the national flag and
carrying pictures of revered nationalist leaders and fighters.
Algeria’s War of Independence had
provided veterans, such as Bouteflika, with political legitimacy but
memories of the struggle against the
French does not hold much sway
with the country’s young population, two-thirds of which is under
the age of 30.
Symbolic figures of the independence struggle Djamila Bouhired and
Drifa Ben Mhidi, daughter of independence war hero Larbi Mhidi,
joined the demonstrations, telling
protesters they embodied the hopes
and dreams of independence nationalists who yearned to “rebuild a free,
democratic and just independent nation.”
Bouteflika, in office since 1999, has
rarely been seen in public since suffering a stroke in 2013 and is thought
to be in poor health. Many say he is
no longer fit for office and that his
presidency is a source of national
shame.
Recently appointed Prime Minister
Noureddine Bedoui and his deputy,
Ramtane Lamamra, began a media
blitz with the help of veteran diplo-

mat Lakhdar Brahimi to draw support for Bouteflika’s reform offers,
including an “inclusive national conference” to change the constitution.
Bedoui said he would form a temporary government of “technocrats”
and others to work towards political
change and he urged the opposition
to be a part of the dialogue.
However, continued large-scale
demonstrations indicated that neither Bouteflika’s proposals nor the
promised government change satisfied protesters’ demands.
Judges who joined the protests
said Bouteflika provided no legal justification for his proposals because
the constitution does not allow him
to cancel elections or extend his stay
in power without elections.
“Several million Algerians were
once more in the streets across the
country. The regime has to stop
manoeuvring,” said political writer
Makhlouf Mehenni. “The mobilisation is stronger in the streets than it
was on previous Fridays with calm
and peace, the same civility and
good manners and organisation, determination and joy.”
Bouteflika, who helped end a
civil war against armed Islamists
in the 1990s in which an estimated
200,000 people died, is widely credited for restoring security to Algeria.
Many Algerians accepted his heavyhanded rule as the price for stability.
Today, however, most have lost
patience with deteriorating economic conditions and the leadership’s failure to hand power to a new
generation despite the president’s
health issues.
Analysts said any attempt by hardliners to use violent methods to
quash the protests have no chance of
gaining traction. The powerful military leadership has repeatedly stated

Mass movement. Algerian crowds march during a protest in
Algiers, March 15. 				

(AP)

its commitment to “the unity of vision and destiny between the army
and the people.”
The army, which has traditionally played a behind-the-scenes role
in brokering power, has gradually
distanced itself from Bouteflika and
stayed in its barracks throughout the
crisis. Whatever happens, it is expected to retain significant political
influence.
There were also indications that
police forces would be unwilling to
use force against demonstrators.
In an unprecedented move, one
policeman joined protesters in Bejaia, holding a sign saying “I’m with
the protests. No to the extension
of Bouteflika’s stay in power, no to
postponement of the elections. We
want the regime to go away.”
Protesters directed some of their
ire at French President Emmanuel
Macron, who seemed to back Boutef-

lika’s recent moves. On March 12,
Macron
welcomed
Bouteflika’s
promises of reform even if he urged
Algerian authorities to organise a
“reasonable” transition to usher in a
new rule.
Demonstrators accused Paris of
backing Bouteflika to further its own
interests in the former colony.
“We say to France, 132 years is
enough, stop the interference,” read
one banner, referring to the era of
French rule before independence.
“Macron, you are too small for today’s Algeria.”
North Africa experts in Paris said
the French government, which was
caught off guard by the protests, is
trying to keep an increasingly untenable middle ground position regarding Algeria.

yles are an important group, have
long been divided between those
who see their identity as opposed
to an “Arab” one and those who
work within the power structure
and are not shy to manipulate their
brothers, repress them, if need be,
and proclaim Algeria as an Arab
nation.
As it is, the Kabyles played a key
role in the war of liberation and
are over-represented among senior
civil service officials and business
elite. The last prime minister was
Kabyle, as was the all-powerful
head of military security, until his
removal in 2015.
France played a game of divide
and rule during the long colonial year (1830-1962), arguing that
Berbers were descendants of Saint
Augustine who could be brought
back to the faith of their ancestors
while the Arabs were, in the words
of one senior colonial official,
“hyenas” worthy of the fate of
American Indians.
The original inhabitants of Algeria, indeed of the whole Maghreb,
were Berbers; their language is
unrelated to Arabic. The process of
Arabisation — the adoption of the
Arabic language and culture over 13
centuries — has left approximately
one-third of the inhabitants of
the Maghreb with Berber as their
mother tongue.
Events in Algeria suggest that
a form of catharsis has occurred
as the younger generation moves
away from such divisions to forge
a stronger Algerian identity. An
Algeria reconciled with itself will
be more tolerant, more outward
looking and, one must hope, less
corrupt than those who led the
fight for independence two generations ago.

Last but not least, the Algerian
Army made clear through an editorial in its publication El Djeich on
March 10 that it would never side
against the people of Algeria. That
forced a quick about-face by the
chief of staff and close Bouteflika
ally General Ahmed Gaid Salah,
who for weeks had been threatening Algerians with a “Syria scenario.” However, when he spoke
March 14, Lamamra seemed to rule
out such a possibility, which was
the least he could do.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Viewpoint

The key lessons of Algeria’s protests
Francis Ghilès

Identity issue. During a protest
in Algiers, March 15, the
Algerian flag is hoisted below
the Berber banner.
(AP)

T

he long-term conclusion that can be drawn
from the confrontation between millions
of Algerians and their
political leaders, entering its fourth week, is not clear.
Demonstrations continued in the
streets of Algiers and in towns and
villages across the vast country
and, as has become the custom,
were peaceful.
Whole families demonstrated
together. All generations were
present. Some women were veiled,
most were not. Ordinary people
mingled with artists, senior civil
servants with heroines of the revolution like Djamila Bouhired.
A cross-section of Algerian society expressed its contempt to the
third-rate commedia dell’arte that
passes for politics.
A new prime minister was appointed and gave a rather pathetic
news conference. Deputy Prime
Minister Ramtane Lamamra, a
distinguished former minister of
foreign affairs and career diplomat, looked on at what had all the
appearances of a dysfunctional
team.
Meanwhile, former Foreign
Affairs Minister Lakhdar Brahimi
assured Algerians that President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika was perfectly
lucid, though he insisted he was
not a doctor.
Why not bring in a real doctor
to tell us that? wondered many
viewers.
The sequence of events looks
like an improvised end-of-reign
script. The only sure thing is that
if Bouteflika remains head of
state after April 18 — the date of
the now-cancelled election — his
tenure will be illegal.

Most Algerians say a very sick
man is being cynically manipulated by his entourage to save the
many vested interests that exist in
Algeria and whose last wish is to
see a bright light shone in obscure
places.
Two features of the past month
are worth noting. First, the protests were peaceful, the first time
this has happened in the modern
history of North Africa and the
Middle East.
The millions of people singing and dancing in the streets
presented an image of maturity,
sophistication and political wit
that contradicts the vision many
outsiders, not least in France, have
of a country whose people are
somehow programmed by their
DNA to be violent.
This offers important lessons to
Algeria’s neighbours and suggests a
more modern, more outward-looking and law-abiding country that
could play a very beneficial role
in the Maghreb and the western
Mediterranean, if a transition puts
a younger generation in power.
The second feature is that the
Berber flag was paraded side by
side with the Algerian national
flag in every demonstration. The
old division between “Arab” and
“Berber” seems to be fading.
The Berber region of Kabylie was
often the focus of violent revolts.
The most recent, in 2001, was
violently repressed and did huge
economic damage to the region.
Tensions were defused when
Bouteflika agreed to have Berber
written into the constitution as one
of the two official languages of the
country and the Berber new year
became a public holiday.
The Berbers, of which the Kab-

A feature that has not
gone unnoticed is that
the Berber flag is
paraded side by side
with the Algerian
national flag in every
demonstration.
To compare the peaceful demonstrations in Algeria to the bloody
mayhem in Syria is to insult the
country’s 42 million men and
women. Thousands of officers,
who are both professional and
untainted by corruption, watched
with dismay and growing frustration the sorry spectacle their leaders put on for the world.
One thing is sure: Tectonic
plates are shifting in Algeria. The
people are back on the stage from
which they were thrown off at
independence in the summer of
1962. How the next act of this play
may turn out is anybody’s guess.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Repatriated
jihadists provide
intelligence
bonanza for
Morocco
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

R

epatriated Moroccans from
Syria represent a source of
important intelligence to
Morocco’s security services, analysts said.
Moroccan officials said they will
investigate eight Moroccan nationals who have been repatriated from
Syria for suspected involvement in
acts linked to terrorism and the Islamic State (ISIS).
The United States and Qatar took
charge of the logistics of the repatriation to Morocco following a
handover by the Kurdish-led Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF). The force
“handed over some citizens from
Morocco who used to stay in camps
of north-eastern Syria to the Moroccan government,” SDF spokesman
Mustafa Bali wrote on Twitter.
Washington welcomed Morocco’s
move and called on other countries
to follow the North African country’s example.
“Morocco is a highly capable partner in the Global Coalition to Defeat
ISIS and we appreciate its commitment to countering terrorism,” said
Robert Palladino, US State Department deputy spokesman.

“Morocco’s actions should encourage other nations to repatriate
and prosecute their citizens who
have travelled to fight for ISIS,” Palladino said, adding that repatriation
of foreign terrorist fighters to their
countries of origin was the best solution to prevent them from returning to the battlefield.
US President Donald Trump has
urged European allies to take back
hundreds of ISIS fighters captured
in Syria. The SDF has arrested thousands of suspected jihadists, including Moroccans, who fled from
the last ISIS bastion in Syria.
Political expert Sabri Lhou said
Morocco made the right decision
in repatriating its nationals because
they represent sources of information that could be important to
Moroccan security services’ war
against terrorism.
“Morocco is one of the leading
countries in the war on terrorism
thanks to its efficient intelligence
apparatus that allowed the country
to thwart several terrorist attacks on
both its soil and overseas by sharing
information with its allies,” Lhou
said.
“Let’s not forget that Morocco has
been and is still targeted by jihadists in addition to the fact that hundreds of Moroccans joined terrorist
groups in Syria and Iraq,” said Lhou.

Vigilant measures. Members of the Moroccan anti-terrorism security service stand guard outside a
building at the Central Bureau of Judicial Investigation in Sale near Rabat.
(AFP)
Morocco has suffered two jihadist
attacks in the last eight years. Danish student Louisa Vesterager Jespersen, 24, and Norwegian Maren
Ueland, 28, were killed by extremists at an isolated hiking spot south
of Marrakech last December. In 2011,
a bomb blast at a cafe in Marrakech’s
Jemaa el-Fnaa Square killed 17 people, mostly European tourists.
Abderrahmane Mekkaoui, a professor at Hassan II University in
Casablanca, told the Assabah newspaper that the repatriated nationals
would be judged and would not be
able to join nor to be exploited by
terrorist groups or enemies of Morocco.
The Interior Ministry said the repatriation operation had a humanitarian character and allowed the
Moroccans to return to their home
country safely although those re-

turnees had been arrested and could
be sentenced to 15 years in prison.
“The danger of these Moroccan
jihadists would have been greater
had they remained in the hands of
the Syrian Kurds, who could eventually release them because of a
lack of material resources to look after thousands of prisoners of different nationalities,” said Mekkaoui.
Lhou said Moroccan security services will find out a lot more about
the ways and motives of those who
joined ISIS. Mekkaoui said he assumed the detainees would be subjected to extensive interrogations
because they constituted a mine of
information on terrorism.
Lhou said fears that repatriated jihadists would recruit other prisoners to commit terrorist acts after being freed were justified but he also
expressed confidence in the Moroc-

can security services in dealing with
repatriated jihadists.
In 2015, the number of Moroccans
in jihadist ranks in Iraq and Syria
was estimated at more than 1,600,
including 289 women and 370 children. Abdelhak Khiame, head of
Morocco’s Central Bureau of Judicial
Investigation, said in January that
643 reportedly died in combat or
during suicide bombing operations.
In December, the General Directorate of Territorial Surveillance
listed 245 returnees from the combat camps, including 178 men,
52 women and 15 children, 110 of
whom were arrested on arrival at
Moroccan borders and sentenced to
prison.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.

Questions over Russian, US roles in Libya resurface
Michel Cousins

Tunis

B

ritish media are reporting that Russia is making a
comeback in Libya by sending special forces to support
Libya’s eastern-based military commander Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar.
The claim about the Russians first
surfaced in the United Kingdom’s
Sun newspaper in October and reappeared recently in the Daily Telegraph.
The Sun reported that there were
Russian military bases in Benghazi
and Tobruk, plus Spetsnaz special
forces, Russia’s GRU military intelligence service operatives and Russian private military company, the
Wagner Group, throughout the eastern Libya.
The Telegraph said 300 Russian
mercenaries working for the Wagner Group were based in Benghazi
helping Haftar’s Libyan National
Army (LNA). “They are trying to secure the deep-water ports of Tobruk
and Derna for the Russian fleet and
also could control the flow of oil to
southern Europe if they take over
Libya’s energy industry,” a British
government source was quoted as
saying.
Wagner was also said to be providing the LNA with military equipment and logistical support.
The LNA ridiculed the reports of
Russians in Benghazi and no one
in the city confirmed the story or
indicated where the supposed Russian military base is. It is the same in
Tobruk.
The Russians, however, have obvious interests in Libya.
At the very least, they would like
to be paid the $4 billion owed on
arms sales during the Qaddafi era
as well as sell more arms, resume

construction of the $2.2 billion
Sirte-Benghazi railway project, see
Gazprom restart its activities in the
country and sell Libya hundreds of
millions of dollars worth of grain.
There is little doubt, too, that
Moscow would like to draw Libya
back into its sphere of influence and
has been very sympathetic and welcoming to Haftar. He and his advisers have been to Moscow on several
occasions. The notion that Russia
is pursuing a definite plan in Libya,
with troops on the ground in support of Haftar, is another matter.
While Russia refused to accept the
legitimacy of the Government of National Accord in Tripoli, on the basis
that it has not been approved by the
Libyan House of Representatives, it
recognises the Presidential Council,
talks to it and has welcomed its head
Fayez al-Sarraj and other members
to Moscow.
Additionally, unlike the US African
Command (Africom), which actively
supported the Misratan-led forces
in the 2016 battle to regain control
of Sirte from the Islamic State (ISIS)
with missile and aerial bombing
attacks on militant positions, the
Russians provided no such backing when the LNA was engaged in
its campaign to liberate Derna, first
from ISIS and then from the pro-alQaeda mujahideen, a campaign that
ended only last month.
Observers say that, while Moscow
wants to be a major power broker in
Libya and never misses an opportunity to blame the NATO for Libya’s
crisis, it is still watching how the
situation develops before putting all
its eggs in the Haftar basket.
That was seen in December when
Mikhail Bogdanov, the deputy Russian foreign minister in charge of
Moscow’s Libya policy, suggested
that Saif al-Islam Qaddafi, Muammar Qaddafi’s son, could be a unifying figure and lead Libya. That
could not have pleased Haftar, who

Clash of camps. A member of a force allied to the UN-backed
government in Tripoli deployed in Sirte, Libya, March 12. (Reuters)
is deeply opposed to Saif al-Islam
or any other member of the Qaddafi
family having political positions in
Libya.
The wait-and-see approach has
been that of Russian diplomats who
indicate that they are aware that,
even if the LNA were to emerge in
full control of the country, there will
be no return to the close relationship that marked the Qaddafi era.
UK media are not the only ones
warning of Russian intentions in
Libya. A report from Washington
think-tank the Brookings Institution
noted that “the risk of greater Russian influence is growing with time.”
It warned, too, of the possible threat
from jihadists.
The focus of the report, though,
was to urge the Trump administration to re-engage with Libya. As the
“least mistrusted” by Libyans of the
major powers, it said, there was an
opportunity for the United States to
“make a substantial difference” that
could stabilise the country.
That is what Presidential Council Interior Minister Fathi Bashagha

wants as well. The message he is using to get Washington’s attention is
the potential threat from ISIS.
Speaking in Washington in February, and later in an interview in
Tunis, he warned that ISIS was not
finished in Libya and that divisions
in the country could allow ISIS to regroup. The way to defeat it was for
Washington to use its influence to
end the current divisions.
“The danger is grave because
we’re not capable of fighting them
in an ideal way so long as the divisions remain,” Bashagha was quoted
as saying.
Presidential
Council
Foreign
Minister Mohamed Taha Siala and
the head of the Tripoli-based State
Council Khalid al-Mishri were also
lobbying in Washington recently.
Rarely, if ever, have so many Libyan political figures been in the US
capital at the same time and few say
that it and the timing of the Brookings report were coincidental.
Certainly, with the LNA in the ascendant, now controlling the east
and virtually all the south and with

it the internationally shunned Beida-based administration of Abdullah al-Thini enjoying a new burst of
life organising services for the south
and reconstruction in the east, authorities in Tripoli need all the help
they can get. All the more so, now
that the Tripoli militias on whom
Sarraj relies for security are threatening to break with him.
It is true that the militants have
not been completely wiped out in
Libya, although they are on the
run. The takeover by the LNA of the
south-western town of Obari saw
militants flee as the LNA conducted
house-to-house searches. Four of
them were killed in attacks by fighter jets.
The Presidential Council claimed
the strike had been undertaken by
US jets acting in collaboration with
itself. The claim was greeted with a
categorical denial by the Americans.
Sources indicated that it was the
French who were responsible for
the attacks and that the collaboration had been with the LNA — a collaboration that also saw French air
strikes in February on Chadian opposition forces fleeing from southern Libya following the LNA offensive there.
Washington publicly backs the
Presidential Council and its government but does not appear to be overly worried by suggestions that either
the Russians or ISIS could take over
the country.
“Libya is a closed subject here in
the US, with the exception of the
people at [the] State [Department]
and Africom,” said a Washington
Libya analyst closely linked to the
Trump administration. Any idea
that it was interested in getting involved in any negotiations in Libya
or with Libya was “a fantasy,” he insisted.
Michel Cousins is a contributor to
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.

6

March 17, 2019

Opinion
Editorial

The New Zealand
mosque attacks

The murderous attacks on Muslim worshippers
in Christchurch, New Zealand, reverberate
around the world.
The cold-blooded manner in which the shooter
unleashed bullets inside two mosques, streaming live on social media, was shocking and
unprecedented.
So was the high toll of victims: At least 49
killed and 20 seriously injured, making it the
worst mass killing in New Zealand since 1943.
The terrorist slaughter happened in a place
that had not previously seemed to be a major
target of extremist activities. The Muslim
community in New Zealand is estimated at
46,000, 1% of the population. Until the attack,
that small community had lived in peace in the
traditionally tolerant, Pacific nation.
In remarks condemning the attacks, New
Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern pointed
out that such bigotry went against the nation’s
character: “We were not chosen for this act of
violence because we condone racism, because
we are an enclave for extremism,” she said.
Indeed, in its blind rampages, hate-driven
extremism is arbitrary. Its pattern of violence
and terror is defined only by opportunity and
fanatical motives.
Those responsible for the Christchurch
massacre seem to have been driven by the same
narrative that is advocated by other far-right
extremists. Alarmingly, their venomous narrative, marked by anti-migrant xenophobia and
anti-Muslim bigotry, finds space to expand
through new communication technologies.
In a self-styled “manifesto” posted on social
media, the presumed shooter claimed to have
chosen New Zealand as his target to show that
“the invaders were in all of our lands, even in the
remotest areas of the world and that there was
nowhere left to go that was safe and free from
mass immigration.”
The perpetrator’s acts of terror show that
hate-filled narratives are bound to carry consequences and should not be taken lightly. They
can fuel anti-Muslim violence in the same way
they provide ammunition to extremists pretending to speak for the Muslim faith.
Advocates of hate should be made to understand that their activities are beyond the scope
of legitimate politics or free expression. Combating hate speech and related forms of terrorism
should take on a new sense of urgency.
As UAE Minister of State for Foreign Affairs
Anwar Gargash put it: “Our collective work
against violence and hate must continue with
renewed vigour.”

