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raqi President Barham Salih 
warned against allowing Iraq 
to become a battlefield where 
rival regional and international 

players clash, saying that would 
undermine the security of all par-
ties involved.

“We do not want Iraq to become 
an arena for settling scores,” Salih 
told Al Arab and The Arab Weekly 
in an exclusive interview on the 
sidelines of the Arab League Sum-
mit, March 31 in Tunis.

“The (Iraqi) government also 
will not let it happen. There ex-
ists a serious national will to make 
Iraq a platform for convergence 
and encounter and a true meeting 
point for common interests in the 
region.”

Salih said he saw the role of his 
post as “a symbol of the unity of 
the country and the defender of 
its sovereignty.” However, talking 
about Iraq’s sovereignty is some-
thing and recognising the reality 
and the regional and international 
interventions in Iraq is something 
else.

For decades, Iraq has been the 
scene of violent conflict and war at 
the expense of its people. So, how 
does Salih see his role as guardian 

of national sovereignty in a country 
where regional and international 
actors are constantly racing to vio-
late this sovereignty?

“We want Iraq to be a meeting 
place for international and regional 
interests but in accordance with 
the interests and sovereignty of 
Iraq,” said Salih. “Our security, po-
litical and economic priorities re-
quire us not to subscribe to policies 
of following (political) axes or join-
ing specific trenches. It is not in the 
interest of Iraq to take part in any 
conflict or confrontation against its 
neighbours.”

Salih said that, despite US-Ira-
nian tensions, both Washington 
and Tehran understand that Iraq’s 
instability would not be in their fa-
vour. “Even the rival international 
and regional parties recognise, to 
varying degrees, the importance of 
Iraq’s stability and success,” Salih 
added.

Iraq, he continued, “highly ap-
preciates the role and support of 
the United States for the Iraqi gov-
ernment in fighting terrorism and 
defeating the Islamic State (ISIS).

“It is in our interest to manage 
and strengthen our relations with 
[the United States] in accordance 
with the interests of our people and 
our country, in a way that preserves 
Iraq’s sovereignty and independ-
ence and allows the Iraqi govern-
ment to face the challenges it has.”

The Iraqi president said he sees 
dealing with Iran from the point of 
view of an unavoidable geographi-
cal reality. “Iran is our neighbour. 
We have cultural and social ties 
with it, as well as common borders 
of about 1,400km, which require a 
common set of security, economic 
and political interests between the 
two countries,” he said.

Nevertheless, Iraq also has Arab 
neighbours. During the past few 
years, the Arabs have made clear 
moves towards Iraq, following 
decades of a cold spell. The Arab 
League Summit was an important 
milestone towards convergence. 
Arab leaders praised Iraq for de-
feating ISIS, which was a threat to 
the region with no exceptions.

“The continuation of Arab sup-
port and understanding of the cir-
cumstances of Iraq is important in 
the next phase of uprooting ISIS. 
Political and security stability in 
Iraq is crucial to the return of dis-
placed people and to the recon-
struction of liberated areas and 
Arab, regional and international 
support is important to achieving 
those goals,” said Salih.

“Each time the Arab states and 
governments take a step towards 
Iraq, Iraq will match it with several 
steps and fast.”

“Iraq has taken constructive 
steps towards its Arab environ-
ment,” Salih said. “Most recently, 
it played a major role in holding 
the tripartite summit with Egypt 
and Jordan and has emphasised 
the need to consolidate joint Arab 
economic integration in light of the 
sensitive conditions in the region.

“In addition, the Jordanian mon-
arch and the Palestinian president 
have visited Iraq and have had im-
portant discussions that will open a 
new phase towards more construc-
tive Arab prospects.”

Salih said: “There are economic 
exchanges and large projects with 

strategic dimensions between Iraq 
and the Arab Gulf states, especially 
with Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Iraq 
has insisted in more than one in-
ternational or local forum, that its 
gates are widely open to Arab coop-
eration and roles in reconstructing 
Iraq and investing in it. This atti-
tude comes from Iraq’s pride in its 
Arab and Islamic depth.”

Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi is an Iraqi 
writer based in London. He is 
the Executive Editor of Al Arab 
Publishing Group. 
Ibrahim Zobeidi is an Iraqi 
writer and US publisher of 
The Arab Weekly.

Iraqi president says Iraq is no 
country ‘for settling scores’

‘Constructive steps.’ Iraq’s President Barham Salih speaks during an interview.                                     (AP)
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W 

ith unfolding develop-
ments in Libya and in Al-
geria in the background, 
Tunisia convened an 

urgent meeting of its national secu-
rity council on April 5 and decided to 
prolong its own state of emergency.