Women resisting
Tehran’s vigilantes

T

he Iranian government is intensifying
its crackdown on women at home
under the pretext of enforcing “public
decency” laws.
Videos are surfacing documenting
the peaceful resistance of Iranian
women who are assaulted and abused off the
street by government vigilantes purporting to
enforce a dress code, including wearing the
hijab.
Women are protesting the crackdown by
posting videos of the assaults on social media
and by wearing white headscarves every
Wednesday.
Amnesty International said Iranian authorities
not only impose the official headscarf on women
but also on girls as young as 7 years.
The goal is clearly to send a chill through the
ranks of women who challenge the despotic rule
of the mullahs.
The most outrageous case involves human
rights lawyer Nasrin Sotoudeh, who was sentenced to 38 years in prison and 148 lashes for
her activism. Sotoudeh, who has previously been
detained and harassed after representing
women prosecuted for removing the headscarf,
was convicted on charges including “inciting
corruption and debauchery,” “openly committing a sinful act by… appearing in public without
a hijab” and “disrupting public order.”
Rights groups such as Amnesty International
have condemned crackdowns such as these in
Iran as a cruel violation of human rights.
“These brutal assaults targeting women and
girls are a violation of their right to be protected
from cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment
under international law,” said Philip Luther,
Amnesty International’s Middle East and North
Africa research and advocacy director.
“Millions of Iranian women are being denied
the right to be treated with dignity and to go
about their daily lives without fearing violence
or harassment.”
The physical abuse inflicted on Iranian women
sends another message: that Tehran’s authorities are growing increasingly panicked over
women defending their freedom of expression
and right to assemble.
What is at stake is more than a dress code. It is
the yearning of Iranians — men and women — to
live in a society without shackles.
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Iran refuses to recognise
new situation in Iraq

I

Khairallah Khairallah
Schemes and manoeuvres will not solve the problems of Iran, a
country that was rejected in Iraq by the Shias before the Sunnis.

to bite. This is reflected in the
raq remains the crown
words of Iranian Foreign Minjewel of the Persian Empire,
ister Mohammad Javad Zarif,
coveted by Iranian rulwho thanked Iraq in Baghdad
ers since they inherited
for its rejection of US sanctions
the shah’s throne in 1979.
on Iran, saying that “no force
Evidence for that can be
in the world can drive a wedge
seen in Iranian President Hasbetween the Iraqi and Iranian
san Rohani’s visit to Iraq and
peoples.”
his statement that “Iraq is our
Zarif’s words, spoken on the
second home.”
eve of Rohani’s arrival in BaghThe Iranian president tried
dad, are nothing but an attempt
to prove that Iran still had a
to peddle more illusions. Zarif
presence in Iraq and that nothwas really addressing Iranians,
ing had changed in the last few
exactly as Rohani had done
months, despite the emergence
because they both know what
of a primarily Shia popular opan Iranian failure in Iraq could
position to Iran. Such a situation
mean and the effect it could
is not without repercussions in
have on the Iranian regime.
Iranian domestic affairs.
There is a new reality in Iraq
Iran is discovering that Iraq
that Iran refuses to recognise. It
is Iraq and Iran is Iran; that
is true that it has proxy militias
Arabs are Arabs and Persians
there, the so-called Popular Moare Persians, as simple as that.
bilisation Forces that continue
There is an Iraqi Shia rejection of
to do the job that should have
Iranian hegemony over Iraq. All
been assigned to official Iraqi
the sectarian militias set up by
forces. However, it is also true
Iran in Iraq will not change that
that there are real forces in Iraq
rejection despite attempts to
that stand against Iran’s direct
legitimise the militias under the
and indirect presence. You have
label of “popular mobilisation
Ammar al-Hakim, Muqtada alforces.”
Sadr, Iyad Allawi and Abadi, who
Former Iraqi Prime Minister
are firmly in a different trench
Haider al-Abadi paid a heavy
than the Iranian trench
price after declaring that
in Iraq.
Iraq’s interests were
If there were
above any others.
some Iranian
In other words,
It is certain that
breakthrough
Abadi placed
in Iraq, it
Iraq’s interRohani’s Iraq trip
would have
ests above
will not change
to be the
Iranian interanything. What
one within
ests so Iran
the ranks of
punished
could change things
the Sunnis,
him and prefor the better is
who have
vented him
asking the right
historically
from winbeen hostile to
questions.
ning another
Iran.
term as prime
It is no secret
minister.
that Iraqi parliament
Then Iran replaced
Speaker Mohammed alAbadi with Adel AbdulHalbousi is an associate of Iran
Mahdi through tremendous
but it cannot be ignored that
pressure exerted on various Iraqi
Iran is, generally, facing an Iraqi
parties by Major-General Qassem
problem for which Soleimani has
Soleimani, leader of Iran’s alfailed to find solutions. So the
Quds Force. This is how Abadi, a
help of two Iranian faces, those
Dawa Party member who never
of Rohani and Zarif, had to be
forgot that he is a son of Baghenlisted.
dad, became a symbol of the
They, though, are just two
Iraqi Shia resistance to Iran. He
masks wearing a smile and
therefore had to be disciplined.
nothing more. The two men say
On this front, Iran formally
pretty words that do not mean
succeeded but failed in subanything in the end. This is
stance. It wants to convince
because Iran has nothing to offer
itself that Iraq is a key card in
Iraq except further backwardits battle against US sanctions,
ness on every level.
whose effects are beginning

There has been a clear Iraqi
failure since 2003. Those who
succeeded Saddam Hussein
could not bring anything to Iraq
or the Iraqis. It is only logical that Iran will not be able to
provide any help to Iraq, especially because it is suffering from
US sanctions that have proven
to be much more serious than
originally believed. Even Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan
Nasrallah has started to complain
about the sanctions, which have
put Iran in a constant chase of US
dollars.
Rohani’s visit to Iraq is just
another attempt to escape reality.
Indeed, post-shah Iran has failed.
It refuses to look itself in the face
and compensates by expanding
outside its territory. Wherever
Iran goes, it brings destruction.
There is no need to enumerate
what it did in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon
and Yemen or what it could have
done in Bahrain or in any other
Gulf state.
Fleeing to Iraq and forcing it
to implement the 1975 Algiers
Agreement will not solve Iran’s
problems with its own people and
with the US administration. Iran
wants to force Iraq to implement
this unjust agreement signed by
Saddam Hussein and the shah.
At the time, the shah abandoned
the Kurds, who posed a threat to
the Ba’athist regime in Iraq, while
Saddam relinquished internationally recognised Iraqi rights in
Shatt al-Arab.
These schemes and manoeuvres will not solve the problems
of Iran, a country that was rejected in Iraq by the Shias before
the Sunnis.
What would solve Iran’s problems is facing reality instead of
escaping through delusions. Statistics say that Iran is an underdeveloped third world country
whose model is useless to any
other country. It has nothing
to export but misery, sectarian
impulses and militias.
It is certain that Rohani’s Iraq
trip will not change anything.
What could change things for the
better is asking the right questions, such as: Why is it that, 40
years after the “Islamic revolution,” poverty has increased in
Iran?
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer.
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Growing role of Algerian and Sudanese
militaries in politics

W
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Mohamed Aboelfadl
The military establishment in Sudan may get the people to buy into al-Bashir’s peaceful and
smooth removal from office while presenting another face internally, if protests continue.

hen civil society weakens
in a country,
the role of
politicians and
the military
grows. A weakened civil society
leaves a vacuum that is filled by
political forces and the military,
which often justify their involvement by the need to protect the
national interest.
Demonstrators in Algeria and
Sudan protested against Algerian
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika
and Sudanese President Omar
al-Bashir. It is clear that neither opposition movement has
a ready civilian candidate to
replace al-Bashir or Bouteflika.
Moreover, the oppositions in the
two countries know chances of
achieving their objectives are
minimal considering the power
of the military establishments.
In Sudan, the military has
been in control for more than
three decades. In Algeria, the
army plays an oversized role in
numerous ways.
Political instability in some
countries has led to armies playing an increasingly stronger role
on the political scene, increasing
the military’s involvement in
civilian affairs.
The military’s growing role in
civilian matters has been a tangible success in Algeria, where the
army is historically more deepseated than in Sudan. However,
Sudan achieved some success
since al-Bashir was forced to
transfer power from the National
Congress Party to the military.
The army’s strong grip on
political affairs in those two
countries left no space for the
elite civil society to exercise
their roles freely or influence
citizens’ attitudes in an organised manner. As such, they were
unable to protest openly against
the hegemony of the military

and its interference in the political system.
Demonstrators could not,
for example, lift banners with
slogans such as “Down with the
military regime” or signs calling
for the army not to interfere in
political issues. Their demands
were restricted to a change of
regime in the two countries, an
indication that the military had
taken firm control of civilian
affairs.
This situation has led to a
complete absence of civilian involvement in political life. What
is dangerous about this is that
the path chosen by the military
will take a long time and will go
beyond interfering in civilian
matters.
Under the pretext of maintaining national security, the military seems to plan to impose a
military-style social and political
model. Algeria has made steady
progress in this regard, so much
so that Algerian civilians feel
incapable of finding the proper
solutions unless they cooperate
and coordinate with the military

institution.
Many people say that, even
if a civilian leader is proposed,
support and acceptance of the
candidate by the military must
be secured first. The army has
come to be known as the maker
of presidents and will not accept
outside views or suggestions
against its will.
In Sudan, the experiment is
still in its infancy and has not
been thoroughly studied. For
three decades, the army has not
been as effective as it is today.
Al-Bashir recently granted the
army greater powers to deal
with political and economic
national issues, in addition to its
security role, which was limited
to supporting the orientations
of the Islamic movement in the
country.
The game of role allocation
in Algeria manifested itself
on many occasions, significantly directing criticism only
at Bouteflika, despite the fact
that protesters against his bid
to pursue a fifth term in office
knew that the regime’s solution

Kingmaker? Algerian Army Chief of Staff Lieutenant-General
Ahmed Gaid Salah presides over a military parade in Algiers,
last July. 		
(AP)

was in the hands of the military
establishment, which seems to
have learnt its lesson by avoiding
direct and violent confrontation
with the public so as to prepare
the political scene and come
out as the saviour of the people
instead.
The game is different in
Sudan, where there is a lack of
expertise and professionalism
and a lower level of loyalty and
commitment to the military establishment relative to Algeria.
In addition, there is a wide
spectrum of people in Sudan
who have doubts about ideological positions that often take
precedence over patriotism, in
contrast to Algeria, where patriotism is strong. This explains
why the Algerian Army gained
more acceptance among citizens
and more trust in its political
wisdom.
The military establishment
in Sudan may get the people to
buy into al-Bashir’s peaceful
and smooth removal from office
while presenting another face
internally, if protests continue.
However, the trick will not work
with most people if it is not
accompanied by real political
reforms because the army has
remained distant from civilian
life and left this territory to the
Islamic movement.
In Algeria, people may be
satisfied with Bouteflika exiting
the political scene because his
staying in power in such poor
health is considered a humiliation to the Algerian people and
will make it look like his military
establishment is incapable of
finding a replacement and is no
longer the maker of leaders. This
will negatively affect the image
of the military establishment as
a powerful player in the country.
Mohamed Aboelfadl is an
Egyptian writer.

After Baghouz, what do you do with ISIS families?

B

aghouz, the last
redoubt of the Islamic
State (ISIS), may be
about to fall but the
real battle against the
extremist group may
continue for years. It will revolve
around an ethically difficult and
strategically important question:
What to do with the families of
ISIS fighters?
This is a global cohort. Women
and children linked to ISIS belong
to 80 countries. A report by the
International Centre for the
Study of Radicalisation (ICSR)
in London said “41,490 international citizens” became affiliated
with ISIS in Iraq and Syria; 4,761
of those were women and 4,640
were children.
The ICSR report, by Joana Cook
and Gina Vale, is said to be the
first global dataset of its scope
and detail on ISIS. In February, the UN Security Council’s
Counter-Terrorism Committee
Executive Directorate used the
ICSR data to argue for an urgent
and considered international approach to the women who linked
up with ISIS.
What might that be, given the
revulsion, distrust and fear that
mark attitudes towards individuals who joined ISIS?
Much of the public debate
about the families of ISIS fighters
has focused on Shamima Begum,
the teenager who left Britain in

Rashmee Roshan Lall
To simply abandon ISIS-affiliated people in conflict
zones, such as Syria, would be a monumental mistake.
2015 for the caliphate established
by ISIS. Begum was stripped of
UK citizenship in February.
Her newborn son, Jarrah, died
March 7 in a Syrian refugee camp,
raising anguished questions in
the United Kingdom about the
right way to deal with defeated
ISIS fighters and their wives and
children. Begum’s son was British
by birth.
As it turns out, Begum was
not the only British woman
whose citizenship was revoked
for joining ISIS. The same thing
happened some years ago with
two sisters, who were, like Begum, from London. The sisters
reportedly live in a refugee camp
in Syria and have five children
between them.
Those seven people — and
Begum — are among thousands of
foreign women and children with
links to ISIS. Cook, whose book “A
Woman’s Place: US Counterterrorism Since 9/11″ is due out in June,
said the Western world must
recognise a basic fact — it cannot
just wish these women and their
children away; they are a reality
and have to be dealt with.
Cook told The Arab Weekly that
leaving ISIS-affiliated women in
Syria could become a concern for
the next generation.
“A number of these women
remain radicalised,” she said,
“while others may be traumatised
by their time and experience

with the group. During their time
with ISIS many of them have also
had multiple children. By not
bringing them back to their home
nations and dealing with them
in the most appropriate fashion
— whether prosecution, deradicalisation or others deemed appropriate on a case-by-case basis
— they are likely to remain in their
current state and influence their
children in a similar fashion.”
Children born or raised from
infancy in ISIS-held territory are
of particular concern. “At least
566 minors were born to at least
one Western European parent,”
said Cook. “These children, many
whose only identity has been
that affiliated with ISIS, are thus
primed for future extremism or
other anti-social behaviour.
“These children are largely victims and demand our assistance
as citizens of our states and they
are best supported in their home
countries. Their future prospects
currently rest in our hands.”
The alternative, Cook and others predict, is dire. From 2014,
the peak of its recruitment drive,
ISIS lured Westerners and others
to its caliphate by suggesting
European and American Muslims
were never properly deemed to
belong to their home countries.
Stripping citizenship and refusing
responsibility for ISIS-affiliated
people merely substantiate the
extremist group’s propaganda. It

creates a problem that will continue, as Cook said, for the next
generation.
In 2015, US President Barack
Obama described the US-led
campaign against ISIS as a
“generational struggle.” He said
“ideologies are not defeated by
guns. They’re defeated with better ideas — a more attractive and
more compelling vision.”
One of the better ideas must
be an acceptance that rule of
law must apply to ISIS-affiliated
people. This means an acceptance
by Western nations of citizens
who fought for ISIS. They could
prosecute them or work to deradicalise them, as appropriate.
However, to simply abandon
them in conflict zones, such as
Syria, would be a monumental
mistake. The Security Council
report said this risks “overburdening judicial capacities and
detention facilities.” Additionally,
said the report, the handling of
the women “who lived in [ISISoccupied] territory… will have
important implications.”
The implications are far-reaching. A principled response would
be the best, most pragmatic
option.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she
is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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New corruption
allegations arise
over Qatar’s
hosting of 2022
World Cup
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

Q

atar’s hosting of the 2022
FIFA World Cup is facing
additional allegations of
corruption that coincided
with the possibility of FIFA enlarging the tournament, drawing outcry
from human rights groups.
Former FIFA President Sepp Blatter asserted that former French
President Nicolas Sarkozy was instrumental in helping Qatar win
hosting rights to the World Cup.
Blatter said Sarkozy told former
UEFA President Michel Platini and
his supporters to vote for Qatar’s
bid.
“These four votes tipped the balance in favour of Qatar and against
the USA,” Blatter told Agence
France-Presse
“This
situation
sparked attacks from the losing parties on FIFA and me personally from
defeated England on Russia for the
2018 World Cup and from the USA,
[which] lost to Qatar.”
The revelation came after a report
by London’s Sunday Times, which
published leaked documents stating that Doha had secretly offered
FIFA $400 million in a last-minute
attempt to secure hosting rights.
The documents, the Sunday
Times reported, said executives
from Qatar’s Al Jazeera network,
owned by the then Qatari Emir

Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani,
signed a broadcast rights contract
making the offer as bidding campaigns to host the World Cup were
closing.
The contract included a clause
that FIFA would receive an additional $100 million if Qatar was
awarded the 2022 World Cup hosting duties.
The Sunday Times said, since
Sheikh Hamad was the driving force
behind the bid, the deal represented
a conflict of interest for FIFA and a
flagrant violation of its rules, which
stipulate that bidding countries are
barred from offering financial incentives to FIFA in connection with
the vote for hosting rights.
FIFA investigators later looked at
the bidding rights for the 2022 tournament and suggested the possibility of withdrawing hosting rights
from Qatar, given irregularities in
the bidding process and concerns
over whether the country would be
able to host the tournament in the
summer.
Ultimately, Qatar was not stripped
of hosting duties a few weeks after
Qatar’s state broadcaster offered
FIFA a second contract, worth almost $500 billion, for broadcast
rights to the 2026 and 2030 World
Cups.
A feasibility study commissioned
by FIFA to expand the 2022 World
Cup from 32 to 48 teams was met by
calls from rights groups to consider

Embarrassing revelations. Deputy CEO of the Qatar 2022 World Cup Local Organising Committee
Nasser al-Khater speaks during a news conference, January 9.					
(dpa)
the potential human cost.
One of the most tragic aspects of
Qatar’s preparation for the World
Cup has been the treatment of migrant workers. Both Doha and FIFA
have been criticised for conditions
under which foreign builders have
been constructing new stadiums.

The Sunday Times
published leaked
documents stating that
Doha had secretly offered
FIFA $400 million in a
last-minute attempt to
secure hosting rights.
“If we were to hold a minute of silence for every estimated death of a
migrant worker due to the constructions of the Qatar World Cup, the
first 44 matches of the tournament
would be played in silence,” HansChristian Gabrielsen, head of the
Norwegian Confederation of Trade
Unions said in 2018.
FIFA’s proposal to expand the

tournament to 48 teams from 32
would require neighbouring Gulf
countries to share hosting duties.
Qatar is a member of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), which
includes Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Kuwait and
Oman.
However, due to Saudi Arabia,
the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain severing ties with Doha in June
2017, over what they described as
its support of radical Islamic groups
and ties to Iran, this makes potential hosting duties possible only in
Kuwait and Oman.
The study, which acknowledged
the region’s geopolitical climate,
said stadiums in the region that
meet FIFA’s requirements are in the
United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia
and Kuwait, which leaves Oman out
of contention.
UAE officials stated several times
that they would be willing to cohost World Cup matches in 2022,
provided the dispute with Doha is
resolved.

“If, in the future, the crisis will
finish, then all other countries
would open their arms to welcome
any groups from Qatar,” Mohammed al-Rumaithi, head of the UAE’s
general authority of sports told the
Financial Times.
“This is Qatar’s success. They
won the bid and [are] the host and
we would only be helping. We are
happy for the Qataris.”
Regardless of the geopolitical
concerns, the push to expand the
tournament gained traction March
15, with FIFA President Gianni Infantino receiving backing for the
plan from FIFA’s ruling council after two days of talks in the United
States.
FIFA and Qatar have until June
to put together a proposal, which
would be presented to FIFA’s Council and Congress, detailing where
two additional stadiums required for
the expansion would be situated.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

UN Security Council works to salvage Hodeidah ceasefire
Saleh Baidhani

Aden

T

he international community and the United Nations
are scrambling to salvage
the Stockholm Agreement
as rebel violations of the ceasefire in Hodeidah continue and the
Yemeni government threatens to
resume military action.
The five permanent members of
the UN Security Council implored
Yemen’s warring factions to implement the Stockholm Agreement
reached in December.
In a joint statement, the representatives of the United States,
United Kingdom, France, Russia
and China said they were “extremely concerned” about the failure to
follow through with the Stockholm
Agreement. They pointed out redeploying of forces in ports and
Hodeidah, the exchange of prisoners of war and the carrying out
the agreement on Taiz had not occurred.
The message urged “both parties to begin implementation of the
proposal in good faith without further delay and without seeking to
exploit the redeployments by the
other side. We call on all sides to
ensure the UN monitoring mission
can carry out its work safely and
without interference.”
The statement came as the situation in Hodeidah significantly deteriorated. Heavy fighting broke out
March 9 between forces of Yemen’s
internationally recognised government and Iran-backed Houthi rebels south of Hodeidah, resulting
in several casualties on the Houthi

Buying time. Houthi-allied police troopers stand guard on a street in the Red Sea port city of
Hodeidah, last December.								
side and a fire that engulfed warehouses in an industrial complex.
Houthi rebels on March 12 shelled
a convoy that was transferring Yemeni government officials who are
part of the UN-sponsored redeployment coordination committee.
The Yemeni Information minister, writing on Twitter, said Houthis
had violated the Stockholm Agreement, including by shelling with
“heavy weapons.” He said silence
from the UN envoy and monitoring

teams was “unjustified.”
A day following the shelling of
the convoy, Al Arabiya television
reported that coalition forces shot

The five permanent
members of the UN Security
Council said they were
“extremely concerned”
about the failure to follow
through with the Stockholm
Agreement.

(Reuters)

down a Houthi drone over a progovernment military camp in Hodeidah.
Yemen’s warring factions continued to clash and exchange blame
over ceasefire breaches and an
agreement on the withdrawal of
forces from Hodeidah, signed during UN-sponsored peace talks.
The Houthi militia and the Yemeni government had agreed to a
ceasefire in Hodeidah and to exchange prisoners. They were to

withdraw their forces from the city
and its ports, handing control to UN
peace monitors. Several deadlines
for the withdrawal passed without
action and both sides accused the
other of stall tactics.
The truce was one of several confidence-building measures aimed
at averting a full-scale offensive on
the port, which is a key entry point
for food, fuel and aid deliveries.
Compounding matters for the
Saudi-led coalition was the US Senate vote to end US support for the
coalition. After the vote, the White
House issued a statement arguing
the measure was flawed and undermined the fight against extremism, adding that US support for the
Saudis does not constitute engaging in “hostilities” and the Yemen
resolution “seeks to override the
president’s determination as commander-in-chief.” It said US President Donald Trump threatened to
veto the legislation.
It is not clear how this will affect
the United States’ counterterrorism
activities against the Yemen-based
al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula,
which the United Arab Emirates, a
primary member of the Saudi-led
collation, is a significant participant
in.
The internationally recognised
government of President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi has yet to comment on the US legislative developments. However, a day after the
Senate vote, Hadi met with US Ambassador to Yemen Matthew Toler,
the state-run SABA news agency
reported, without providing details
on the meeting.
Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Yemen.
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Future of Egypt’s parties in doubt
even as Wafd celebrates centenary
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

A

s Egypt’s Wafd Party
marked the 100th anniversary of the transformative
revolution it championed,
many questioned the future of party politics in Egypt.
Leaders of the liberal Wafd Party,
which was founded in 1918, led
Egypt’s revolution against the British occupation of Egypt in 1919.
Protests and subsequent negotiations led by Wafd leaders, including founder Saad Zaghloul, with
British authorities helped bring
about the partial end of the British
occupation of Egypt in 1923.
Wafd marked the anniversary
of the revolution in March with
a celebration at Zaghloul’s Cairo
residence during which supporters
chanted pro Wafd slogans.
However, even as party supporters celebrated, few can doubt that
the current iteration of Wafd — reformed in 1978 — is a shadow of its
former glory.

New Wafd has none of the
strengths of the old party,
neither in terms of popular
support nor influence.
“Our party becomes weak at
times but soon it returns to its old
strengths,” Wafd Secretary-General
Fouad Badrawi said. “The party
became weak in past years for internal reasons but it is starting to
regain its power.”
Wafd formed governments in
1924 and 1934 and was at the heart
of many of the political and economic gains achieved in that period, including Egypt’s first labour
law, the introduction of free education and the foundation of Egypt’s
first national bank.
The party shrivelled in 1953 when
post-1952 revolution authorities
suspended the country’s political
parties. Egyptian President Anwar

Sadat allowed political parties to
return in 1978. Wafd reappeared at
that time as the New Wafd.
However, New Wafd has none of
the strengths of the old party, neither in terms of popular support
nor influence. New Wafd has 36
MPs in Egypt’s 596-member parliament.
Crippled by internal rifts, lacking
the means or the ambition to attain
power and joining the chorus of
support for the government, Wafd
is emblematic of conditions of the
country’s political parties.
There are more than 100 political
parties in Egypt but they are inefficient, insignificant and marginal,
political analysts said. Few say that
any party has the ability or vision to
take the lead in Egyptian politics.
The future of Egypt’s parties
is also in doubt, with parliament
considering constitutional reforms
that would extend presidential
terms to six years from four and
potentially allow incumbent President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi to stay in
office until 2034.
“The nation’s political forces, the
parties included, are weak and sit
on the spectators’ benches as far
as political action and influence are
concerned,” said leftist politician
Farida al-Naqqash. “Politics is on
the streets, not inside the political
parties, at the time these parties
appear totally irrelevant to the majority of the public.”
Sisi does not belong to any political party. He does, however, enjoy
support from almost every party in
the country.
There was only a handful of political parties in Egypt before the
2011 uprising that ended the rule of
autocrat Hosni Mubarak, including
New Wafd and Naqqash’s National
Progressive Unionist Party.
Dozens more formed after the
uprising when the ruling military
council sought to empower young
Egyptians to counter Islamist political forces, including the Muslim
Brotherhood, by simplifying party
formation procedures.
Apart from allowing Islamists,

Party slump. Hani Sarie-Eldin (C), member of the Supreme Committee of the Wafd Party, speaks
during a news conference in Cairo, last January.
(AFP)
including ultraorthodox Salafists,
to form parties, the new procedures set the scene for the appearance of many parties, which were
created but have not developed
popular support.
Political observers are divided on
whether the weakness of Egypt’s
political parties is self-inflicted or
whether it is the result of a lack of
readiness of Egypt’s governments
to offer them space for action and
communication with the general
public.
Political parties, Naqqash said,
are the victims of their own mistakes and failure to prepare for
elections.
“The parties need to reconsider
the role they are playing on the political stage,” she said.
However, there is what amounts

to an awakening inside some of the
political parties.
Badrawi said New Wafd is working to build support and return the
party to the Egyptian streets.
“We also engage in all political
events and present initiatives to
solve problems in all provinces,” he
said.
The Nation’s Future Party, a
coalition of the Future of the Nation Party and the “For the Sake
of Egypt” alliance and known as
Egypt’s most popular youth party,
is doing the same. The party, which
has 210 seats (35%) of the seats of
parliament, has implemented a
plan for winning over the public by
opening offices in all provinces and
engaging with other citizens.
Many question what purpose
parties have in seeking supporters

if they don’t challenge the government.
Despite some opposition to the
constitutional amendments, most
Egyptian political parties have said
they will back them. If approved,
as expected, it is unclear how the
amendments would change the
fortunes of Egypt’s political parties.
“The amendments could reflect
positively on the political parties,”
said Tarek Fahmi, a political science professor at Cairo University.
“It is actually the responsibility of
these parties to get out of their current slump by ending their internal
problems or they will die forever.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Calls for Muslim Brotherhood protests fall flat but fears of violence persist
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

failed call by the Muslim
Brotherhood for protests in
Egypt has turned the group
into a laughing stock.
The invitation, made by a host on
a Brotherhood-financed TV channel
broadcast from Turkey, came after
the execution of nine suspected
Brotherhood members convicted
of the June 2015 assassination of
public prosecutor Hisham Barakat.
However, it failed to unite supporters of the outlawed Islamist organisation.
Observers said that represents
the end of the Muslim Brotherhood
in mainstream Egyptian politics and
its ability to influence the Egyptian
street, although the group’s ties to
violence and terrorism remain a
problem.
Moataz Matar, a host on al-Sharq
channel, asked Brotherhood members to protest on February 27 by
blowing whistles and honking vehicle horns. Matar gave the protest
the slogan “You are not alone” and
the aim was for Brotherhood supporters to feel a sense of unity and
show how much support the group
has among Egyptians.
However, few Brotherhood supporters were seen or heard participating and those who did blew
whistles at home. There were a few
videos on social media that showed

Brotherhood members blowing
whistles behind closed doors, leading to jokes on social media.
That the protest fell flat demonstrates that Brotherhood figures in
exile no longer have influence on
the Egyptian populace or even their
supporters who remain in the country, political observers said.
“Apart from the ridiculous nature
of the protest call, there is a feeling
among the Egyptian public that the
Brotherhood is about nothing but
violence and terrorism,” said Hisham al-Najjar, a researcher on Islamist movements.
In calling for the protests, the
Brotherhood wanted to ride the
crest of a wave of anger in Egypt following a fatal crash at Cairo’s main
train terminal. The crash, caused
by a conductor’s error, resulted in a
train ramming the station platform,
causing a fire, killing at least 20 people and injuring many more.

The lack of popular support
for the Muslim Brotherhood,
security analysts said, may
lead remaining die-hard
members to carry out even
more violent attacks.
The failed protest also exposed
the impotence of the Brotherhood’s
media machine, which is run by
members in exile in Turkey and Qatar seeking to influence the Egyptian populace.
Analysts said Brotherhood mem-

bers are losing faith in the organisation after its leaders promised them
that a return to Brotherhood rule
was only a matter of time. The loss
of confidence is evident in statements issued by former Brotherhood members who have turned
against the group and accused its
leaders of corruption.
“The other thing is that the Brotherhood is no longer capable of convincing non-Brotherhood members
or appealing to them,” said Abdel
Sattar al-Meligy, a former Brotherhood member and an expert on the
movement.
While the Muslim Brotherhood
might no longer be a presence on
Egypt’s streets, security analysts
said this means that the remaining
members of the group are so dedicated they were quick to take up
violence after the ouster of Muslim
Brotherhood President Muhammad
Morsi in 2013.
Egypt’s security establishment
has disbanded Brotherhood groups
and militias even while the main
focus remains on dealing with alQaeda- and Islamic State-affiliated
groups.
Cairo said it defeated various terrorist groups but the groups, including those affiliated with the Brotherhood, can still stage attacks.
On March 7, police killed seven
members of the Brotherhood’s
Hasm militia in an area south-west
of Cairo. The militia, the Interior
Ministry said, was planning attacks.
The lack of popular support for

Tested and untrusted. A member of the Muslim Brotherhood
shouts slogans during his trial at a court on the outskirts of Cairo.

(Reuters)

the Muslim Brotherhood, security
analysts said, may lead remaining
die-hard members to carry out even
more violent attacks.
“The Brotherhood will pursue
violence whenever there is a chance
for this,” said retired police General
Farouk Megrahi. “This is why secu-

rity agencies need to be on the alert
all the time and be ready to firmly
act against the members of this
group who get involved in violent
acts.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Daraa protests
show that city
remains outside
regime’s orbit
James Snell

Cambridge

D

emonstrations took place
in the southern Syrian
city of Daraa to protest
something symbolic.
In the former heartland of Syria’s revolution, protesters gathered March 10 to oppose the refurbishment of a statute depicting
Hafez Assad, the father of Syria’s
hereditary president, Bashar Assad.
Although protesting is hardly
alien to Daraa, given its position
in more than a decade of open
defiance of the Assad regime, this
demonstration seemed to mark
something new, coming, as it did,
after southern Syria was reconquered by the regime and its allies
last year.
In other fallen cities, waves of
arrests followed their capture and
political dissent is heavily controlled, supervised by a state concerned about any criticism that
could undermine its survival and
claim to legitimacy.

The contrast between
locations that retained
tenuous autonomy and
those that did not is
striking.
However, this protest took place
under the auspices of the regime’s
“reconciliation” programme, in
which former rebel groups were
substantially disarmed but remained in positions of influence
in exchange for giving up their
struggle against the state. This

was under the auspices and with
the support of the Assad regime’s
Russian backer.
Analyst Ryan O’Farrell said:
“When the regime started its offensive, Russia had already been
negotiating with important local figures, often tribal heads, to
secure the peaceful surrender of
towns, which was a huge factor in
how quickly Daraa fell.
“In some of them, the rebels
were strong enough to get Russia
to agree to local autonomy deals
whereby the regime would not
have a security presence inside
the towns, which would still be
held by [Free Syrian Army] FSA
units, though they had to surrender their heavy weapons.”
The contrast between locations
that retained tenuous autonomy
and those that did not is striking.
“Protests have only been happening in these towns where the
regime doesn’t have the kind of
security presence that could crack
down on them violently, while
other towns have seen mass arrests, conscription campaigns
and the other forms of repression
that the regime carries out everywhere,” O’Farrell said.
The Daraa protesters brought
out old slogans opposing the regime while standing in continued
opposition to its political project
and were joined, as analyst Elizabeth Tsurkov pointed out, by
“leaders who brokered the deal to
surrender Daraa [and] now have
ties to Russia: Adham al-Akrad,
Abu Sharif Mahameed [and] Adnan Maasalameh.”
The presence of the men seemingly signalled that this political activity was not prohibited.
In these areas “people there can

Father’s shadow. A young boy rides his bicycle in the southern Syrian city of Daraa with a gate
behind him ornated with images of Syrian President Bashar Assad (L) and his late father Hafez Assad,
last August. 										
(AFP)
continue protesting and will continue to do so until the regime responds,” Tsurkov said.
“We’re already seeing people
taking precautionary measures,
by covering their faces for example,” she said, adding that “there
is a great fear that they will be
interrogated eventually by the regime.”
“Right now there is this space in
which they can protest thanks to
the protection of Russia and these
commanders of factions that reconciled with the regime but this
can be changed at any moment.
This space for dissent can collapse
at any moment,” Tsurkov said.
“In my personal assessment,
the current situation is not sustainable. Russia will not stay in
Syria forever to protect these rebel factions.”
Listing other areas where Russian presence gave way to regime
reprisals, Tsurkov noted “when
Russia leaves the area, the regime
is free to do whatever it wants.”
In Idlib and parts of Aleppo governorate, where the regime and

its allies hold no territory, protests continue. They are defiant
and showy and less spontaneous
than the recent demonstration in
Daraa.

In Idlib and parts of
Aleppo governorate,
where the regime and its
allies hold no territory,
protests continue.
Protesters in what some call
“free Syria” run many risks and
face trouble from local Islamist
groups and militias but chanting
anti-regime slogans remains an
activity that does not invite punishment.
“Amid a campaign of arrests and
disappearances in Daraa, it is likely the protesters face grave risk,
although the regime is probably
more likely at this stage to enact
retaliation privately — through
abductions — than to actively
disperse protests of this size,” US
analyst John Arterbury said.
“The potential return of an

organic protest movement in
Daraa… testifies not only to the
deep unpopularity of the regime
but to the resilience of civilians
willing to put their lives at risk
following years of wartime privations and a life lived in an authoritarian state,” Arterbury commented.
Even with the presence of local commanders and the perhaps
temporary licence afforded by
Russian protection, the protesters
know they face tremendous risks
in engaging in any political activity that is not officially sponsored
and does not meet official sanction. Reprisal will likely come,
now or later, as the regime grows
in strength and lets its promises
lapse.
However,
Arterbury
notes:
“Protests in Daraa perhaps more
directly challenge the regime’s
fundamental power structure and
its claims to legitimacy rooted in
returning Daraa to its control.”
James Snell is a British
journalist.

Viewpoint

Iran’s mullahs see economic future in Syria
Sami
Moubayed

Much of that
economic
cooperation will be
revisited, as SyrianIranian relations hit
an all-time high
— the highest
perhaps, since the
Islamic Revolution
40 years ago.

I

ran’s mullahs seem to have
figured out what their future
role in Syria will look like.
Unlike Russia, they will not
be able to maintain a political and military threshold
in Syria, since nobody in the
neighbourhood or international
community would allow it.
At best, their pockets of influence — whether direct or indirect — will be confined to the
Damascus-Beirut highway, the
Qalamoun Mountains and Shia
shrines in Damascus. They will
not be able to grab large reaches
of land, like Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan did.
Iran’s threshold will be economic, hoping to fill giant holes
in Syrian services, created and
left wide open by US and EU sanctions.
Iran quickly realised that, since
entering the Syrian conflict nearly
three years ago, Russia was more
interested in making money off
Syria once the country started to
stabilise, rather than putting additional Russian taxpayer money
into it.
The Russians were already
spending millions on the battlefield and in no position to provide
Syria with much-needed fuel,
electricity and gasoline.
Coinciding with the above
was the start of an exceptionally harsh winter last December,
creating high demand for petroleum products. Syrian authorities

were almost taken by surprise.
They had failed to calculate the
amount and quality of services
that were needed by the territory
recently retaken from the armed
opposition.
From 2013-18, the very few
resources that Syria was left
with seemed to be enough for
the handful of cities run by the
government. In the past two
years, however, government
troops retook Aleppo, followed
by Palmyra, Eastern Ghouta,
southern Syria and Deir ez-Zor.
Providing them with water, fuel,
schools, electricity and police
was easier said than done. That
needed money and none was in
the pipeline.
Additionally, Syrian officials
mistakenly said the “war has
come to an end,” psychologically
putting their constituency in
“relax mode,” only to realise that
they had none of the basics to
return to normal life.
A shortage of heating fuel rippled through the country last
December, skyrocketing the fuel’s
price of 3 cents a litre to a blackmarket price of $1.20-$1.40 a litre.
People switched to electric
heaters, which drained the country’s limited power capacity, forcing authorities to ration electricity for the first time since August
2017. Then came a shortage of
gasoline and authorities rationed
that commodity as well: 450 litres
per automobile a month. Excep-

tions were given only to military
vehicles and ambulances.
The state could no longer
provide fuel at subsidised prices,
which official sources said, costs
$8 million a day.
Never had a once oil-producing
country experienced such a
chronic shortage of gas and oil.
Less than a decade ago, oil sales
generated $3.2 billion in annual
income for the Syrian treasury.
Oilfields were abandoned early
in the conflict and many were
occupied by the Islamic State
(ISIS), which set them on fire
before their liberation. By 2016,
Syria was producing 0.05% of
its earlier levels and production
stands at 14,000 barrels per day,
not enough to meet domestic
needs.
Iran made it seem it was throwing a lifejacket to the Syrian economy. Earlier this year, Iranian
Vice-President Es’hagh Jahangiri landed in Damascus, signing
economic deals that included
establishing a joint Iranian-Syrian
Chamber of Commerce.
Last February, Syrian President
Bashar Assad travelled to Tehran
for a meeting with Iranian President Hassan Rohani and Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.
Economic issues were on the
table, resulting in immediate Iranian supply to relieve a shortage
of cooking gas in Syria.
The Syrians are walking that
extra mile to accommodate Ira-

nian interests. Assad’s visit was
noteworthy, being his first to Iran
since 2011.
Talks are under way to hand
over parts of the port of Tartus
to an Iranian firm by next September and the idea of bringing
an Iranian GSM operator into the
Syrian market is back, having
been on hold since January 2017.
At that time, Syria and Iran signed
a series of economic agreements,
none of which saw the light.
One was to provide Iran with
fields for agricultural projects.
The Iranians demanded territory between the Sayyida Zaynab
Shrine and Darya in Western
Ghouta, hoping that they could
create a “Shia belt” near Damascus.
Authorities said no, instead
offering fertile yet inaccessible
land in the countryside of Raqqa,
held by Kurdish militias since the
downfall of the ISIS caliphate.
Iran also wanted rights to
develop a Syrian phosphate field
but the deal went to the Russians,
who were given a concession that
expires in 2068.
Much of that economic cooperation will be revisited, as SyrianIranian relations hit an all-time
high — the highest perhaps, since
the Islamic Revolution 40 years
ago.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under
the Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
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Hezbollah on verge of bankruptcy as Iran sanctions bite
Iran’s financial support for
Hezbollah grew over the years as
the latter took on more duties that
transcended Lebanon, making it a
Makram Rabah
regional and international enforcer
of Iran’s expansionist project.
At an estimated $700 million
ezbollah Secretaryin direct Iranian money transfers
General Hassan
a year, Hezbollah never found it
Nasrallah’s recent
necessary to forage for funds from
speech was not
the Lebanese clientelistic netout of the ordinary
works and Lebanese public funds.
because it touched
However, Hezbollah’s dire
on mundane topics from his usual
economic conditions could force
threats against the West and Israel
it to use the state to pay for its
if they attack Iran or Lebanon to
elaborate social provisions, includreaffirming his party’s supposed
ing the medical bills of wounded
commitment to fight corruption.
soldiers in Syria and assistance to
But the purpose of Nasrallah’s
their extended families.
televised speech was none of
Nasrallah called on the Hezbolthose issues. It was for him to delah community to engage in a
clare Hezbollah’s bankruptcy and
“financial jihad” and to donate
warn his supporters to brace for
money to the resistance, which
harder times.
would allow it to soldier through
Nasrallah did not use the term
the financial war waged against it
“bankruptcy” but his underlying
by the Trump administration.
tone, despite the brutish manNasrallah’s wishful request,
ner with which it was delivered,
however, will not compensate
reflected the efficacy of the
for Iran’s lost milUS sanctions against
lions but is rather a
Iran and its various
staunch message
militias across the
to his base of
region.
The waste of
the need to
The sanctions’
public funds
embrace new
crippling effects
makes Hezbollah
and perhaps
transcend
open-ended
the ability of
no different from
austerity
the Iranian
the rest of
measures.
auxiliaries
Another of
to maintain
Lebanon’s
Nasrallah’s
their military
decrepit political
talking points
structure but
parties.
was a threatening
hit at the heart of
message to his local
their civilian social
Lebanese opponents,
service network,
particularly Lebanese
which Hezbollah uses to
Prime Minister Saad Hariri,
maintain its ideological and
leader of the Lebanese Forces
political hold over its followers.
political party Samir Geagea and
Nasrallah’s speech comes as an
Druze leader Walid Jumblatt, that
acknowledgment of his commuHezbollah would be demanding its
nity’s inability to provide many of
share of the clientelist pie and that
the essentials Hezbollah used to
any attempt to block it would be
ensure — from basic salaries and
perceived as an act of war.
financial subsides to more luxury
In a direct threat to Jumblatt,
services such as the free religious
who had earlier used Sun Tzu’s
excursions to Shia shrines in Iraq
river analogy, Nasrallah declared:
and Iran.

H

Tough times. A Hezbollah supporter has a picture of the group’s leader Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah on
his head in Beirut.									
(Reuters)
“Those who have been anxiously
waiting by the river for our corpses
to float by due to our impoverishment, I assure them they will be
greatly disappointed.”
Considering the lack of Iranian
funds, Hezbollah seriously needs
financial help, which it would get
from projects earmarked at the
CEDRE conference that committed $11 billion in grants and loans
to the Lebanese government to
overhaul its deteriorating infrastructure and economy.
Yet, Hezbollah’s ambitious plans
to compensate for a lack of Iranian
funding might hit a brick wall,
one which it helped build. Most
of the $11 billion from CEDRE are
pledges that hinge on the Leba-

nese state’s ability to enact much
needed structural reforms, which
needs the full commitment of the
various parties involved, including
Hezbollah.
As it stands, Hezbollah’s attitude
and its bullying of the Lebanese
state makes reforms impossible.
There is no reason for Nasrallah’s
foes and perhaps some of his allies
to concede defeat and allow for
Iran to continue its assault on the
West and Gulf Arab states using
Lebanese funds, a fact that would
convince the Gulf states that their
possible investment in Lebanon’s
economic salvation is undeserving
and counterproductive.
Hezbollah has planned for this
financial doomsday scenario

and might have ways to delay its
bankruptcy. However, the real
challenge the Shia group has failed
to meet is staying away from the
Lebanese honeypot of public
funds.
The waste of public funds makes
Hezbollah no different from the
rest of Lebanon’s decrepit political
parties, with the only difference
being Hezbollah’s pursuit of the
welfare of Iran rather than that of
the Lebanese people whom they
claim to protect.
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.”

Polarised divide continues to define Lebanese politics
Bassem Ajami

S

ince the assassination of
former Lebanese Prime
Minister Rafik Hariri in
February 2005, the Lebanese political landscape
has been dominated by
two camps: the March 8 Alliance
and the March 14 Alliance.
The two designations refer to
competing rallies on those dates in
Beirut, the former expressing support for the Syrian regime and Iran
and the latter expressing joy over
the departure of Syria’s troops from
Lebanon after a 29-year presence.
The heated rivalry between the
two camps defined Lebanese politics for years.
However, the split went beyond
domestic issues that directly affected the lives of the Lebanese.

It mirrored a more complicated
regional split, with Iran and Syria
on one side and conservative Arab
countries on the other.
While March 14 enjoyed a popular
and parliamentary majority, it
remained a loose coalition without
a clear agenda. With the rally over,
the group was all dressed up with
no place to go.
It sent a delegation to Hezbollah
Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah on a mission that illustrates the
group’s lack of coherent direction.
The delegation was to convince Nasrallah to deliver his party’s arsenal
to the Lebanese government and
join ranks with March 14. He promised to “consider” the proposal.
Members of Hezbollah were later
charged by an international tribunal
with taking part in the Hariri assassination.
Hezbollah was the main pillar of March 8. The party had a
clear long-term agenda — to place
Lebanon in Iran’s orbit. The party
publicly declared its allegiance to

Iran, which, Nasrallah said, “armed,
fed, financed and inspired” Hezbollah. No means were to be spared to
achieve its objectives.
The militant group did not hesitate to turn its weapons on its rivals.
More than 20 leaders and journalists
of the March 14 Alliance were killed
in the ensuing years.
The threat was so intense that the
movement’s leaders sought refuge in
secure locations or fled the country
altogether. This included the leader
of the coalition, Prime Minister Saad
Hariri, who resigned and was all but
evicted from the country.
Moreover, the March 14 Alliance
soon showed signs of cracks in its
foundation.
In February 2006, the Christian
leader, Michel Aoun, once a fierce
opponent of the Syrians and Hezbollah, and a presidential hopeful,
changed sides. He left March 14
and signed a pact with Hezbollah.
In May 2008, following Hezbollah’s
militia occupation of Beirut, Druze
leader Walid Jumblatt also broke

At a crossroads. Supporters of Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri cheer during a rally in Beirut.