Since the 2011 “Arab spring” upris-
ings, in particular, Tunisians have 
realised the high degree of inter-
dependence they have with their 
neighbours. When it rained in Al-
giers or Tripoli, Tunisians held out 
their umbrellas.

International media have always 
had a knack at describing Tunisia as 
being “sandwiched” between Alge-
ria and Libya. Such a description is 
based on the appearance on the map 
of the small North African country, 
with an area of 163,610 sq.km. The 
size of the country pales in com-

parison to that of Libya, the fourth 
largest country in Africa (1.7 million 
sq.km) and even more with Algeria, 
the largest country in the continent 
(2.4 million sq.km).

Tunisians themselves have always 
had a healthy awareness of their 
size and of their limited natural re-
sources and military power but they 
never looked at themselves or their 
country as being “sandwiched.” 
They often felt their interests were 
intertwined with those of their 
neighbours. They saw the fallout 
from events next door affecting their 
country.

Civil strife in Libya has cost Tuni-
sia billions in lost jobs and trade, al-
though the steady stream of Libyans 
seeking medical treatment or tem-
porary stay in Tunisia has made up 
at least partially for lost employment 
and revenue opportunities.

The porous borders between the 
two countries were a source of con-
cern as jihadists trickled back and 
forth. It took two serious terrorist 

incidents for Tunisia to receive inter-
national support and better secure 
the border after 2015.

During the last eight years, Alge-
ria has constituted an alternative 
source of tourism revenue for Tu-
nisia. Millions of Algerian tourists 
compensated for the decision by 
many European countries to stay 
away from Tunisia because of secu-
rity fears.

Even more vital has been Algeria’s 
support to Tunisia in fighting the ter-
rorist threat that lurked in the border 
mountains.

In a recent interview with Al Ara-
biya television, Tunisian President 
Beji Caid Essebsi described his coun-
try’s relationship with both Algeria 
and Libya as that of “one people in 
two states.”

In this three-state constellation, 
Tunisia has been always too ab-
sorbed by its own domestic concerns 
to worry much about developments 
in the neighbouring countries.

That changed in recent weeks. Tu-

nisians have been shyly coming to 
terms with the fact that Algeria was 
undergoing a dramatic leadership 
transition that they could not avoid 
comparing to their own 2011 regime 
change. More than anything else, 
their debates have reflected admi-
ration for Algeria’s mostly peaceful 
protests, at variance with the vio-
lence that traumatised them during 
their days of turmoil.

When Libyan Field-Marshal Khal-
ifa Haftar announced April 4 that he 
was marching on Tripoli, questions 
quickly arose about the implications 
for Tunisia.

Turmoil or quiet in the country’s 
backyard is a national security con-
sideration for Tunisia. The situation 
in both Algeria and Libya and the 

ability to drive through the common 
borders are key factors in the liveli-
hood of the thousands of Tunisians 
who live off cross-border trade. That 
includes legitimate commercial ac-
tivity but also trafficking in all kinds 
of goods. Whatever the judgment 
passed on them by upper-lip bu-
reaucrats for the legality of their ac-
tivities — or the lack of it — traders-
on-wheels have provided jobs and 
income when the formal economy 
could not.

Those Tunisians who have be-
come used to customers, patients 
and tourists with Algerian and Lib-
yan accents breathing life into their 
businesses have been monitoring 
the news much more than report-
ers and diplomats. They figure they 
have a lot at stake. They live each 
day as one people in three states.

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

Tunisians watchful of dramas unfolding next door

Tunisians often felt their 
interests were 
intertwined with those of 
their neighbours.

Haitham El-Zobaidi 
and Ibrahim Zobeidi

“Each time the Arab states 
and governments take a 
step towards Iraq, Iraq will 
match it with several steps 
and fast.”

Iraqi President Barham Salih

Oussama Romdhani
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Salih is optimistic about Iraq’s future 
but without ignoring the “obstacles and 
challenges” ahead. 
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anyone else, are fully aware of 
this reality because it has turned 
into a true governing regime. 
The Iraqi president, however, 
said that some people want to 
see this interpretation only and 
purposely ignore a different 
dimension to the issue.

“The sectarian, ethnic and 
national diversity is Iraq’s 
advantage and strength,” Salih 
said. “The quota system does 
not represent that at all. It is the 
wrong political translation of 
that reality that came as a result 
of certain circumstances, and 
was unfortunately used for 
certain narrow interests, it does 
not represent the authentic 
reality of Iraqi society. There is 
now a strong awareness of that 
problem at the national level. 
The sectarian or ethnic slogans 
no longer have any currency 
with our people. Things have 
changed and there is greater 
awareness.”