(dpa)

Following the “presidential deal,”
ranks with March 14, although he
Hezbollah’s influence reached all
did not join the rival group.
the vital organs of the Lebanese
Still, through intimidation and
state. Appointments to senior
bullying, the party’s influence
government posts became
grew. In 2014, it was so powerful
subject to the party’s
it prevented the election
approval. And when
of a new president
the Lebanese army
for more than two
Since 2005, the
wanted to hold
years, insisting
a public rally in
that its own
Lebanese political
downtown Beicandidate, Aoun,
landscape has
rut to celebrate
be elected to the
been dominated
its victory over
office.
ISIS, HezbolFrom exile,
by two camps: the
lah objected.
Hariri began to
March 8 Alliance
The rally was
plan his comecancelled.
back. It became
and the March 14
Moreover, when
evident to him
Alliance.
Hariri was asked
that his return to
by a French journalthe country — and
ist about Hezbollah’s
the premiership — was
arsenal, he denied that
contingent on Hezbollah’s
the party used its weapons inside
consent.
Lebanon.
In 2016, after lengthy negotiaHezbollah, as well, has been caretions that included Hezbollah and
ful to conceal its widening influence
Aoun, Hariri struck a deal. He would
in the country. It does not want to
endorse Aoun as president and he
be seen as the mover and shaker of
would become prime minister.
Lebanese politics.
His real power, however, would
A few weeks after the Hariri
be greatly diminished. In other
government was born following
words, he would be under the sway
nine months of intense negotiaof Aoun and Hezbollah. The deal
tions, Nasrallah urged the media
included Hariri’s consent to a new
not to describe it as “Hezbollah’s
electoral law that was tailored for
government.” When a member of
Aoun and Hezbollah. Moreover,
parliament belonging to the party
while Hariri demanded that Hezboldeclared in parliament that Aoun
lah end its involvement in regional
came to office “through the barrel
conflicts, the party ignored his plea.
of Hezbollah’s gun,” the party took
The “presidential deal” all but
disciplinary action against him.
sealed March 14’s fate.
When it was founded in 1982,
Hariri’s critics accused him of
Hezbollah’s declared objective was
backstabbing the March 14 Allito liberate occupied Lebanese areas
ance for his own political ends. He
from the Israeli occupation. Today,
argued that the deal was necessary
it is in a position to dominate imto fill the presidential vacuum and
portant issues of political life in the
reverse the country’s economic
country and define its agenda.
deterioration. However, more than
two years after the deal was forged,
Bassem Ajami is a Lebanese-British
the Lebanese economy has only
journalist who lives in Beirut.
worsened.
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No policy shifts expected under newly
appointed Palestinian prime minister
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he appointment of Mohammad Shtayyeh as prime
minister of the Palestinian
Authority, led by Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, is
unlikely to bring about major policy
changes towards Hamas, Israel or
the United States, observers said.
Abbas tasked Shtayyeh on March
10 with forming a new government,
granting him three weeks, a deadline that could be extended to five
weeks, to do so. Shtayyeh replaces
Rami Hamdallah, a technocrat who
led a “unity government” in 2014
with the aim of reaching a conciliation deal with Hamas.
Hamdallah was asked by Abbas
to step down in January after Egyptian-sponsored mediation between
rivals Fatah and Hamas hit a dead
end.
Unlike Hamdallah, who was
viewed as an independent politician, Shtayyeh is a senior Fatah official who is staunchly loyal to Abbas.
Currently serving as an adviser to
Abbas and a member of the central
Fatah committee, Shtayyeh has had
two ministerial posts and was part
of the Palestinian negotiating team
during peace talks with Israel.

Although the formation of
Hamdallah’s governments
was in agreement with
other parties, it never
steered from the
directions of Abbas.
Shtayyeh is known for his hawkish views towards Hamas, which
swiftly rejected his appointment.
“Hamas stresses that it does not
recognise this separatist government because it was formed without national consensus,” Hamas
spokesman Fawzi Barhoum said in
a statement.

Ismail Rudwan, a senior Hamas
official, said the new separatist government “will prolong Palestinian
division.”
Shtayyeh told Palestine Television that he would form his cabinet from factions from the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO),
which is dominated by Fatah and
headed by Abbas. It would not include Islamist movements such as
Hamas and Islamic Jihad, which are
not part of the PLO.
Even far-left groups which are
part of the PLO, such as the Popular
Front for the Liberation of Palestine
and the Democratic Front for the
Liberation of Palestine, said they
would not take part in the formation of Shtayyeh’s government because they believe it to be divisive.
The new government, however,
is not expected to make any drastic changes in policy, even if does
not include members from other
factions. Although the formation
of Hamdallah’s governments was
in agreement with other parties, it
never steered from the directions of
Abbas.
“The government has never been
the policymaker here. The PLO is
the only side that has to take decisions,” said Nabil Abu Rudeinah,
Abbas’s spokesman.
In addition, punitive measures
were ordered by Abbas against Hamas, and by extension many in
Gaza, even when Hamdallah was
prime minister of the so-called unity government.
Shtayyeh is expected to follow
Abbas’s lead in relations with Israel.
He took part in US-brokered negotiations with Israel but submitted
his resignation to protest continued
expansion of Israeli settlements.
The issue of settlements, illegal
under international law, is among
the reasons cited by Abbas for the
breakdown of Israeli-Palestinian
peace talks.
Like Abbas, Shtayyeh was also accused by the Israelis of “supporting
terrorism.” Following his appoint-

Trusted adviser. Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas (R) hands a designation letter to Mohammad
Shtayyeh to form a new government in Ramallah, March 10.
(Reuters)
ment as prime minister, pro-Israel
social media users circulated a 2010
clip of Shtayyeh praising the mastermind of the Munich Olympics attack in 1972.
“The martyr Abu Daoud continues the convoy of martyrs who fell
for the sake of Palestine. We all follow this path,” Shtayyeh told Hezbollah’s Al-Manar television.
Relations with the United States
are unlikely to improve under
Shtayyeh’s premiership. Like Abbas, Shtayyeh has criticised the
peace plan to be proposed by the
Trump administration.
“There will be no deal, because a
deal needs a partner. The Palestinians are not partners to what [US]
President [Donald] Trump is initiating,” Shtayyeh told Russian broad-

caster RT in late February.
“I call upon the Russian Federation to really take the lead on this
issue with China, with some European countries, because we have
to have a fallback position the moment the Trump initiative is declared dead.”
Domestically, Shtayyeh is unlikely to improve the human rights
conditions for Palestinians, despite
calls from rights groups to change
direction.
“In recent years Palestinian activists, human rights defenders, civil
society organisations and journalists have faced a chilling onslaught
by the Palestinian authorities in the
West Bank and Gaza,” said Saleh Hijazi, deputy Middle East and North
Africa director at Amnesty Interna-

tional. “The new Palestinian government must not repeat mistakes
of the past.”
Observers said Shtayyeh might
be considered a successor to Abbas,
who is suffering from ill health.
“Tasking Shtayyeh is seen as a
step towards finding a successor to
83-year-old Abbas, given his uncertain health. Since a new prime minister would likely become the effective new president, the intention is
to name someone from Fatah who
represents the movement’s middle
generation,” reported Haaretz.
Other possibilities include Fatah
Vice-Chairman Mahmoud al-Aloul,
PLO Secretary-General Saeb Erekat,
senior Fatah official Jibril Rajoub
and head of Palestinian intelligence
Majed Faraj.

Viewpoint

Tourism should not be at the expense of Palestinians
Yousef Alhelou

Israel must not be
allowed to whitewash
its crimes in the
occupied territories
by merely organising
cheap travel
packages.

A

dvertisements for
vacationing in Israel
have taken various
forms. They include
scenes of golden
beaches along the
Mediterranean, green fields
and valleys, barren mountains,
camels in the Negev, holy places
in Jerusalem and tasty falafel and
shawarma. All are attractive to
holidaymakers.
However, during times of
military escalation and attacks on
Palestinians who live under Israeli
occupation, the attractive imagery
in the advertisements may not
appeal to all tourists. Still, many
miss obvious human rights violations during times of calm.
This is why Amnesty International sparked fear and anger in
the corridors of power in Israel.
The 96-page report “Destination: Occupation” aims to remind
digital tourism companies such
as TripAdvisor, Expedia, Booking.com and Airbnb that they are
profiting from businesses built on
the suffering of others.
“They are doing so despite
knowing that Israel’s occupation
of the West Bank, including East
Jerusalem, is governed by international humanitarian law under
which Israeli settlements are
deemed illegal,” the report said.
“In doing business with settlements, all four companies are contributing to and profiting from the
maintenance, development and

expansion of illegal settlements,
which amount to war crimes under international criminal law.”
Accompanying the Amnesty
International report is a campaign
that includes petitions, online
naming-and-shaming, protests
and posters highlighting how
Palestinians are being hurt directly by tourism in the occupied
territories. Indeed, tourists and
Israeli settlers can visit areas that
Palestinians cannot reach in their
own land.
The human rights group called
on would-be holidaymakers to
pressure digital tourism companies to cancel packages to the
occupied territories. One social
media campaign, a video titled
“Ever Wanted a Dream Holiday in
Israel?” focused on TripAdvisor.
The Amnesty International campaign was welcomed by Palestinians and the Boycott, Divestment
and Sanctions (BDS) campaign.
BDS was established in 2005 by
Palestinian academics to pressure
Israel to comply with international
law and end its military occupation of Palestinian territories.
Israel threatened to ban Amnesty International from Israel.
“I instructed the Ministry of
Strategic Affairs to examine the
possibility of preventing Amnesty
[International] personnel from
entering or residing in, Israel,” said
Gilad Erdan, Israeli public security
minister and is strategic affairs minister, charged with opposing BDS.

“A few weeks ago, I asked the
finance minister to end the tax
benefits granted to the organisation,” he said. Erdan accused Amnesty International of promoting
BDS “as part of the anti-Semitic
boycott and delegitimisation
campaign.”
In November, Airbnb announced
it would cease operations in Israeli
settlements “that are at the core
of the dispute between the Israelis
and Palestinians.” It promised to
delist 200 properties there.
The move prompted five JewishAmericans — two of whom are
Israeli citizens living in West Bank
settlements — to file a lawsuit
against Airbnb alleging the company discriminates against Jews.
The Yesha Council, which
represents Israeli settlers, accused
Airbnb of becoming “a political
site” and accused the company of
participating in either anti-Semitism or capitulation to terrorism.
Visitors who are suspected of
being sympathetic to Palestinians
are threatened with being denied entry upon arrival to Israeli
airports.
Amnesty International is not
the only rights group to highlight
the thorny issue of doing business
with Israeli settlements.
A report by Human Rights
Watch stated: “Settlements are
unlawful under international
humanitarian law; the transfer of
civilians of the occupying power
into the occupied territory is a

war crime under the Rome Statute
that created the International
Criminal Court.”
The construction and expansion
of illegal settlements are among
reasons cited by the Palestinian
Authority to freeze peace talks
with the Israelis.
Digital tourism companies are
feeling the heat. They are under
public pressure not be viewed as
being complicit to war crimes but
they also face Israeli accusations
of being anti-Semitism advocates
until they back off.
Enjoying the “wonders of the
Holy Land” at the expense of
the Palestinians’ suffering living
under decades of military occupation and humiliation must not
be tolerated. The deprivation of
Palestinian farmers from planting
or harvesting their fields as well as
uprooting and burning their olive
trees by illegal settlers under the
watchful eyes of Israeli occupation forces is only one example of
violations raised by human rights
organisations.
Others include destruction of
numerous residential homes,
forceful evictions and revoking
residency permits of Palestinians
residing in Jerusalem.
Israel must not be allowed to
whitewash its crimes in the occupied territories by merely organising cheap travel packages.
Yousef Alhelou is a Palestinian
journalist living in London.
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Tehran’s campaign
against the opposition
raises questions
Ali Alfoneh

“

W

e have decided to remove
the veil and
disclose a
few, just a
few, secrets,”
the speaker announces in the prelude to the two-part documentary
“End Station of Lies,” aired March
2-3 by Islamic Republic Voice and
Vision.
The “secret” revealed in the
documentary is about a certain
opposition figure Ruhollah Zam,
also known as Nima, who lives
under police protection in France
and who turns out to be an unwitting instrument in the hands of
Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence.
The story of the Intelligence
Ministry’s manipulation of Zam
is far from unique and follows a
pattern all too well known: Psychological campaign against the
Iranian opposition abroad and the
Iranian public at large.
Born into a conservative clerical family in Tehran in 1973, Zam
turned against the regime after
the fraudulent election of 2009,
which secured Iranian President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s second
term in office.

It remains a mystery
why serious
broadcasters of the
US government fell
for the threadbare
tactics of Iran’s
Intelligence Ministry.
For a time, Zam was imprisoned
in the notorious Evin Prison. He
wrote an open letter to Iranian
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei complaining of torture
and forced confessions.
After his release from prison,
Zam moved to Paris and, in 2015,
along with two other political
activists, Majid Niknam and Babak
Ejlali, established Amad News on
the cloud-based instant messaging
and voice over IP service Telegram
Messenger.
Amad News soon developed
into one of the most influential
sources shaping public opinion
inside and outside of Iran, thanks
to Zam’s spectacular “revelations”
against select members among
Iran’s ruling elites and their family
members.
In October 2017, Amad News released two Judiciary documents,
which allegedly proved Zahra Larijani, daughter of then Judiciary
Chief Sadegh Larijani, was in the

pay of the British secret service
and had smuggled top secret
documents to Britain in return for
securing British citizenship for
herself and her family.
Iran’s Intelligence Ministry
dismissed the reports as forgeries but foreign Persian language
broadcasters to Iran, in particular,
Voice of America’s Persian service,
constantly invited Zam to provide
details in an attempt to discredit
the regime in Tehran.
Zam’s revelations also came as
manna from heaven to prominent
figures among the Iranian opposition abroad, who claimed Amad
News’s reports proved corruption
among Iran’s ruling elites.
In December 2018, Zam and
Amad News posted another spectacular story, the so-called “Cyrus
II” project, which allegedly was an
Israeli/Saudi plot to overthrow the
regime in Tehran. Despite Radio
Israel’s Persian service dismissing
the story as a conspiracy theory,
some opposition figures claimed
they were the chosen agents of
resurrecting the empire of Cyrus
the Great, and Amad News’s followers on Telegram reached more
than 1.5 million!
However, on March 2, the dream
palace of Zam collapsed when
Iranian television aired conversations between the founder of
Amad News and his handler at
Iran’s Ministry of Intelligence. The
videos clearly show the intelligence officer dictating the fake
news to Zam.
Zam also, in the video, repeatedly badmouths various opposition figures and TV hosts at Voice
of America’s Persian service and
other Persian language broadcasters to Iran, who invite him to
communicate the baseless and
incredulous fabrications of his
handler at the Intelligence Ministry to the Iranian public.
Zam, who in the most generous
light must be described an unwitting victim of the manipulations
of the Intelligence Ministry, was
no longer useful and the documentary aired on Iranian television served the purpose of demonstrating how easily it manipulates
the Iranian opposition and foreign
broadcasters to Iran.
The comedy of Zam also undermines whatever trust Iranians
may have had in the opposition
to the regime in Iran and in news
broadcast to Iran by foreign broadcasters.
Iran’s psychological campaign
against the opposition is effective
but it remains a mystery why serious broadcasters of the US government fell for the threadbare tactics
of Iran’s Intelligence Ministry.
Ali Alfoneh is a senior fellow at
the Arab Gulf States Institute in
Washington.

Deceptive tactics. Iran’s Intelligence Minister Mahmoud Alavi (C)
attends a parliament session in Tehran, February 4.
(AFP)

Squeezed by sanctions. A part of the Pardis petrochemical complex facilities in Assalouyeh, Iran. (AP)

US sanctions drying
up Iran’s oil income,
future prospects
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

U

S sanctions on Iran, which
took effect in November,
have severely reduced
exports despite 6-monthlong sanctions waivers allowing
eight countries to import Iranian oil
in reduced volumes.
Those waivers expire May 4 and
there are doubts whether Washington will renew them — entirely,
in part or even not at all — to force
unprecedented economic pressure
on Iran.
The effects of the sanctions have
grown strong as Iran, the fourthlargest oil producer in OPEC, has
seen exports dive from more than
2 million barrels per day (bpd) before US sanctions were instituted to
around 1 million bpd lately.
Iran criticised Italy and Greece,
which along with Turkey, China, India, Japan, South Korea and Taiwan
were given US sanctions waivers,
for not buying Iranian oil despite
being able to.
The Iranian Oil Ministry said no
European countries were importing its crude and data compiled by
Thomson Reuters suggest Iran’s top
Asian customers — China, India, Japan and South Korea — have collectively halved imports of Iranian oil
in the past year to a total of 710,699
bpd.
A combination of confusion and
extra caution concerning shipping,
insurance and banking rules have
kept some countries from resuming
imports of Iranian oil while some
of those that have resumed experienced hindrances in shipping and
payment issues.
The US exemptions to eight major buyers of Iranian oil have done
little for Iran to recover its oil export levels since sanctions were
enforced.
With the May 4 deadline in sight,

the US government is yet to clarify
whether it will renew waivers to the
eight countries. However, a stated
US policy is to drive Iranian exports
to zero as part of an intensifying US
effort to pressure Iran on its regional role and strategy.
Analysts anticipate that Washington will decide closer to the time
and base its decision on the price of
oil at the time — note that US President Donald Trump has openly
called for and been keen to maintain lower oil prices at a time of
stuttering global economic growth.
However, as Brian Hook, the US
special representative for Iran,
pointed out in January at the Global
Energy Forum in Abu Dhabi, when
Trump withdrew from the Iranian
nuclear agreement the price of Iranian oil was $74 a barrel. By the
time sanctions had taken effect and
Iranian oil exports had fallen by almost 1 million bpd, the price of Iranian oil was $72 a barrel.
A temporary respite for Iran has
been some resumption of Asian oil
purchases from China, India, Japan
and South Korea, following a lull
in which they needed to report on
how much and under what conditions oil purchases from Iran were
taking place.
However, Takashi Tsukioka,
president of the Petroleum Association of Japan, stated that while
Japanese refiners plan to resume
loading of Iranian crude and leave
open options beyond May, this will
stop by May in the absence of clarity over the extension of US sanctions waivers.
Recent efforts by Iran to disable
satellite tracking systems on its
very large crude carriers to disguise
shipments and restrict access to
production and export figures have
been unable to stem the tide.
Iran has also been coordinating with India to work out a sanctions-busting alternative payment
method for oil trade but that would
involve Iran buying basmati rice

and sugar from India in exchange
for oil, hardly a sustainable mechanism.
Iran’s major oil-producing Gulf
rivals, in particular, Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates, have
been ensuring any deficits in oil
availability are covered.
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz’s recent
high-profile tour of Asia was the
latest reminder of the strategic
moves by Riyadh and Abu Dhabi to
position themselves in the rapidly
growing Asian market with a series
of significant joint ventures, supplier deals and share acquisitions
in oil refining, storage and petrochemicals sectors.

The US exemptions to
eight major buyers of
Iranian oil have done
little for Iran to recover
its oil export levels since
sanctions were enforced.
Iran’s economy has been hit hard
since November 2018. In February,
in a speech marking the anniversary of the 1979 Iranian Revolution,
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
said Iran was facing its most difficult economic conditions.
The Iranian rial has dropped from
32,000 to the dollar at the time
of the nuclear agreement to more
than 133,000 and inflation in some
key staple foods has risen as much
as 250%.
Iran’s economic woes will worsen
in the year ahead if it is unable to
adopt Financial Action Task Force’s
standards targeting anti-money
laundering and terrorism financing,
a move being driven strongly by the
Americans.
Sabahat Khan, based in Dubai,
maintains a cross-disciplinary
focus in international security,
defence policy and strategic
issues.
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Venezuela
issue escalates
Turkey-US
Tensions
Kelly Kennedy

Washington

T

ensions between Turkey
and the United States escalated after the US government said it may consider
secondary sanctions against Turkey because of its support for Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro,
whom the United States no longer
officially recognises as the country’s
leader.
“Turkey’s support for the Maduro
regime obviously is completely
contrary to US policy and very
unhelpful,” Elliott Abrams, US special representative for Venezuela,
said March 12. “We will continue
to take a look at the ways in which
that support takes place and in the
context of sanctions by [the US]
Treasury.”
The United States announced
that it would withdraw its diplomatic staff from Caracas because
it said Venezuela may not provide
proper security for the embassy.
US officials asked Maduro to step
down and allow Juan Guiado, head
of Venezuela’s National Assembly,
to serve as interim president.
The sanctions warning came
after tensions increased over
Turkey’s insistence that it would
buy Russian S-400 missile defence
systems, rather than US-manufactured Patriot missiles. US Army
General Curtis Scaparrotti, head of
US European Command, recommended that the United States not
send Turkey a shipment of F-35
Joint Strike Fighter jets.
“It seems like there’s some kind
of game of chicken going on here
between Turkey and the United
States to see who blinks first,”
US Representative Lee Zeldin, a
Republican from New York, said at
a House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations hearing March 13. He said
the United States needs to remain
resolute.
Turkish state media agency
Anadolu reported that Turkish
Defence Minister Hulusi Akar said
Ankara expects the F-35s to be
delivered in November.
“Despite some statements, F-35
process goes smoothly,” Akar was
quoted as saying March 14. “Our
pilots, maintenance team continue
training in the United States.”
He said Turkey plans to honour
its commitment to NATO but will
continue with the purchase of the
S-400.
Douglas Lute, former US permanent representative to NATO, said
the Russian system would “never
be integrated” into NATO’s overall
missile defence system.
“Turkey is essentially spending
money on a national-only system
that [it has] been told from the outset will never be integrated,” Lute
said. “So, it’s a very sort of selfish,
nationalist decision, which is shortsighted.”
Derek Chollet, former US assistant secretary of defence for
international security affairs, said
part of the F-35 would be built in
Turkey, which presents security
concerns for the United States if
Turkey works with Russia on its defence system. He said US policy on
the F-35 sale has been clear “going
back two administrations.”
Both Chollet and Lute spoke at
the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations hearing March 13.
The European Union had proposed ending Turkey’s bid to join
the coalition, citing human rights
violations by Turkey in a report
released March 13 in the United
States.
Kelly Kennedy is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.

Manoeuvring for votes. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (C) tosses
gifts to supporters of his ruling
Justice and Development Party during
a rally in Istanbul, March 5.

(AP)

Local elections could challenge Erdogan’s supremacy

T

Stephen Starr

here are few heads
of state who enjoy
the rollercoaster
ride of an election
campaign more than
Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Rather
than musing over economic policy
plans or wining and dining with
global leaders, Erdogan prefers
criss-crossing the country for rallies where he can hear the sound
of his own voice projected on his
followers, his flock.
Ahead of Turkey’s local elections March 31, however, Erdogan,
his ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) and their ultranationalist backers, the Nationalist Movement Party, are faced
with a challenge they’ve rarely
encountered: For the first time
in a decade, Turkey’s economy is
officially in recession.
That marks an end to the strong
economic growth that’s helped
keep the AKP in power for 16 years
and that’s been the cornerstone of
its electoral success.
Almost 1,300 mayoral seats
and more than 21,000 provincial
and municipal positions, as well
as thousands of muhtar offices,
are up for grabs, putting at stake
control for the heart of power in
Turkey.
Local elections offer a better
reading of the national mood than
any other poll and are an opportunity for the man and woman
on the street to sound off at, or
punish, their local representatives
(AKP officials hold 43% of mayoral

and municipal seats).
That’s a prospect that looks increasingly possible due to the economic problems forced on Turks
over the past year. Much of the
woe resulted from a collapse of international investor confidence in
Turkey’s financial markets fuelled,
in part, by Washington placing
sanctions on Turkish imports last
summer.
That was caused by Turkey
detaining an American pastor,
who has since been released,
following the failed 2016 coup, in
one of the most significant falling
outs between the two countries in
years. Within hours of US President Donald Trump announcing
sanctions last August, the Turkish
lira plunged and the months since
have been filled with economic
uncertainty.
Unlike presidential or parlia-

mentary elections or referendums,
in which Erdogan is always the
face and voice of the campaign, local polls are different, placing the
AKP’s foot soldiers in the direct
line of fire of the Turkish electorate.
Its local representatives don’t
have the kind of stature that
Erdogan has used to win elections. Many are in the fight of their
political lives in towns and cities
large and small, as evinced by the
battle for mayor of Istanbul, seen
as a dead heat between AKP candidate and former Prime Minister
Binali Yildirim and a lesser-known
opposition Republican People’s
Party (CHP) rival.
When reporting from any of the
dozens of provinces across Turkey, a common thread that runs
through conversations I have had
with locals is that, while people

Challenging times. People wait in line to buy vegetables sold in
a tent set up by the municipality in the Bayrampasa district of
Istanbul, Turkey, February. 				
(Reuters)

may no longer be particularly endeared with the AKP, which some
feel has turned stale, they stand
by Erdogan because they feel he
is the best person to represent
Turkey on the world stage and to
keep the country safe from threats
— real or imagined.
Year after year, election after
election, the AKP’s spin machine
and vice-like grip on the media
have been powerful tools in tipping the popular vote in its favour.
Now, troublingly for the AKP, a
party that relies heavily on a large,
core support, polls suggest that
one-quarter of voters said they
were still undecided three weeks
from Election Day.
This may point to voters looking
at the March 31 election as a way
to punish the government for the
economic difficulties they face,
most patently obvious in an inflation rate of more than 20% that’s
hobbling the spending power of
most Turkish citizens.
Furthermore, if the AKP were to
lose the mayoralty of Istanbul or
Ankara — the opposition CHP candidate in Ankara is, though facing
legal difficulties, leading polls —
the decline of urban support for
the AKP that emerged during the
2017 constitutional referendum
would turn into a full-blown crisis.
The Turkish opposition has
been largely impotent in recent
electoral cycles, unable to change
its message or take advantage of
what’s been a deeply turbulent period for Turkey. This time around,
however, it may find that the
national mood has shifted.
Stephen Starr is the author of
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to
the Uprising” and has lived in
Syria and Turkey since 2007.
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Beneath Netanyahu-Erdogan spat lays clash of interests
done anything you did (to Islamic
holy places) to any synagogues
here. We shall not fall into this
trap,” he said, accusing Netanyahu
Yavuz Baydar
of corruption. “That robber at the
helm of Israel is currently on trial
in his country,” he continued.
nce more, the leaders of Turkey and
Netanyahu did not delay in strikIsrael are busy with
ing back. On Twitter, he drove the
a barrage of insults
war of words to a new level. “Erfired at each other.
dogan, the dictator who sends tens
The escalating row
of thousands of political oppobegan when Israeli Prime Minister
nents to prison, commits genocide
Binyamin Netanyahu said Israel
against the Kurds and occupies
was “the national state, not of all
Northern Cyprus, preaches to me,
its citizens, but only of the Jewish
to Israel, and to the Israel Defence
people.”
Forces, about democracy and the
These remarks led to a tense
ethics of war. A joke,” Netanyahu
exchange between officials in both
wrote, in a style like that of US
countries and climbed up to the
President Donald Trump.
highest level of verbal sniping.
On one level, the spat can be
Turkish presidential spokesman
seen as two leaders engaging in exIbrahim Kalin took to Twitter to
treme populist rhetoric to protect
condemn Netanyahu’s “blatant
their positions in power. Netanyaracism and discrimination” tohu is in trouble for alleged corrupwards Arabs and Muslims.
tion. Erdogan is at a watershed moNetanyahu’s office hit back,
ment in his political journey, as he
slamming Turkey’s human rights
heads a full-scale, nationwide
record: “Turkey’s dictator
campaign to win local
Erdogan attacks Israel’s
elections March 31.
democracy while
Feeling less seTurkish journalists
cure in his ability
So, a verbal spat
and judges fill his
to attract voters
is more than a spat.
prisons. What a
than previIn the regional
joke!”
ously, the
Then it
Turkish leader
context, we may
was Turkis deploying
only be in the initial
ish President
all the popuRecep Tayyip
list tactics in
phase of a decisive,
Erdogan’s turn
his playbook,
major regrouping
to go after Netaccusing and
of powers.
anyahu with his
threatening
well-known, chalmain opposition
lenging style. “Hey,
figures, Kurdish
Netanyahu!” he roared
politicians, civil socifrom the stage while addressing
ety representatives, women
a frantic crowd of supporters in
(for their March 8 demonstraAnkara. “You are a tyrant. You are
tions) and, as expected, “external
a tyrant who massacred 7-year-old
enemies.” At this juncture, a spat
Palestinian children.”
with Israel is very handy.
Erdogan commented on the
However, there is a strong
clashes in Jerusalem between
undercurrent to this. Despite onIsraeli security forces and Palestingoing trade, diplomatic relations
ians. “Do not provoke us! Look,
between Israel and Turkey have
we have not oppressed any of the
not been repaired since the Mavi
Jews in this country. We have not
Marmara incident. In addition, the

O

Fiery confrontations. Portraits of Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu (L) and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan lie on
a US flag in flames during a parade marking al-Quds (Jerusalem)
Day in Tehran, July 01, 2016.
(AFP)
tragic Syrian saga further exposed
the divide between the two countries.
There is a high degree of antiSemitism in Turkey, often unifying
Islamist segments with secularnationalist ones. While the former
feed off traditional hostility based
on religion; the latter latch on to
a belief that “the global Jewish
lobby” is trying to divide Turkey
by empowering the Kurdish political and separatist movements.
Ankara sees Israeli leadership as
the “secret ally” of the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party.
There is the bigger picture to
consider: In pursuit of gas in the
Eastern Mediterranean Basin, Israel is engaged in a new formation
with Greece, Egypt and Cyprus —
all positioned against Ankara — to
form a strong energy line, seeking
to be part of a regional defence
platform. This project excludes
Turkey, to the irritation of Ankara’s traditional establishment.
Israel is watching what it regards
as Turkey’s “wobbly” positioning
in the region with concern. In an
article highlighting the issue, Hussein Ibish, a senior resident scholar

at the Arab Gulf States Institute
in Washington, argued that, while
the pro- and anti-Iranian blocs
remained intact in the Middle
East, Turkey was forming a bloc
on its own with a “Sunni-Islamist”
orientation.
“Ankara is turning into a major
regional player with its own
agenda, ambitions, ideology and
allies,” wrote Ibish. “Israel and
most pro-American Arab states
view the consolidation of this
Turkish-led coalition with alarm,
partly because it weakens the
anti-Iranian camp… Moreover,
if Turkey — finally turning away
from Europe after a century of
unsuccessful efforts to integrate
with the West — fixes its gaze eastward, it could become a regional
hegemon as ambitious as Iran and
more effective.”
So, a verbal spat is more than a
spat. In the regional context, we
may only be in the initial phase
of a decisive, major regrouping of
powers.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and regular columnist
for The Arab Weekly.

Erdogan’s attitude towards the media is out of this era

I

Claude Salhani

t is not difficult to acknowledge that we are living in
precarious times. Around
the world, men in prime positions of power are adopting policies that do not
serve the collective good or the
cause of democracy they pretend
to represent.
Instead of seeking to unite people, these false prophets divide
the countries they represent.
They stroke their inflated egos,
look to further empower themselves and solidify their seat of
power.
Truth has become a casualty because these leaders feel no shame
in lying to the world. They cannot
bear to be portrayed negatively,
so they attack the media as an
“enemy of the people” and stamp
any news item deemed unfavourable as “fake news.”
From Ankara to Washington and
from Moscow to Pyongyang, not
forgetting Damascus and Tehran,
regimes adopted viewpoints that
set back the cause of democracy
and freedom. With the stroke of
a pen and — in cases like Turkey
— with repressive measures, decades of inching towards democracy have been undone.
What is frightening is that most
people do not see what is happening or suspect that the changes
are taking place, gradually eroding basic values of democracies.
By the time they wake up, it is
often too late.
Today’s threats to democracy
come not only from its traditional

enemies but from those who
claim to be the West’s own allies.
Donald Trump in the United
States, Vladimir Putin in Russia, Kim Jong-un in North Korea,
Nicolas Maduro of Venezuela and
Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey — what do these men have
in common, given their diverse
political leanings? They have all
taken to calling media that dares
criticise them the “enemy of the
people” and referring to unfavourable articles as “fake news.”
This is not a novelty.
Joseph Stalin referred to anyone
who opposed him — or was even
suspected of opposing him — as
an “enemy of the people.”
This focus recently has been
on Erdogan, who, after having
decimated the Turkish media that
stood up to him, is now targeting
international media. Erdogan occasionally cancels foreign journalists’ press credentials and sends
them packing.
When Erdogan delivered his
re-election victory speech, he
spoke of “one nation, one flag,
one state.” He could have taken
it a step further and talked about
one media and one voice — his.
Because that’s the way the election campaign was reported.
The main state-owned TV
channel TRT reported on the
election like any state-run
media channel in authoritarian countries would:
devoting all coverage to a
single candidate, Erdogan,
of course. In the month
leading up to the election,
TRT devoted 67 hours of
airtime to Erdogan. His rival received less than seven
hours of coverage over the
same period.

Since rising to power in 2003,
Erdogan has orchestrated a restructuring of the country’s media
space. Hundreds of journalists
have been jailed and more than
100 media outlets have been shut
down, accused of terrorism.
In some instances, Erdogan arranged to have prominent outlets,
such as the Dogan Media Group,
once the largest media conglomerate in Turkey, be bought out by
the pro-government Demiroren
family.
For many Turkish voters —
especially the lower- and middleclass electorate, who are primarily concerned with making
ends meet — press
freedom
remains
somewhat
of an abstract
concept, a

topic that matters more to the
country’s intellectuals.
A free press is the cornerstone
of a democracy but Erdogan said
shortly after his re-election that
the media and democracy are not
compatible.
“You can’t have democracy
alongside the media,” said Erdogan at an event marking the
start of the academic year.
“Once the media were running
our country, the fourth estate
or what have you,” the Turkish
president said, adding that he
would rather take his cues from
the public than the media.
“A politician can’t
implement
sound policies
if he is in fear
of the media,”
he said as he
slammed
Western media, which
he accused
of running
a misinformation
campaign
against
his government.

Erdogan’s neo-Ottoman worldview, including his attitude
towards the media, is terribly
anachronistic and in need of an
urgent update.
While observers may be taken
aback by the president’s blunt
admission of hostility towards the
media, Turkey, under Justice and
Development Party rule, has long
been notorious for its heavy-handed approach to the media, earning
it the title of the world’s leading
jailer of journalists.
More than 100 media outlets
have been shut down in Turkey
under increased security measures since an attempted coup in
July 2016. Many critical voices in
the country’s media have been
drowned out as businesses with
links to the government took over
the country’s major media outlets.
Reporters Without Borders
ranked Turkey 157th out of 180
countries for press freedom in
2018. Freedom House declared
Turkey as “not free” in its “Freedom in the World 2018” report.
The European parliament
recently voted to cancel $70 million of pre-accession funding for
Turkey due to its failure to meet
requirements in seven areas, including freedom of the press.
Authoritarianism might be in
the air but a lack of press freedom
has Turks and everyone else choking.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

Muffled voices. A Turkish
journalist protests media
repression outside a
courthouse in Istanbul.

(AP)
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Many challenges remain for US in Syria
Kelly Kennedy

Washington

A

s US President Donald
Trump proclaims a victory over the Islamic State
(ISIS) in Syria and orders
a drawdown of American troops,
experts in Washington said the
challenges in the region were only
beginning.
“At first, all we wanted to do was
survive ISIS,” said Bassam Ishak,
US representative to the Syrian
Democratic Council. “The fight
against ISIS does not end with a
military victory.”
Thousands of displaced people
will try to return home, those who
committed crimes must be held
accountable, the infrastructure
must be rebuilt, Iran and Russia
have invested so that any money
that flows in to Syria will return to
them and Turkey’s involvement
in Syrian politics could leave onethird of Syria’s people feeling disenfranchised, said speakers at the
Hudson Institute March 1.

The Americans needed
to ensure the Syrian
Kurds don’t migrate to
the Russians or the
Iranians.
Trump will need to keep all of
this in mind as he works on budget
requests. He’ll also need to think
about a report released by the bipartisan Task Force on Extremism
in Fragile States, which advised
prevention over military action in
the fight against terrorist groups.
Michael Doran, senior fellow at
the Hudson Institute, a conservative think-tank in Washington,
said both Trump and former US
President Barack Obama had similar goals: Keep the Middle East at
arm’s length and try not to get in-

volved more deeply in wars in the
region.
That’s where the similarities
ended. Obama preferred to get
all the players, including Iran and
Russia, together to work through
problems such as Syria but Trump
wants to withdraw troops and isolate Iran while also defeating ISIS,
Doran said.
To that end, Trump would like
a “strategic agreement” with Turkey, which, Doran said, would lead
to two problems: Turkey does not
want to see a separatist Kurdish
state in Syria and, by withdrawing
troops, Trump gives Iran a “land
bridge” from Tehran to Beirut to
the Mediterranean, putting both
Turkey and Israel in jeopardy.
“He immediately got a call from
[Turkish President Recep Tayyip]
Erdogan,” Doran said.
Doran says he’s hearing that at
least 200 American troops would
stay in northern Syria and 200
would be posted in the south, near
the Jordanian border.
He said the Americans needed
to ensure the Syrian Kurds don’t
migrate to the Russians or the Iranians. Kurdish militias in northern
Syria are aligned with the United
States but Turkey sees them as terrorists.
“It’s difficult to thread that needle,” he said. “The key issue is Turkey, in my view.”
Ishak said the situation becomes
more complicated when one considers internal politics. He said the
Kurds hoped to establish a coalition that fostered diversity of religion, ethnicity and culture, while
promoting power-sharing among
all ethnic groups and sexes.
“How are we going to run this?”
he said they wondered at the time.
“How are we going to live together
as diverse groups?”
He said the Syrian Democratic
Council included Kurds, Turks and
Syrians and that any solution must
consider the 20,000 Kurds who

Rough ride. A US soldier mans an armoured vehicle near the city of Tall Tamr in the north-western
Syrian province of Hasakah, January 16.
(AFP)
live in Syria.
“We will resist it and it will mean
igniting war in Syria,” he said.
While ISIS has lost the land it
controlled, US military and intelligence officials say there are still
as many as 30,000 ISIS fighters
across Syria and Iraq.
Jomana Qaddour, a SyrianAmerican analyst, said the human
factor may outweigh everything
else. As many as 100,000 foreign
fighters will need to return home
and possibly face legal proceedings and only about 5,000 have.
“No country is excited about
taking back any of these fighters,”
she said.
Their children also need to re-

turn home. Syrians with education
or experience in management or
construction have fled the country. Homes have been destroyed
and the infrastructure is gone and
unlikely to return, Qaddour said.
Syrians trying to return home
have been detained or have disappeared “immediately upon arriving,” she said, while 100,000
people have been jailed as political
prisoners.
She said there would be no peace
in Syria without reconstruction.
Syria’s GDP decreased 80% from
2010-16 and the lira has inflated by
459%.
“In terms of opening this door,
what Iran and Russia are waiting

to see is who’s going to invest,
so they can profit on the loans
they’ve made to Syria,” Qaddour
said. They’re too cash-strapped
to work on reconstruction themselves.
Any money flowing into Syria
and back to Iran will also affect
Trump’s sanctions against Tehran.
Still, she said, there might be political leverage in reconstruction.
“I don’t think it will be easy to
get [Syrian President Bashar] Assad to concede to anything he
hasn’t yet,” she said. “What he’s
overseeing is essentially a dead
carcass at this point. This kind of
chaos is not beneficial for any one
of our allies.”

Viewpoint

Trump’s budget priorities for the Middle East belie its claims
Gregory
Aftandilian

What received much
less attention is the
sizeable — 23% —
reduction in the
International Affairs
Budget, which deals
with US State
Department funding
and US foreign aid.

M

uch of the attention on the
Trump administration’s Fiscal
Year (FY) 2020
budget proposal has focused on significant
increases in defence spending
accompanied by substantial
reductions in some domestic
programmes, including those for
the Environmental Protection
Agency.
What received much less
attention is the sizeable — 23%
— reduction in the International
Affairs Budget, which deals with
US State Department funding
and US foreign aid.
Under the US Constitution,
the US Congress has the
“power of the purse,” meaning
it has the prerogative to
alter — up or down — any
administration budget figures
through the appropriations
process. Nonetheless, the
budget proposal can be read as
reflecting an administration’s
priorities.
The cuts to the International
Affairs Budget are most severe
in reducing funding for UN
activities by $1 billion and
humanitarian assistance by
more than 30%. Cuts to the
State Department bureaucracy
appear to dismantle the refugee
assistance bureau.
This comes at a time when
the world in general, and the
Middle East in particular, face
large refugee and humanitarian
crises, such as the civil wars in
Syria, Libya, Yemen, as well as
famine conditions and cholera
in the latter country.

The budget attempts to
consolidate such assistance
into a new account called
International Humanitarian
Assistance (IHA) and claims
components of it are “sufficient
to address the needs for Syria,
Yemen and other crisis areas.”
However, with a 30% reduction
overall in humanitarian aid, it
is hard to justify the claim that
such funding will be “sufficient.”
In terms of US Economic
Support Funds to the Middle
East, the budget proposal calls
for $1.3 billion that is designed
to “counter Iranian malign
activities and support partners”
in the region. Indicative that
the Trump administration is so
Iran-focused is the fact that it
mentions the “malign influence
of Iran” twice in the one short
paragraph.
Not only that, in the
paragraph describing US
military assistance, called
Foreign Military Financing
(FMF), to the region, it repeats
the phrase “to counter Iran’s
malign influence” in addition to
ensuring the “enduring defeat”
of the Islamic State (ISIS),
al-Qaeda and other terrorist
groups.
The budget proposal calls for
$3.3 billion for Israel and $1.3
billion for Egypt in military aid,
representing 92% of the entire
$5 billion in military assistance
to the region.
Although the budget proposal
says that the United States
“prioritises FMF for Lebanon
and Tunisia, which are on the
front lines of the fight against
ISIS and other terrorist groups,”

figures for those two countries
are substantially less. The
administration is proposing
$50 million for Lebanon and
$40 million for Tunisia in
FMF, which is less than the
$105 million and $65 million,
respectively, that Congress
appropriated for those two
countries in FY 2018.
The budget proposal calls
for $350 million in FMF for
Jordan (down from $425 million
appropriated by Congress in
FY 2018). Figures for Iraq are
difficult to discern because
military assistance to that
country is no longer part of
the FMF account, rather it
is rolled into the US Defence
Department budget and antiISIS operations.
There are decreases in
economic assistance figures
for most Arab countries in the
proposed budget compared
with appropriated amounts in
FY 2018. For example, aid to
Jordan falls from $1.1 billion to
$910 million; aid to Lebanon
falls from $117 million to $62
million; aid to Egypt falls from
$106 million to $75 million; aid
to Libya falls from $27 million
to $17.8 million; aid to Tunisia
falls from $79 million to $31.5
million; and aid to Yemen
falls from $32 million to $29.6
million.
Hence, the budget proposal
represents a decrease in funding
to many Arab states.
Over the past couple of years,
Congress has increased the
International Affairs Budget,
even when Republicans
controlled both chambers,

because many members said
the proposed reductions from
the Trump administration were
detrimental to US security.
This year, now that the
Democrats are in control of
the House of Representatives,
there is likely to be even more
opposition to the budget
proposal. US Representative
Eliot Engel, a Democrat from
New York and chairman of
the House Foreign Affairs
Committee, predicted the
administration’s “attempt to
hollow out our international
affairs budget will meet
bipartisan rejection in
Congress.”
US Senator Patrick Leahy, a
Democrat from Vermont and
ranking member of the Senate
Appropriations Committee,
declared the budget “dead
on arrival.” Other members
pointed to the huge discrepancy
between the proposed defence
budget of $750 billion compared
to the International Affairs
Budget of $40 billion.
It seems that, for all the talk
by the Trump administration
about “partnering” with
countries to oppose Iran,
counter terrorist groups and
stabilise the region, it is relying
much more on the US military
and much less so on traditional
diplomatic components and
foreign assistance programmes.
Gregory Aftandilian is a
lecturer in the Pardee School
of Global Studies at Boston
University and a former US
State Department Middle East
analyst.
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US human rights
report reflects
acceptance of
Israeli occupation
Kelly Kennedy

Washington

T

he latest US catalogue of human rights violations leaves
out the West Bank and Gaza
Strip as Palestinian territories Israel has occupied.
“We have told those who disgrace
the concept of human dignity they
will pay a price, that their abuses
will be meticulously documented
and then publicised,” said US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo at a news
conference March 13 in Washington
to release the 2018 “Country Reports
on Human Rights Practices.”
“By articulating abuses and pressuring non-compliant regimes, we
can effect change,” he said.

Pompeo emphasised not
drawing conclusions and
letting the “facts speak
for themselves” in the
human rights report.
The report has been congressionally mandated since the late 1970s
and often looks much the same as
the previous year’s document but
even slight changes in language and
descriptions might suggest US policy changes. This year, wording in
the report changed the way the United States identifies settlement areas
and Israel-occupied territories.
The report showed a shift in reporting on Israel’s practices. In 2018,
the report referred to the “Israelioccupied Golan Heights.” This year’s

report states “Israeli-controlled Golan Heights.”
Michael G. Kozak, a senior official
with the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labour in the US
State Department, said “occupied
territory” has a “legal meaning to
it,” and said “controlled” shifted the
meaning to a “geographic description.”
“My understanding from the policy bureaus on this is that there’s no
change in our outlook or our policy
vis-a-vis the territories and the need
for a negotiated settlement there,”
Kozak said. “We decided not to use
the term in the reports because it’s
not a human rights term and it was
distracting.”
State Department Deputy Spokesman Robert Palladino insisted “the
administration is committed to pursuing a comprehensive peace between Israelis and Palestinians” but
did not address US concerns about
the acceleration of settlement building.
Palladino was asked about Israel’s
plan to deport Israel and Palestine
Director at Human Rights Watch
Omar Shakir, who is a US citizen,
because of tweets the Israeli government said promoted pro-Palestinian
boycotts of Israel, which Israel has
banned. Palladino said he was aware
of the reports but wasn’t aware of requests for help.
Pompeo emphasised Iran’s suspected violations, saying that the
Tehran regime killed more than
20 people and arrested thousands
without due process for protesting
for their rights, as well as banning
the media from reporting on the

A shifting view. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo speaks during the release of the 2018 “Country
Reports on Human Rights Practices” at the Department of State in Washington, March 13.
(AP)
protests.
“This continues the pattern of
cruelty that the regime has inflicted
upon the Iranian people for the past
four decades,” he said.
Still, the United States will continue to allow Iraq to pay for electricity
imports from Iran, which has limited shortages in southern Iraq since
sanctions in Tehran were reinstated
in November, Palladino said.
“We’re going to continue to discuss Iran-related sanctions with our
partners in Iraq to ensure continued
compliance,” Palladino said.
He said he had no information
about plans for Iran and Iraq to establish a joint bank that would allow
Iran to go around the US sanctions
or about plans to build a railroad
from Iran to Basra to be used to supply military equipment to groups in
Iraq, Lebanon and Syria.
The human rights report lays out
allegations from Turkey of arbitrary
killings, suspicious deaths of people
in custody, torture and arrests and
detentions of “tens of thousands”

of people, including journalists,
foreigners and opposition members
of parliament, who oppose the government. Abuse often went unpunished, the report claims.
This comes as tensions continue
over Turkey’s intentions to buy Russian S-400 air defence systems despite US warnings that it would not
sell Turkey F-35 fighter jets if Ankara
completed the Russian sale, as well
as Turkey’s support of Venezuelan
President Nicolas Maduro even as
the US announced it would withdraw its diplomats from the country.
Kozak said the United States has
been “very clear” about the killing
of Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi
in the Saudi Consulate in Istanbul
and added that an investigation
continued into what happened and
who ordered his death and that the
US government would hold Saudi
officials to their “promise that they
will do a thorough investigation and
find all the facts.”
“This was a horrendous, horrific
act that the people responsible, re-

gardless of their level, should be
held to account, should be brought
to justice,” Kozak said.
He said, generally speaking, the
government includes US intelligence when preparing the human
rights report.
Pompeo stated in the report’s preamble that the United States would
work with other governments “regardless of their record if doing so
will further US interests.” Kozak
sought to clarify those remarks.
“Sometimes we’re engaging for
the purpose of trying to get them to
change their human rights practices.
Sometimes it’s because we’re trying to get them to stop threatening
their neighbours,” Kozak said. “But
I think the reason that that’s in the
preface is to make it clear that our
engaging with them does not mean
we are approving of or accepting of
their behaviour.”
Kozak said Pompeo emphasised
not drawing conclusions and letting
the “facts speak for themselves” in
the human rights report.

corridors that allow it to provide
arms to its troops and terrorist
proxies.”
The Assad regime must “face
diplomatic and geopolitical
consequences for its killing of
civilians, the ethnic cleansing of
Arab Sunnis and the use of weapons
of mass destruction.”
US recognition of Israel’s
annexation is viewed as a means to
punish the regime for these losses.
Before the civil war, Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu had
engaged with Damascus on the
basis of withdrawal to the June 4,
1967, border. However, once the
war began, Netanyahu viewed the
assault on the Assad regime as an
opportunity to enlist Washington’s
support for killing the prospect of
a negotiated settlement over the
Golan in favour of US recognition
of Israel’s unilateral declaration
annexing the area.
In 2016, Netanyahu told US
Secretary of State John Kerry: “The
time has come for the international
community to recognise reality,
especially two basic facts. One,
whatever is beyond the border, the
boundary itself will not change.
Two, after 50 years, the time
has come for the international
community to finally recognise
that the Golan Heights will
remain under Israel’s sovereignty
permanently.”
US President Barack Obama was
unimpressed with the argument
but, in the Trump White House,
Netanyahu has found a soul mate.
Even so, US policy changes on
the Golan won’t have an immediate
effect on the Golan’s fortunes. The
prospect of a negotiated agreement
between Israel and Syria has never

been more distant. Israel continues
its occupation, with politicians
of all stripes using scenes of
expanding Israeli settlement
across the rock-strewn expanse as
political props for the upcoming
election.
That’s not to say that the US
retreat on the Golan is without
consequences.
Washington’s retreat from its
traditional position strikes at
the heart of the internationally
sanctioned system that includes
the 1974 Separation of Forces
Agreement, which has kept an
uneasy peace across the frontier
for almost 50 years. US recognition
of Israel’s land grab will not go
unnoticed in Ankara, which is
occupying parts of Syria and looks
to expand its occupation east of the
Euphrates.
Syria, whose relations with
Washington are beyond repair,
sputters its opposition to the US
move and moves to reinforce
positions in Quneitra.
Undermining the sanctity of
Syrian sovereignty on the Golan
comes when support for Syria’s
territorial integrity has been
reaffirmed at great cost. Informed
opinion in Israel and the United
States share the view that the
options of those opposing the US
initiative are of little consequence.
The history of the region suggests
that such hubris is misplaced.
Complacency in the face of the
dramatic significance of this US
move in Israel’s direction is an
invitation to conflict.

Viewpoint

Trump puts the Golan Heights in play
Geoffrey
Aronson

Complacency in the
face of the dramatic
significance of this US
move in Israel’s
direction is an
invitation to conflict.

T

he Golan Heights has
long been the quietest
of Syria’s frontiers but
increasing US support
for recognising Israel’s
annexation of the region
returned the strategic plateau to
the international centre stage.
The escalating abandonment
by Washington of the traditional
US view of the Golan as Israelioccupied Syrian territory, whose
status is to be resolved through
negotiation, supported over
the decades as part of a broad
international consensus, reflects
the post-war battle over Syria as
much as any solidarity with Israel.
The US State Department
signalled the latest change in
this direction when it pointedly
dropped long-standing references
to the Golan as “Israeli-occupied”
in favour of the anaemic “Israelicontrolled.”
US Senator Lindsey Graham, a
Republican from South Carolina,
is the latest senior US politician
to support a more aggressive
American policy that recognises the
Golan, captured from Syria in June
1967, as sovereign Israeli territory.
“The Golan is not disputed,”
Graham argued during a recent visit
to the area. “It is in the hands of
Israel and will always remain in the
hands of Israel. My goal is to try to
explain this to the administration.”
Graham is an influential
voice in the Washington debate
on Syria. He has vigorously
supported continuing US control
of north-eastern Syria as part of
an aggressive effort to contain the
ambitions not only of the Islamic
State but also the “resistance axis”
— Syria, Iran, Hezbollah — as well

as Russia.
He has described a hypothetical
Israeli withdrawal from the Golan
as “a strategic nightmare” and
political “suicide” in the face of
Syria’s continuing alliance with
Iran.
US President Donald Trump
has demonstrated an interest in
breaking the rules of traditional
Israel-Arab diplomacy, not least
with the decision to move the
US Embassy to Jerusalem. He
has taken a significant step in
repudiating long-standing US
opposition to Israel’s unilateral
decision in 1981 to annex the Golan
Heights and there is no one in
Washington prepared to convince
the president that recognising the
Israeli fait accompli on the Golan is
a bad idea.
Accommodating the legitimate
interests of Syrian President Bashar
Assad and Syria, let alone its record
of support for the international
consensus opposing annexation,
are the least of Washington’s
concerns as it stumbles its way into
a new policy.
US power in the region has been
degraded by the war in Syria.
Policy shortcomings resulted in
Russian gains, not least of which
is the presence of Russian forces
throughout Syria, including on the
Golan frontier.
Washington is furious that
Iran has also benefited from
Washington’s missteps.
The Golan legislation introduced
in the US Congress notes that
“Iran has used the war in Syria
to establish a long-term military
presence in the Levant, to attack
Israel from across the Golan
Heights and to create territorial

Geoffrey Aronson is a
non-resident scholar at the Middle
East Institute in Washington.
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Egypt to receive final IMF tranche,
says reforms near completion
Amr Emam

Coping with
soaring prices.
A woman walks
away after
buying bread
at a bakery in
Cairo.

Cairo

E

gyptian officials said they
expect to receive the final
tranche of a $12 billion International Monetary Fund
(IMF) loan in June or July.
A final review of structural reforms introduced by Egyptian financial and monetary authorities
will be conducted before the disbursement of the instalment of the
loan, the government announced.
The tranche of $2 billion will
mark the end of the national reform
programme that started in November 2016 and included measures
that have improved general economic indicators but caused major
suffering for millions of Egyptians.
With the structural reforms ending, economists said, Egypt is hoping to see its economy improve,
particularly given that Cairo would
have more room to manoeuvre
and the delivery of the final IMF
tranche on time would confirm international financial institutions’
full confidence in Egypt’s economy.
“The disbursement of all loan
tranches without any delay reflects
the success of the government
in implementing all the reforms
agreed with the IMF,” said Ali al-Idrissi, deputy head of the Egyptian
Centre for Economic and Strategic
Studies think-tank. “The reforms
are changing economic realities
and this will have its effect on everything in our country in the coming years.”
The IMF Executive Board approved Egypt’s request to borrow
the $12 billion in November 2016.
This opened the door for measures
to reduce the budget deficit, restore macroeconomic stability and
incentivise sustainable economic
growth.
The measures also aimed to fix
problems in the foreign exchange
market, lower government debt
and create jobs. The country also

(Reuters)

Briefs
Abu Dhabi
cuts fees
to boost tourism,
hospitality sectors
Abu Dhabi reduced tourismrelated fees to help its struggling
hospitality sector and attract more
visitors.
The Department of Culture and
Tourism (DCT) said it reduced
tourism fees from 6% to 3.5%,
municipal fees from 4% to 2% and
municipality hotel room fees per
night from $4 to $2.70.
The move to reduce the fees
followed a study of Abu Dhabi’s
hotels conducted by the DCT.
Abu Dhabi is investing billions
of dollars in industry, infrastructure and tourism to diversify its
economy away from oil.
(Reuters)

slashed fuel, water and electricity subsidies, floating the Egyptian
pound and introducing a valueadded tax.
Cairo is in the process of reforming its food subsidy system to improve functionality and ensure
subsidies are provided to only the
neediest while weaning Egypt’s
middle-class off financial support.
The reforms appear to have paid
off. Foreign currency reserves at
the Central Bank of Egypt have
risen steadily, with imports going
down and a new investment law
bringing in more direct foreign investment. The inflation rate is also
lowering, unemployment is dropping and the budget deficit is on
the decline. Cairo targets singledigit inflation by 2020.
Egyptian Finance Minister Mohamed Maait described the reforms as a “great success.” Speaking March 10 before parliament’s
Economic Affairs Committee, he
said the success of the reforms
means the government can move

into a new stage and focus on improving living conditions, including reforming health and education
systems.
“We will devote the bulk of our
work in the coming months to improving the living conditions of the
public, increasing their income and
improving health and education,”
he said.
Millions of Egyptians are eager
to reap the fruits of the economic
reforms, particularly given how
the reforms affected their daily
lives in recent years. The currency
float caused commodity prices to
double overnight, while salaries remained stagnant.
To cushion the effects of such
pressures, Cairo designed social
protection programmes, including
a monthly stipend to tens of thousands of families. The programmes
included financial support to small
project owners with very low-interest rates.
Nevertheless, to maximise benefits from the reforms, economists

said, Egypt must keep the reform
drive intact.
“This is necessary if more jobs
will be created, the poverty rate
will be brought down, the living
conditions of the poor can be improved and the economic growth
can rise even more,” Idrissi said.
The unemployment rate was
8.9% in February and the economy
was growing at 5.3%. Nonetheless,
27% of the population is poor and
a huge effort is needed to bring the
poverty rate down.
That means Egypt needs to raise
the economic growth rate but to
do that Cairo needs to attract investments, increase production,
increase exports and reduce local
consumption.
“Overcoming these challenges
will decide whether the economy
will grow at a higher rate in the future,” said Ashraf al-Arabi, a member of parliament’s Economic Affairs
Committee. “The government also
has to achieve this goal without adding more pressures on the public.”

Saudi Arabia seals
private sector
deals worth
$3.5 billion
Saudi Arabia, in the last two
months, completed six publicprivate partnership deals worth
approximately $3.5 billion and
plans at least 23 more by 2022,
said Turki al-Hokail, CEO of the
National Centre for Privatisation
and Public-Private Partnership.
The six projects just announced
include four water projects, one
in health care and one in transport. Under such public-private
partnership arrangements, private
investors build infrastructure and
are paid to operate it for a period
before it reverts to the state.
Twenty-three other such deals
are planned for the water sector
by 2022, among more than 40
public-private partnership deals
and privatisations that are in the
pipeline.
(Reuters)

Viewpoint

Free trade zone to be established on Tunisian-Libyan border
Riadh Bouazza

The value of the
project is about $105
million and technical
studies for the
project will soon be
ready.

I

n an attempt to contain
contraband and smuggling,
the Tunisian government
approved the development
of an economic free zone for
commercial and logistical
activities in Ben Guerdane, near
the Libyan border.
Officials said their motivation is
to bolster trade and contain black
market activity, which has debilitated the economy, especially
since 2011.
Experts have repeatedly
stressed the need for a clear, welldefined plan to contain the effects
of the informal economy. Former
governments allocated millions
of dollars to combat contraband
but their efforts did not produce
tangible results.
The Tunisian government announced the 150-hectare project
on the third anniversary of the
Battle of Ben Guerdane, a symbolic move meant to show that
combating terrorism goes hand
in hand with developing border
regions.
“This project, which is to create
8,000 jobs directly and indirectly,
is part of efforts to integrate informal economic activity into the
formal economy,” said Tunisian
Commerce Minister Omar al-Behi
after the ceremonial laying of the
free zone’s foundation stone.
The new free zone is only 10km
from the Ras Jedir border crossing with Libya and 50km from

the commercial port of Zarzis, in
south-eastern Tunisia.
There are two other free trade
zones in Tunisia: one in Zarzis,
covering 60 hectares, and a 30-hectare site in the northern governorate of Bizerte. However, they have
proven insufficient, even operating
at maximum commercial capacity.
Behi said the Ben Guerdane free
zone would make the region a gateway to African markets.
Sources in Tunis said Algeria expressed a desire to build a
freeway to link the free zone with
the Algerian border to the west to
facilitate the transit of Algerian
goods to Libya and Europe through
the port of Zarzis.
The project’s blueprint indicates
that 70% of the free zone’s area
would be dedicated to logistical services, re-exportation and
international trade. It would be
under the control of the customs
authorities, meaning that it would
be integrated into Tunisia’s formal
economy.
The remainder of the area would
be allocated to retail trade, storage
and warehouses, in addition to hotel and entertainment complexes
and administrative and support
services buildings.
After reaching an agreement
with China last year that includes
a free zone with Chinese factories
in Zarzis under the framework of
China’s Belt and Road Initiative,
Tunisia is betting on attracting

more foreign investment to such
promising projects.
The first phase of the project is to
begin in April. This would include
the construction of infrastructure,
including a power plant, a waste
treatment plant, roads and the laying of drainage and sewage canals.
The Tunisian government is
relying on partnerships between
the public and private sectors to
benefit the country’s economy. The
government is diversifying incentives to attract investors.
Tunisia’s trade office, the public
service entity overseeing the
project, said construction would
begin following the establishment
of a company to manage the five
phases of the project, with the final
phase to be completed by December 2020.
Tunisian Office of Commerce
Director-General Ilyes Ben Ameur,
in a statement, said the value of
the project is about $105 million
and technical studies for the project would soon be ready.
Ben Ameur said the project
would be promoted during an
international symposium in June
to attract local and foreign capital
contributions to the construction
of the free trade zone.
He mentioned that the free
zone would provide incentives to
informal traders in border areas
and would encourage them to
carry out their activities within the
formal market to curb smuggling

activities, thus securing additional
revenue for the state.
Contraband, particularly fuel
smuggling, is a chronic headache
for Tunisia. A World Bank report
stated that 1 litre of petrol smuggled from Libya can be sold in
Tunisia at six times its purchase
price. Smuggled food and consumer products of unknown origin
have caused considerable damage
to local industries.
Tunisia aims to reduce the size of
the informal economy from 50% to
20% by next year, official estimates
state, but analysts said they doubt
it will be able to do so.
The free trade zone project
introduction coincided with the
inauguration of the first private
hospital in Ben Guerdane and the
opening of the Bou Hamed bridge
linking Medenine and Zarzis, a
move expanding the road network
in southern Tunisia.
Tunisia’s minister of public
works said work to complete the
freeway leading to the free zone
through Ben Guerdane continues
and would help the city by including it in the country’s development
plans.
Tunisia seeks to bring in more
than $500 million in annual
revenue from its free zones, with
that number estimated to double
once the Ben Guerdane project is
operational.
Riadh Bouazza is a Tunisian writer.
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Can shale ‘revolution’ make US top oil exporter?
Jareer Elass

Washington

A

s the world’s largest crude
exporter, Saudi Arabia’s
decisions on oil production volumes have influenced crude prices for decades
and provided Riyadh with political
clout and a comfort level that the
Saudi regime would be protected
in a crisis.
Oil markets, for example, paid
close attention when Saudi Oil Minister Khalid al-Falih announced on
March 11 that the kingdom would
make further cuts to its crude exports in April in Riyadh’s drive with
other producers to push oil prices
higher, bringing Saudi oil exports
to less than 7 million barrels per
day (bpd) from 8 million bpd export highs recorded in late 2018.
Saudi Arabia’s reign as the top
oil exporter is being threatened by
the United States, which used to be
the priority market for Saudi crude
exports. In its “Oil 2019” report, the
International Energy Agency (IEA)
said “the second wave of the US
shale revolution is coming,” suggesting that the United States could
topple Saudi Arabia from the leading export spot by 2024.

In its forecasts, the EIA
estimated that US crude
production would
average 12.4 million bpd
this year and 13.2 million
bpd in 2020.
In addition, booming US oil production could result in American
energy independence as early as
next year, the US Department of
Energy’s Energy Information Administration (EIA) said.
IEA Executive Director Fatih
Birol said the expected surge in

shale output would “see the United
States account for 70% of the rise
in global oil production… over the
next five years.” He added: “This
will shake up international oil and
gas trade flows, with profound implications for the geopolitics of energy.”
In 2018, the United States surpassed Russia and Saudi Arabia
and became the world’s largest
crude producer, a position it had
not held since 1973. US oil production hit a record high of 12.1 million
bpd and the IEA said the American
shale boom will see another 4 million bpd added to US crude output
through 2024.
In its forecasts, the EIA estimated that US crude production would
average 12.4 million bpd this year
and 13.2 million bpd in 2020.
The EIA said growth in output
has slashed American dependence on foreign oil, with US crude
oil and petroleum product net imports having tumbled from 3.8 million bpd in 2017 to 2.4 million bpd
in 2018. The US energy division
said net imports should decline to
an average 900,000 bpd in 2019
and that the United States would
become a net exporter of crude at
an average of 300,000 bpd in 2020.
The US shift towards becoming
a net crude exporter began in late
2015, when US President Barack
Obama lifted a four-decade ban
on American crude exports. The
United States recently reached a
record level of total crude exports,
shipping just more than 3.6 million
bpd of crude in the week through
February 15.
While it has some catching up
to do with Saudi Arabia in terms
of net exports, the United States’
crude production capacity has incredible potential — as much as 16
million bpd in the next five years —
while increases in Saudi crude production capacity is limited.
Saudi Arabia has long served as a

New wave. Pump jacks are seen near McKittrick, California.
swing producer, able to withdraw
large volumes from oil markets or
to quickly ramp up production to
fill a supply gap.
Riyadh has insisted that it has
a maximum sustainable production capacity of 12 million bpd but
there is industry speculation that
the kingdom would be strained to
sustain pumping at more than 11
million bpd for any lengthy period.
In November, Saudi output
climbed to 11.2 million bpd briefly
before the kingdom helped orchestrate a major supply cut with other
producers in a bid to push up international oil prices. In October,
Falih said the government intended to spend $20 billion to maintain

and potentially expand spare production capacity, adding that the
kingdom had not decided whether
to raise its production capacity to
13 million bpd or hold at 12 million
bpd.
Saudi Arabia prioritised oil exports to the United States for decades, guarding its position as the
top crude supplier to that market
with volumes as high as 1.5 million bpd as a measure of security
that Washington would quickly
intervene should a crisis emerge.
In the mid-2000s, Riyadh shifted
course, focusing on the more lucrative Asian market while remaining
among the top oil exporters to the
United States.

(AFP)
It is telling that, as part of their efforts to reduce crude exports with
an $80 a barrel oil price target in
mind, the Saudis recently reduced
sales to the United States, with
US imports of Saudi crude falling
by half in one week in January to
442,000 bpd.
It is also significant that Saudi
Aramco CEO Amin Nasser was
quoted as saying in November that
while “all markets are important to
us… Asia is the biggest market for
sure, then Europe and the United
States.”
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues for
The Arab Weekly.

Viewpoint

UAE becoming a leader in renewable energy
Omid Shokri
Kalehsar

Abu Dhabi is one of
the most important
examples of a city
that is creatively
seeking to strengthen
its renewable energy
sector.

C

ountries across the
world are planning to
increase the share of
renewables in their
national energy baskets, particularly to
generate electricity. The United
Arab Emirates has an ambitious
plan to become a leader in the
Middle East in reducing reliance
on fossil fuels and increasing
renewable energy production.
The United Arab Emirates
intends to expand the use of new
energies in pursuit of such goals
as exploiting renewable resources
that are not oil-dependent. The
Emirates has become a hub for
clean energy technology, providing funding to build renewable
energy projects around the world
and investing millions of dollars in fundamental research on
energy, water, microelectronics,
advanced materials and transport
systems.
The UAE serves as a model for
renewable energy sector. Masdar Abu Dhabi, for example, a
regional leader and international
player in renewable energy and
sustainable urban development,
has invested more than $2.7 billion in clean energy development
since 2006.
MENA countries with huge
oil and natural gas reserves are
looking to increase the use of
renewable energy. Some have
the potential to export electricity generated by renewables and
decrease dependency on revenue
from exported oil and decrease
greenhouse gas emissions. Studies suggest that electricity generated from renewable sources is
cheaper than power produced
from fossil fuels.
The UAE State of Energy Report
2015 said the share of power

generated from natural gas will
drop from 98% in 2012 to less
than 76% in 2021, as clean energy
enters the mix and energy efficiency grows.
UAE Energy Strategy 2050
targets an energy mix combining
renewable, clean energy sources
and nuclear power to meet the
Emirates’ economic requirements
and environmental goals of 44%
clean energy, 38% natural gas,
12% coal and 6% nuclear.
The United Arab Emirates has
a clear, ambitious target for clean
energy and is joining other countries to maximise clean energy
use. It is likely to become one of
the world’s leading solar power
producers because sunlight is
one of the natural advantages of
the country.
Studies indicate that, if the
UAE reaches its renewable energy
goals, it could save $192 billion by
2050 in the energy sector.
More than in any other city in
the United Arab Emirates, Dubai
is seeking to become a Smart City,
focusing on the use and development of clean energy. Dubai recently initiated its “Clean Energy
Strategy 2050” initiative, which
is designed to increase Dubai’s
green and clean energy share by
75% by 2050.
Dubai officials stressed their
commitment to creating a sustainable model for energy conservation and supporting economic
growth without harming the environment and natural resources.
The project, estimated at $13
million, is “scheduled to provide
up to 7% of Dubai’s energy from
clean sources in 2020, which will
increase to 25% in 2030 and to
75% in 2050,” a UAE government
report stated.
Last May, Dubai began the

second phase of what will be the
world’s largest solar park. Worth
some $14 billion, the park will
eventually produce 5,000 megawatts (MW) of energy, providing
power for about 800,000 households.
Meanwhile, a French power
company and Masaood Abu
Dhabi jointly offered to construct
a 300-MW photovoltaic power
plant to produce power at 1.79
cents per kilowatt-hour, which
would be the cheapest rate at
which electricity has ever been
produced in Abu Dhabi.
The United Arab Emirates
is determined to find a clean
replacement for natural gas,
helping both the environment
and its budget. By 2050, the
UAE will have invested approximately $150 billion in renewable
energy. This is expected to save
the country $192 billion through
reducing dependence on gas
subsidies.
The Masdar city project is one
of the UAE’s most important
renewable energy-based projects.
Begun in 2006 as a wholly owned
subsidiary of the state-owned
Mubadala Development Company and guided by Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 2030, Masdar aims
to develop clean technology and
future energy solutions in terms
of design, innovation, research
laboratories and implementation.
Masdar operates through four
interconnected business units
and a research division that complements their work. With $2.7
billion put towards clean energy
development in the past decade,
the project functions as an investment model for other cities.
The UAE government plans to
invest $340 million in sustainable
development efforts in develop-

ing countries. Abu Dhabi has
invested some $46 million in renewable energy projects in Africa
and the Caribbean.
In addition, Emirates Company
is the host and official partner
of the Solar Impulse 2 project,
a plan to fly a solar-powered
aircraft around the world without
the use of fossil fuels.
The UAE’s pioneering outlook
in developing renewable energy
will help the country become a
leader in developing environmental policy and in job creation.
Investing in renewable energy
creates approximately three
times more jobs than oil and gas
and the United Arab Emirates
plans to create more than 90,000
jobs in renewable energy by
2030.
Abu Dhabi is one of the most
important examples of a city that
is creatively seeking to strengthen its renewable energy sector.
By 2030, the city is expected to
contain about 40,000 inhabitants
and the project will create more
than 50,000 jobs there.
As solar energy gains traction throughout the world as an
inexpensive source of energy,
countries with high solar indexes
are looking to reassess their energy strategies. Increased investment by the Emirati government
and private energy firms in other
countries gives the United Arab
Emirates an opportunity to be a
key player in renewables in the
region.
Omid Shokri Kalehsar is a
senior energy security analyst
and visiting research scholar in
the Schar School of Policy and
Government at George Mason
University. Follow him on
Twitter: @ushukrik.
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Smoking in MENA

Viewpoint

The costly failure to cut
smoking in the Arab world

I

Oussama
Romdhani

f tobacco addiction is the
most preventable cause of
death, why can’t humanity
treat it as the scourge it is?
A scourge without borders.
Like climate change, let’s say.
Instead, certain regions of the
world seem to be perceived as
more equal than others when it
comes to prevention from pulmonary nicotine stains.
Tobacco sales in Europe have
fallen by no less than 38% during the last 20 years as a result of
awareness campaigns and antitobacco measures. Sales seem destined to fall further. Not in Africa
and the Middle East, however.
In those two regions, 180 million
men are predicted to be smoking by 2025 — twice as many as in
2000. The World Health Organisation said it expects the percentage
of African smokers to rise 40% in
2025 compared to the 2010 level.
Much of this catastrophic
situation has to do with a lack of
social awareness and political will.
These factors can only necessarily
lead to inadequate policies in the
Arab and African regions.
A whole body of evidence points
to lingering complacency. Even
without scientific statistics or
paid surveys, anecdotal evidence
shows a depressing reality.
Incredibly false notions endure.
Some young Arab would tell you
smoking “clears the lungs.”
Young women cling to the notion that “light” cigarettes are
feminine and not that harmful. In
behaviour that harkens to the days
of “You’ve come a long way, baby,”
many female smokers are taking
up the shisha habit.
This practice is catching up
in the Maghreb the same way it
swept the Levant in years past.
Cancer statistics in Lebanon, Jordan and Syria have long illustrated
the problem. The growing acceptability of public shisha smoking
among women in the Maghreb
is exposing families, including
babies, to second-hand smoke.
In many parts of the Arab world,
laws and regulations were passed
to restrict or ban smoking but
there has not been much political will to enforce them. Despite
its harmful health effects and the
cost incurred by the state, in terms
of medical bills and sickness-related work absences, the problem
is hardly perceived as a priority by
most politicians.
Some short-sighted politicos
would argue that young people,
already frustrated by lack of jobs
and opportunities, are not to be
bothered by the added pressure of
restrictions on cigarette sales and
consumption as if letting them
develop lung cancer or emphysema could improve their career

potential.
There is also the perception that
some governments have of economic and social stability. Decision makers tend to see the resistance of restaurant and coffee shop
owners to smoking restrictions as
a reason not to enforce laws on
smoking. Keep them puffing, keep
them happy.
There are also the geographically based marketing policies of
the multinational tobacco companies. Many of these companies are
based in countries steeped in the
anti-tobacco culture.
Take Switzerland, for example.
An investigation by the Swiss institute Public Eye has shown that
cigarettes exported by Switzerland
to Morocco and other African
countries are “more addictive
and more toxic than those sold in
Switzerland or France.”
About 75% of the cigarettes
produced by Swiss-based manufacturers are destined for export.
For Switzerland, such exports
generate comparable revenues to
such flagship products as cheese
and chocolate.
Research commissioned by
Public Eye has shown that some
tobacco brands manufactured in
Switzerland and sold in Morocco
contain more than 80% more nicotine than the same brands sold in
Switzerland. Swiss and European
lawmakers are not responsible
for the health of African and Arab
smokers. Their corporations can
reap all the profits they can get
outside their countries’ borders.
The story of tobacco is in a
way one of death and taxes. The
choice is normally clear but some
countries seem to weigh their options. Increasing taxes on tobacco
products limits the affordability
and consumption of cigarettes. It,
therefore, saves lives but officials
in the region seem to treasure the
tax revenues they get from tobacco. They fear higher prices could
limit revenues or drive customers
to the informal sector.
Fighting tobacco addiction
should be as merit-worthy as
fighting climate change. Worldwide efforts, including the adoption of international manufacturing and export regulations and the
exchange of awareness-building
techniques, are needed. Multinationals should have to pay for
genuine tobacco prevention programs instead of the PR-motivated
initiatives they now finance.
There could be blacklists established for countries and corporations that persist on flaunting the
public health rules in any part of
the world but, before anything
else, there needs to be more political will to clean the air we breathe
from cigarettes and shishas. The
Arab world and Africa are no
exception.
Oussama Romdhani
is Editor-in-Chief of The Arab
Weekly.

A scourge without borders. Palestinian vendors sell cigarettes at a
shop in Gaza City.
(AFP)

Lebanon’s tobacco addiction
comes with a medical bill
Samar Kadi

Beirut

I

“

t is a nice pastime, especially
when we sit with friends in
cafes, chatting while having
a smoke,” said Nada Cherif.
Cherif said she was never enticed
to smoke cigarettes but she is a regular user of nargile — also known
as shisha, hookah or water pipe —
which has become an epidemical
trend in Lebanon.
Cherif insisted that she is not a
tobacco addict. “I have friends who
smoke the nargile more than once a
day and alternate with cigarettes,”
she said.
Lebanon has been ranked among
the world’s highest tobacco-consuming countries in recent years. In
2015, a report by the World Health
Organisation (WHO) put Lebanon
third for the highest cigarette consumption per capita.
“It is no surprise that we have the
highest cancer rate in the region,”
said Nadine Chatila, director of
communications at the American
University of Beirut Medical Centre (AUBMC). “The problem is that
indoor smoking is allowed in many
public places. Shisha is easily accessible and you can even have it
delivered to your home at a very
cheap price.”
AUBMC’s cancer department estimates that 8,000 cases of cancer
are reported in Lebanon annually.
Dr Nagi Saghir, professor of haematology-oncology and director of the
breast cancer centre at AUBMC, has
stated that cases are divided equally between the sexes and that,
among the 4,000 cases of cancer in
women, 1,700 are breast cancer.

Recent studies indicated
that most shisha
smokers in Lebanon are
women and young
Lebanese are among the
heaviest shisha smokers
in the world.
Oncologist Dr Joseph Makdessi
noted that cancer prevalence has
risen globally, not only in Lebanon,
with lung cancer being the most
common type of the disease.
“Almost 90% of lung cancer
cases are related directly to smoking,” Makdessi said. “Among females, cases of breast cancer are the
highest, whereas prostate cancer is
the most common among men.”
While smoking could be one of
the main causes for lung cancer,
other factors are relevant for the
increase in cancer cases, Makdessi
said.
“There is no single cause of cancer,” he said. “The cause is multifactorial. You cannot blame it exclusively on smoking, or pollution
or diet, et cetera. It is a combination of several factors and people
with a predisposition to genetic
mutation are at higher risk.
“Also, people today have a longer
life expectancy and it is natural that
in view of the population growth
you would have an increase in cancer cases. What is important to assess here is the age of the patients.
Is it mostly affecting the elderly or
is it increasing among the youth?”
The Lebanese Ministry of Health
stated that the rate of cancer diagnoses in Lebanon increased 5.5%
yearly in 2015 and 2016. It said the
figure was based on statistics of
people who register at the Health
Ministry for treatment. Since not
all resort to the ministry for assistance, the real number is probably
higher.
With the widespread use of the
nargile, in addition to the high consumption of cigarettes, Makdessi
said he expected not only cancer
but cardiovascular diseases to increase in the next decades.

Epidemical trend. A Lebanese man smokes shisha in Sidon. (Reuters)
“Nargile is a very dangerous
trend whose effects will appear in
10 or 15 years,” he said. “The rate
will increase alarmingly because
the majority of shisha smokers today are the young and they will be
prone to develop lung cancer in the
future because of their history of
smoking nargile.”
Recent studies indicated that
most shisha smokers in Lebanon
are women and young Lebanese
are among the heaviest shisha
smokers in the world.
There is a common misconception that water pipe smoking is
less harmful than cigarette smoking because the water filters the
smoke. However, the WHO said a
nargile smoking session that lasts
one hour involves inhaling 100-200
times the volume of smoke inhaled
with a single cigarette and exposes
the smoker to higher amounts of
toxic materials than found in cigarettes.
AUBMC has begun a social media

campaign to raise awareness about
the link between smoking tobacco
from a water pipe, also known as
“hubbly bubbly,” and cancer. The
campaign’s video was shared on
Facebook to mark World Cancer
Day on February 4.
AUBMC offers a smoking cessation programme that costs $166
and includes eight 45-minute sessions of counselling and therapy.
In 2012, Lebanon enacted a law
intended to limit cigarette and tobacco consumption. However, Law
174 outlawing smoking in closed
public places has been notoriously
disregarded, especially in pubs,
nightclubs and cafes.
The legislation also introduced
the concept of displaying health
warnings on all tobacco product
packaging in hopes that the messages would deter people from
smoking.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.
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Resilient water sectors needed in arid MENA region
Roufan Nahhas

Dead Sea

W

hat better place than
Jordan, one of the most
water-stressed countries, to host the Global
Observatory for Water and Peace?
The international facility aimed
at promoting and activating efforts
to benefit from water for holistic
peace chose Amman as its main
hub during the Fifth Arab Water
Week (AWW).
Organised by the Arab Countries Water Utilities Association
(ACWUA), in partnership with the
Jordanian Ministry of Water and
Irrigation and the Arab Ministerial
Water Council, AWW focused on
sustainable development in water
and sanitation in line with the UN
Sustainable Development Goals,
which call for clean water and sanitation for all by 2030.
Water scarcity is a challenge
to security in the mostly arid Middle East. In Jordan, water issues
have become even more complex
for many reasons, including lessening rainfall and greater demand for
water.
“The AWW provides an excellent
opportunity for Jordan and neighbouring countries to tackle such a
complex subject and share experiences,” said water expert Mansor
Zyoud.
“There are many reasons that
placed additional pressure on Jordan’s water sector,” Zyoud said.
“Struggle over limited groundwater
resources by the different sectors
of the economy and increasing demand for water by a growing population, further compounded by the
large number of (Syrian) refugees in
the country, have reduced freshwater availability for all.”
“There is definitely an urgent
need for solutions to such issues,”
he added.
The US Agency for International

Development (USAID) said population growth has reduced the average amount of fresh water available
to Jordanians to less than 150 cubic
metres per year — the average water
availability in the United States is
more than 9,000 cubic metres per
year — and agriculture consumes
50% of the water supply but contributes only 3% of Jordan’s GDP.
More than 500 scientists and 225
water experts from 40 countries
attended this year’s AWW sharing
experiences, views and solutions
in early March at the Dead Sea in
Jordan.
At the meeting, ACWUA General Secretary Khaldon Khashman,
warned that the “vital resource is
increasingly under threat.”
“There is no doubt that water is a
crucial issue in the region,” he said.
“The AWW addresses the challenges and proposes solutions for water
and wastewater management in
the Arab region. It also provides a
platform for exchanging knowledge
and getting acquainted with new
technologies for water problem solutions.”
Jordan’s “National Water Strategy 2016-2025,” which focuses on
building a resilient sector based
on a comprehensive social, economic and environmentally viable
approach, was presented by Ali
Soboh, secretary-general of the Water and Irrigation Ministry.

Water scarcity is a
challenge to security in the
mostly arid Middle East.

“Jordan has one of the lowest
levels of water availability per capita in the world and is facing many
challenges stemming from climate
change, population growth and
economic development needs and
hosting several fluxes of refugees,”
Soboh said.
“The strategy of the water sector
seeks to preserve water resources
and guarantee sustainability in addition to implementing new pro-

Looking for solutions. Secretary General of the Arab Countries Water Utilities Association Khaldon
Khashman speaks at the opening of the Fifth Arab Water Week in the Dead Sea.
(ACWUA)
jects such as the Sea Water Desalination Project, Saline Subterranean
Desalination Project and the deep
groundwater project.”
Soboh said Jordan has been
working on the expansion of sewage services, including networks
and treatment plants to reach about
240 million cubic metres by 2025.
It is seeking to reduce administrative and physical losses through
rehabilitation of water networks,
while continuing programmes to
confront water theft.
Unaccountable water losses,
such as leakage and theft, on average account for 50% of total water
supplied by Jordan’s municipal networks, Soboh said, quoting USAID
figures.
“Water for development is a com-

mon regional challenge with water
deficit expected to reach 130 billion
cubic metres in the Arab world by
2030,” Soboh said. “It necessitates
investments at a higher scale especially in the infrastructure with a
price tag of $300 billion-$400 billion to face the deficit. These challenges require extra effort by all
countries and major players to find
practical solutions.”
Despite Jordan’s severe water
scarcity, more than 94% of Jordanians have access to safe drinking
water and 93% have access to improved sanitation. These are some
of the highest rates in the MENA
region, the Ministry of Water and
Irrigation 2018 report stated.
“The participation of a UAE delegation in the AWW reflects the

support and interest of the UAE
leadership in crucial water issues,
a common concern for all countries
of the Arab region,” said Shamma
al-Malek, an official at Abu Dhabi
Water and Electricity Authority.
“We have shared the UAE’s experience in this sector which is at the
core of the development the country is witnessing and at the same
time we learn from others.”
Since 1990, the number of people
globally gaining access to improved
sanitation has risen from 54% to
68% but some 2.3 billion people
still do not have toilets or improved
latrines, the World Health Organisation said.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

UAE basks in limelight with nine wetlands on Ramsar list
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

A

s it marked the World Wetlands Day, the United Arab
Emirates also celebrated
hosting nine internationally recognised wetlands on the
Ramsar list.
The Hatta Mountain Reserve in
Dubai is the site most recently chosen for the honour. The Ramsar
Convention Secretariat made the
announcement on the eve of World
Wetlands Day, February 2.
In addition to the Hatta Mountain
Reserve, Dubai has two other sites
on the Ramsar List of Wetlands of
International Importance: the Ras
al Khor Wildlife Sanctuary and the
Jebel Ali Wildlife Sanctuary. The latter was added in last October at the
Conference of Contracting Parties to
Ramsar Convention on Wetlands in
Dubai.
The United Arab Emirates recognised the link between environment and climate change when it
renamed the Ministry of Environment and Water as the Ministry of
Climate Change and Environment
three years ago.
Thani bin Ahmed al-Zeyoudi, UAE
Climate Change and Environment
minister, said the country’s environmental efforts have led to the
designation of 43 protected areas
that are internationally acclaimed
to provide shelter to many of the
species considered threatened by
the International Union for Conservation of Nature.
Environmentalists lauded the
move as a demonstration of the
Emirates’ commitment to a green
economy and sustainability.
Mohammad Ali Reza Khan, principal wildlife specialist at Dubai

A rare ecosystem. Flamingos are seen at the Ras Al Khor Wildlife Sanctuary.
Safari, said: “It is great news for
such a developing industrial and
economic zone in the Gulf. The efforts of the UAE government are
appreciable.”
“The characteristics of the wetlands need to be protected at all
costs and not compromised for developmental activities. The UAE has
a good record on this front. Most
protected areas are divided into
core zones and buffer zones. In the
latter, limited economic and recreational activities can be carried out
in line with developmental goals
which do not compromise with nature,” he added.
Hatta, about 130km east of Dubai
City, is in the Hajar mountains bordering Oman. The mountains receive about 30% of the UAE’s total
annual rainfall.
Amid the scarcity of freshwater
wetlands in the region, the site represents a rare mountain freshwater

ecosystem, which is home to a large
number of species. It supports 19%
of all the plant species in the country, 79% of its dragonflies, 27% of its
birds, 44% of its mammals and 30%
of its reptiles and amphibians, some
of which are considered threatened.
The site is one of the few along
the mountain range with breeding
habitats for water birds, fish and
amphibians.
Jebel Ali Wetland Sanctuary
was established in 1998 and spans
nearly 22 sq.km. It is recognised by
the Convention on Biological Diversity as one of the Ecologically and
Biologically Significant Areas in the
Arabian Gulf.
With diverse habitats that include
coral reefs, mangroves, shallow lagoons, seagrass, oyster beds and
sandy shorelines, the Jebel Ali Wetland Sanctuary provides shelter to
about 539 species of marine fauna
and flora.

The area supports the survival
of two threatened species of marine reptiles, the green turtle and
the hawksbill turtle. Both species
use the area as feeding grounds.
The sandy beaches of Jebel Ali are
main breeding sites for the critically
endangered hawksbill turtle in the
UAE and the only one in Dubai.
The UAE became a member of
the Ramsar Convention in 2007 and
since then has pioneered wetland
preservation.
The Ras Al Khor Wildlife Sanctuary became the first UAE wetland
listed by Ramsar as a site of international importance in 2007. Wadi
Wurayah National Park (Fujairah),
Al Wathba Wetland Reserve (Abu
Dhabi) and the Mangrove Protected
Area in Khor Kalba (Sharjah) were
later added. The other sites in the
UAE are Bul Syayeef Marine Sanctuary (Abu Dhabi), Sir Bu Nair Island
(Sharjah) and Al Zorah (Ajman).

(Dubai Municipality)
Dawoud al-Hajri, director-general
of Dubai Municipality, said the UAE
“has become the country with the
highest number of Wetlands of International Importance at the level
of Arab countries in West Asia and
Dubai becomes the emirate with the
highest number of wetland sites in
the country.”
With these three sites, Dubai
boasts a unique pattern of wetlands. Despite its hot climate, it has
mangrove trees, marshes and coral
reefs and access to fresh water,
which is scarce in the environment
at the state level, Hajri said.
Hajri said the Jebel Ali Wetland
Sanctuary had “unique ecological
features and supports several endangered and threatened species,
making it ideal to gain mention on
the Ramsar List.”
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.
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Why translation matters
for the Arab world

F

Khadija
Hamouchi

aisal Saeed al-Mutar
was born in the Iraqi
city of Hillah in 1991.
He was 8 years old
when the internet was
allowed in the
country. The internet
captured his curiosity about
science, philosophy, the cosmos,
comparative religion, civil
liberties and human rights.
In 2017, he founded Ideas
Beyond Borders, a US-based
knowledge translation initiative
to make otherwise inaccessible
ideas available to Arabs. The
initiative has translated 1.5
million words — whether in
articles or books — through its
translators in Iraq, Lebanon,
Jordan, Egypt and Saudi Arabia.
Mutar received the President’s
Volunteer Service Award in 2015
from US President Barack Obama
for his outstanding commitment
to education.
In a conversation via Skype with
The Arab Weekly, he discussed the
power of the Arabic language.
The Arab Weekly (TAW): What
is actually at stake with Arabic
content, humanly speaking?
Faisal Saeed al-Mutar (FSM):
“By removing the language barrier
to knowledge, more young people
in the Arabic-speaking world will
be empowered and hopeful.
Losing hope and perspective is (a)
reason why many young people
get drawn into extremist and
violent organisations.
“Arabic content that doesn’t tell
people what to think but how to
think [is important]; content that
makes people question more and
ask why they believe what they
believe to be true. Exposing our
young people to the world, to
opportunity, to complex thinking
will drive constant curiosity and
encourage many to stay away
from dogma.

“It’s not easy to know which
have added more than 750 articles
ideas motivate people to think
to the Arabic Wikipedia and
more because humans are
translated 12 books.
different and that’s why we
“Our articles are the most
translate and create a diverse set
visited in the Arabic Wikipedia
of ideas.
because they focus on very
“We can prove such a theory of
important topics. Articles that
change through the personal story
debunk conspiracy theories were
of one of our translators, Yasmine
among the most visited.”
Mohamad. She grew up in a
TAW: How do you deal with the
fundamentalist household and
fact that you have deliberately
had an arranged marriage to a
chosen to translate content that
member of al-Qaeda. When she
may be seen as very provocative
was exposed to lectures of
by many citizens in the Arab
comparative religion and books, it
world?
completely changed her world
FSM: “‘Controversial’ and
view and now she is an advocate
‘provocative’ are subjective terms.
and a public speaker for women’s
Some of our content regarding
rights in the Arab and Muslim
secularism, religion, women and
world.”
minorities’ rights have generated
TAW: Are there any translation
some controversy from some
demands for particular fields of
segments of our audience.
knowledge?
“We are not a political or
FSM: “The demand is for
anti-religion organisation but
knowledge for the subjects
we embrace some of these
that are now neglected
controversial books
and suppressed, such
and content because
as economics,
we believe Arab
Exposing our
psychology,
youth should be
young people to
evolutionary
allowed to make
the world, to
science, analysis
up their own
complex thinking
of religion,
minds about how
will encourage
knowledge about
they want to live
pluralism, human
their lives.
many to stay away
rights, civil and
“We are focused
from dogma.
women’s rights
on empowering the
movements. Many of
youth with hope and
these topics are banned
education and prein some Arab countries.
venting extremism before
it takes root. If there would be
“There is an Arabic proverb
any political implications, it
that says forbidden fruit is sweet.
would be for people to reject the
Censorship produces counter
censorship and binary thinking of
effects whereby Arab youth resist
extremists and authoritarian
being told what to see and what to
regimes after people have been
think and makes them want to see
exposed to a different set of
the banned books even more.
ideas.
“We regularly run surveys to
our 65,000 followers on Facebook
“Considering that we are still a
asking them what they want to
new organisation, I expect us to
see translated and act accordget negative feedback but we
ingly.
welcome all forms of constructive
criticism. However, from what I
“In the Bayt Al-Hekma 2.0
am reading and hearing, the
project, we have focused so far on
response has been overwhelmtranslating Wikipedia articles into
ingly positive so far.”
Arabic. Our readers come from
TAW: Digital Arabic content has
search engines because these tend
grown exponentially over the past
to show Wikipedia results at the
decade. Would you like to share
beginning of the search page. We

Faisal Saeed al-Mutar, founder of Ideas Beyond Borders, a USbased translation initiative.
(Courtesy of Faisal Saeed al-Mutar)
with us concrete example of such
growth?
FSM: “I founded the organisation in mid-2017. We have translated more than 1.5 million words,
whether in articles or in books.
The demand has grown so much
that about 200 articles per month
are translated in Arabic. We lifted
the ranking of the Arabic language
to the 17th language in Wikipedia
from the 19th.
“We are focusing on bringing
diverse ideas outside the education systems but we potentially
plan to work on designing a
curriculum that advances diversity of ideas and critical thinking.
“Today, we are a partner of the
Wikimedia Foundation in the
Levant. We are also a partner of
WordPress.org, which is designing
both our website and our digital
library that should launch in less
than a month.”
TAW: What kind of conversation
is missing in the field of Arabic
content?

FSM: “Advancing our scientific
and spiritual vocabulary is one of
the issues that we face when we
translate science content. That’s
because many of the words and
scientific terminologies do not
exist yet in Arabic due to lack of
scientific research. The same
applies when translating texts
from eastern religions such as
Buddhism and Taoism. While
many words have an equivalent in
English or French, Arab linguists
need to create these words and
popularise them.
“Perhaps another conversation
we need to have is on how the
Arab youth see themselves, how
to stimulate their minds and
encourage them to think for
themselves and make their own
decisions about their future.”
Khadija Hamouchi is a
Belgian-Moroccan social
entrepreneur and founder of
SEJAAL, an initiative that is
building an app for young people.

Arabofolies festival celebrates Arab art in Paris
Yassine Halila

Tunis

T

he Arab World Institute in
Paris has created a festival
honouring Arab art and
culture that is planned to
take place three times a year.
Dubbed “Arabofolies,” (“Arab
Follies”), the first edition of the
festival took place in early March
at the institute’s grounds along the
Seine.
Founded in 1980 in the heart of
the city near the Great Mosque of
Paris, the Arab World Institute researches the Arab region and promotes its arts and cultures.
While focusing mostly on music,
with five concerts scheduled during the festival, Arabofolies also
offered a movie screening, a slam
poetry session, a dance performance, literary roundtables and a
discussion forum.
Musicians selected to perform
at the festival included a Lebanese saxophonist and a Palestinian
pianist and featured a variety of
genres such as jazz, rap, folk and
electronic music. The most recognisable name on Arabofolies’ lineup was Algerian folk singer Souad
Massi, who previewed pieces from
her new project, Ya Dra.

However, the festival’s star attraction might very well have been
Electrosteen, the Palestinian electronic music collective, which delivered an “electronic celebration
of Palestinian heritage,” as organisers described it.
Electrosteen lit up the Arab
World Institute’s sold out indoor
performance hall for the festival’s
inaugural concert March 1. It was
the big coming out party for the
group, whose story is as Palestinian
and fascinating as its fresh sounds.
The crew’s name is a combination of “electro” and Falasteen, the
Arabic word for Palestine.
Styled as “an initiative to bring
Palestinian traditional music, in
its widest sense, into the contemporary international art/musical
scene,” Electrosteen was created in April 2018 following an
independently organised 2-week
residency in Ramallah. Ten participating artists, based in the Palestinian territories, Israel, Britain,
France and Jordan, produced an
18-track album that is yet to be released.
The inspiration and source material for the album came from a
folkloric database of hundreds of
Palestinian songs recorded by the
Al-Fonun Cultural Centre in Ramallah more than a decade ago.
The album, a first step in the

group’s professed mission of revitalising and celebrating Palestinian
cultural heritage, was showcased
during the concert at the Arab

World Institute. Sections of the
concert on social media showed
an electrifying performance with
a sound heavy in punchy basslines

Celebrating art. Kurdish singer and musician Aynur Dogan
performs during the Arabofolies festival. (The Arab World Institute in Paris)

as well as samples of darbuka and
oud, the percussion and stringed
instruments prevalent in Palestinian and Arab music.
Electrosteen’s inaugural concert
was a fitting opening for a festival organised under the theme of
“Resistance.” While the focus of
the performance was on the collective’s fresh music, undertones of
the festival’s theme were apparent
in some of the songs’ politically
tinged lyrics as well as in concertgoers wearing or hoisting keffiyehs, a Palestinian national symbol.
The festival’s scheduling attempted to celebrate the art of a
young generation who grew up in a
region in flux. While the festival’s
artistic offerings remain largely
apolitical, it is hard to disassociate
the theme of resistance from the
creativity of an “Arab spring.”
The theme was perhaps most apparent in the movie screening. Set
in pre-revolutionary Tunisia, “A
peine j’ouvre les yeux” (“As I Open
My Eyes”), the debut feature film
of Tunisian director Leyla Bouzid,
is a coming-of-age story spotlighting a young Tunisian woman’s
struggle to pursue a musical career
despite societal and family pressures.
Yassine Halila is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Tunis.
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Advocating for children’s book publishing
Hajaj Salama

A

country cannot
prosper without
investing in its
human capital.
This investment
should start at an
early age. It
should emanate from the culture
in which the individual was born
and that counts as “a light of
consciousness,” without which
one could by no means be
constructive.
Therefore, aspects of children’s
culture, whether literary, scientific or linguistic, should be the
main concern for any society
aspiring to progress.
Mohammed Jamal Amro,
chairman of the Children’s
Literature Committee of the
Jordanian Writers Association, a
poet and author of children’s
literature, said the Arab world is
in dire need of better children’s
culture.
“Nowadays, Arab children are
learning from several sources.
They grow affected by cultures
and values that are different from
ours,” Amro said during a visit to
Egypt.
“These sources lure them
because they offer things that are
missing in the Arab children’s
culture and therein lies the
danger of such sources. There is
an urgent need to create and offer
cultural and literary content that
is appropriate to Arab children.”
He said that one of the threats
facing Arab children’s identity is
that educators and parents often
make children keen on languages
other than Arabic. They might, for
instance, speak with them in
English, just to show off or out of

plain imitation.
This reduces the children’s
respect of Arabic and drives them
away from it, which could lead to
many problems, including the
decline in reading in Arabic and
weaker promotion of Arabic
books.
Amro said: “Those in charge of
Arab children’s literature have
failed to create characters that
might be role models for today’s
children at a time when children
can find attractive characters in
other languages and cultures.
Arab children have grown
attached to those characters.
They might even follow their
paths and aspire to resemble
them.”
“The failure to create attractive
Arab role models for our children
is paradoxical because our history
and civilisation teem with great
leaders, scientists and witty
figures, who cannot be found in
other civilisations,” Amro said.
He pointed out that “the
responsibility for this failure is
borne by parents, educators,
textbooks and curriculum
designers, as well as those in
charge of cultural bodies concerned with Arab children.”
Amro stated that “the relationship between the various parties

“Those in charge of
Arab children’s
literature have failed
to create characters
that might be role
models for today’s
children.”

Chairman of the Children’s
Literature Committee of
the Jordanian Writers
Association

Mohammed Jamal Amro

involved in the sector of books
and media intended for Arab
children needs a serious overhaul.
“A new relationship is needed
between authors and publishers,
on the one hand, and between
publishers and readers, on the
other hand,” he said.
The Jordanian writer pointed to
increasing complaints from
writers about what he called the
“enslavement contracts” that
govern their relationship with
publishers and through which
they should either comply with
the contracts’ terms or refrain
from publishing.
In the same vein, publishers
often complain about the low
demand for children’s paper
books. All stakeholders should
consider the children’s interest
first and work to overcome
obstacles and offer a variety of
quality media products.
Amro said there were developments that stimulated the
children’s literature publishing in
the Arab world. This change,
however, has yet to rise to the
required level.
The Jordanian writer explained
that among the factors that have
incentivised the publishing of
children’s literature was reading
competitions, such as the Arab
Reading Challenge initiative
begun by Dubai Ruler Sheikh
Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum. It has prompted significant
reading dynamics in Arab countries and created the need for
more children’s books.
“Yet the Arab children’s books
published so far have remained
meagre in terms of form, content
and quantity,” Amro said.
He also said electronic publishing has taken up quite a bit of market usually allowed for paper
publishing. Each day, more
internet sites dedicated to
children’s literature spring up,
which has improved the attention

A story of passion. Mohammed Jamal Amro, chairman of the
Children’s Literature Committee of the Jordanian Writers
Association.			
(Courtesy of Mohammed Jamal Amro)
paid to its form and content.
Amro has written approximately 250 children’s books,
including poems and stories. His
books have been published in
Jordan, Egypt and the United Arab
Emirates. He has won several

awards, including the King
Abdullah II Prize for Creativity in
2012, Anjal Hazza Bin Zayed
Award in 2001 and Abdul Hameed
Shoman Award in 2007.
Hajaj Salama is an Egyptian writer.

Riyadh International Book Fair
showcases more than 900 publishers
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he Riyadh International
Book Fair kicked off March
13 with the participation of
more than 900 publishers
and institutions from 30 Arab and
foreign countries.
The exhibition, which closes
March 23, has come a long way from
its days as a modest exhibition established by King Saud University in
2006 to become one of the region’s
premier cultural events, attracting
more than 1 million visitors each
year.

The Riyadh Book Fair’s
guest of honour this year
is Bahrain, which is
sponsoring 13 activities
through the event.
This year the book fair was organised under the theme “The Book is
the Gate for Future.” The event has
been split into cultural and media
wings, said General Supervisor of
Cultural Affairs Abdullah al-Kanani,
who is managing the book fair.
Event organisers said 1,465 publishing houses applied to take part
in the fair and 913 were accepted.
There will be 267 authors in attendance for book-signings and to meet

visitors.
The Riyadh Book Fair’s guest of
honour this year is Bahrain, which
is sponsoring 13 activities through
the event.
“From the Kingdom of Bahrain,
we come as wide as the world with
evidence of culture with its writings, productions, readings and
creativity, to share the beautiful
event, read together and create a
new difference that builds, in parallel to the causeway, bridges of love
and knowledge,” said Shaikha Mai
bint Mohammed al-Khalifa, president of Bahrain Authority for Culture and Antiquities.
The Saudi Gazette reported that,
after Bahrain, Egypt had the greatest number of exhibitors at the
fair, with more than 100 publishing
houses participating. Other countries with a significant presence at
the event include Jordan, Lebanon,
Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates,
Tunisia, Morocco, Algeria, Sudan,
Oman, the Palestinian Territories,
Yemen and Mauritania.
International publishing houses
from Spain, Australia, Holland,
Britain, Poland, Germany, Turkey,
the United States, China, Japan, India and South Korea were also on
hand.
Event organisers said 200 functions had been set up for this year’s
book fair, which includes 62 conferences, four plays and 18 short movies, mainly from Saudi film-makers.

Creating a difference. President of Bahrain Authority for Culture and Antiquities Shaikha Mai Bint
Mohammed al-Khalifa (C) at the opening of the Riyadh International Book Fair.
(SPA)
Additionally, the Saudi Ministry
of Information set up the Saudi Authors Pavilion, giving budding Saudi authors an opportunity to have
their work marketed and published,

in coordination with the ministry.
The fair will feature an online
bookstore to allow people to purchase books that would be delivered to their homes via Saudi mail,

the organisers said.
The exhibition scheduled a tribute to the late Saudi writer and poet
Ghazi al-Gosaibi, who was voted
Arab poet of the year for 2019.
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Agenda
Marrakech:
Through May 16
The Marrakech Biennale is a
festival with the mission to
build bridges between cultures
through the arts. The seventh
edition will take a multidisciplinary approach to introduce
artists and works primarily from
the Arab world, the Mediterranean region and sub-Saharan
Africa.
Luxor:
Through March 21
The eighth Luxor African Film
Festival will screen films produced in African countries in
competitions for Long Narratives, Long Documentaries and
Short Films.

A view inside the Moses Memorial Church.

(Hassan Tamimi)

Sicca Jazz, an annual music festival in El Kef, in north-western
Tunisia, brings musicians from
all over the world to perform and
interact. This year’s artists are
from Tunisia, France, the United
States and Germany.

Jordan’s Mount
Nebo: a religious
site and major
tourist attraction
Roufan Nahhas

Madaba

A

bandoned and neglected
for centuries, Mount Nebo
is among Jordan’s most
revered and visited sites,
attracting international tourists
and Christian pilgrims to the area
where, the Bible claims, Moses
died and was buried.
Rising majestically more than
700 metres above the Jordan Valley, Mount Nebo was restored by
the Franciscans in 1993. The site
gained special significance following Pope John Paul II’s visit during his pilgrimage to the region in
2000.
Located 10km west of the Roman
Byzantine town of Madaba, Mount
Nebo is one of the richest sites historically and the most popular attractions in Jordan. Some 444,000
visitors this past year were drawn
to it by November, about a 155%
increase from 2017’s figures for the
same period, the Central Bank of
Jordan said.

Visitors can enjoy the
Old Baptistery with its
ancient mosaic, a large
square divided into four
strips of scenes of men
and animals, surrounded
by a chain-style border
that dates to 531AD.
“Today, Mount Nebo is one of
the most visited places in Jordan
due to its religious and historical
significance. It hosts the Moses
Memorial Church, which was built
around the fourth century, as well
as some of the most wonderful mosaics and the Franciscan Archaeological Institute, in addition to the
staff of Moses sculpture,” said Lina
Khaled, executive director of Jordan Inbound Tour Operators.
Italian artist Giovanni Fantoni, is
credited with designing metal decorations of Moses at Nebo as well
as the serpentine cross and Jesus’s
words in the Bible’s Gospel according to John: “As Moses lifted up the
serpent in the wilderness, so must
the Son of Man be lifted up.”
“The church is the home for a
masterpiece mosaic that depicts
a hunting and herding scene interspersed with an assortment of

African wildlife, including a zebu,
lions, tigers, bears, zebras, boars,
an ostrich on a leash and a camelshaped giraffe. This piece of art,
which dates to around 530AD, is a
feast to the eyes,” Khaled said.
Mount Nebo brought popularity
to the region, including Madaba,
also known as the “City of Mosaics.” In 2016, Madaba won the
World Crafts City title for mosaic,
in a competition organised by the
World Crafts City, a non-profit NGO
that promotes crafts as a vital part
of cultural and economic life.
“Definitely, Mount Nebo helped
in placing Madaba and the mosaic
art on Jordan’s tourism map,” said
travel journalist Majdi el-Tell. “Visitors flood Mount Nebo because
they can feel the tranquillity of the
surroundings and watch with their
own eyes the Dome of the Rock and
the towers of the churches in Jerusalem. For many it is an emotional
experience.”
Visiting Mount Nebo, which was
designated by the Vatican as a Millennium 2000 pilgrimage site, is an
ultimate historical experience, Tell
said.
“We are talking about the days
when Moses was shown the Promised Land before he died,” Tell said.
“The whole site is a treasure-trove
for archaeologists. Excavations
are conducted almost everywhere
leading to the discovery of ancient
mosaic floors.”
Visitors can also enjoy the Old
Baptistery with its ancient mosaic,
a large square divided into four
strips of scenes of men and animals, surrounded by a chain-style
border that dates to 531AD. Greek
inscriptions reveal the names of
the three workers who created it.
Reaching the highest point of the
site is Syagha, which holds the remains of a church and a monastery.
“This is truly very exciting! The
church which was discovered in
1933 dates to the fourth century to
mark the location of Moses’s death.
Beneath the mosaic-covered floor
of this magnificent church, six
tombs were found,” Tell said.
The site hosts La Storia Museum,
which offers insight into the history of the region through animated
statues and models that represent
various historical periods and portray aspects of ancient life in Jordan.
The museum has a section for
training on the traditional handi-

El Kef:
March 19-23

Haifa:
March 20-26
The fourth Haifa Independent
Film Festival will stretch over
several Palestinian venues in
Haifa, such as Al Midan Theatre,
Khashabi Theatre, Kabareet and
El-Ain. The festival will screen
newly released movies in addition to old ones, focusing on
local cinema.
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.
Dbayeh:
March 29-31
The Spring Festival is a 3-day
celebration in Lebanon that
features an outdoor exhibition
of designer pieces, entertaining
shows and insightful workshops.

A view of the Serpentine Cross at Mount Nebo.

(Hassan Tamimi)

Dubai:
April 3-6
The fifth edition of World Art
Dubai will take place at Dubai
World Trade Centre and will
showcase 150 galleries and artists from more than 30 countries. Pieces include abstract
paintings, fluid painting, cubism
art, mixed media and sculptures.
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.
Dubai:
April 27- May 5

Visitors at the Moses Memorial Church.
crafts for which Madaba is wellknown, such as mosaics, decorating seashells, wood sculpting and
embroidery.
Feras Abu Hakam, owner of a
mosaic shop near Mount Nebo, said
the site has played a big role in pro-

The tenth Dubai International
Arabic Calligraphy Exhibition
will feature works by an array of
calligraphers and will explore
modern and traditional techniques of calligraphic expression.
(Hassan Tamimi)

moting tourism in Madaba.
“Tourists who arrive here first go
up to Mount Nebo because this site
has so many things to offer. For us,
the more tourists come to Nebo,
the better it is for business. We are
happy with the results,” he said.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
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travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.
Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