The Iraqi president added: 
“But we also have to realise that 
the distribution of political roles 
is something that is required in a 
parliamentary system that has 
just left the era of dictatorship 
and one-party system. It is 
imperative to be fair and provide 
equal opportunities by taking 
into account the social and 
population diversity in Iraq, 
provided that qualification, 
integrity and experience are 
taken into account when 
appointing people in executive 
positions. The constitution 
stipulates that all Iraqis are 
equal in rights and duties and 
that there is no sectarian or 
national distinction. All Iraqis 
have the right to live and 
prosper and to assume national 
responsibilities and positions.”

The distribution of political 
roles also requires consensus 
between the different branches 
of authority. In this regard, one 
can only notice the obvious 
rapprochement between Salih 
and Iraqi Prime Minister Adel 
Abdul-Mahdi. In the post-elec-
tion turmoil, the names of both 
men were not even considered. 
Today, however, they are 
synonymous with Iraqi political 
reality. The question is what this 
duo can offer.

Salih explained: “Adel Abdul-
Mahdi and I were close friends 
even before we took our respec-
tive appointments. We both 
engage in close coordination to 
achieve the success of the 
post-ISIS stage in Iraq. This 

stage is no less important than 
2003. We are today at the stage 
of consolidating the foundations 
of the federal parliamentary 
system and the consolidation of 
security and social peace.”

“More important than per-
sonal relations, however, is 
realising the importance of 
putting in place the institutional 
foundations of the state,” 
continued Salih. “The power of 
the state is measured by the 
strength of its institutions and 
their integration according to 
constitutional definitions. There 
is a strong determination and a 
close cooperation between the 
presidency of the republic, the 
presidency of the Council of 
Ministers and the presidency of 
parliament to strengthen the 
state institutionally and to 
support the government in 
implementing its services and 
reforms programmes.”

The rise and fall of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Iraq, however, 
produced specific military and 
political forces that are in 
control of an important portion 
of the Iraqi political scene. Now, 
and with the end of the major 
military campaigns against ISIS 
in the country, the Iraqi people 
want to know if the time is ripe 
for reconsidering the composi-
tion of the armed forces and the 
other volunteer armed forces 
within the Popular Mobilisation 
Forces (PMF) and regrouping 
them in one structure that 
would be under state control 
and without exceptions.

To address this point, Salih 
said: “The PMF is a military 
formation within the security 
system of the Iraqi state and is 
regulated by law. According to 
this law, the PMF comes under 
the orders of the commander-in-
chief of the armed forces. We 
should highly appreciate the 

role of the members of the PMF, 
who had volunteered in the war 
against ISIS and have performed 
outstandingly in this confronta-
tion and we cannot forget the 
great sacrifices they made to 
achieve victory against ISIS.”

“There is a national consensus 
on the necessity to follow the 
principle of limiting the monop-
oly of bearing arms to the hands 
of the state and to integrate the 
whole security system and place 
it under the command of the 
prime minister since he is also 
the commander-in-chief of the 
armed forces. Any force or group 
outside the security system of 
the state shall be dealt with in 
accordance with the law,” Salih 
said.

Iraq, however, is not just 
politics, wars and conflicts. Iraqi 
civil society and cultural scene 
have both paid dearly during the 
years of conflicts. Has life 
returned to the Iraqi civil society 
and does the president see the 
return of Iraq’s leadership in the 
fields of culture?

“There are good and real 
indicators of the return of Iraqi 
civil society and its important 
role in promoting democracy 
and civil peace,” Salih said. “I 
believe that anyone who strolls 
through Baghdad today will 
quickly notice this return. Also, 
the recent cultural events in 
Baghdad, Basra, Babylon, 
Sulaymaniyah and other Iraqi 
provinces are good indicators.”

He added: “Yes, there are still 
some aspects that threaten the 
consolidation of this social and 
cultural role, which makes it a 
priority in our political and 
government work. We’re seeking 
to restore the well-being of Iraqi 
society and the return of 
Baghdad and Iraq as a centre for 
human creativity in art, culture 
and the sciences.”

Tunis

T
here was a long and 
winding corridor 
connecting the 
elevator with the 
pavilion of Iraqi 
President Barham 
Salih at the Moven-

pick Hotel du Lac in Tunis. The 
multiple doors along the 
corridor and the elegant decor 
make it seem longer than it 
really is.

At the end of the corridor, we 
were met by Tunisian and Iraqi 
guards. The suite doors opened 
and Barham Salih jumped up to 
hug and greet his old friend Ibra-
him Zobeidi. Soon, the two 
friends were reminiscing about 
their time together in Kurdistan 
and during a joint visit to Japan.

It is difficult to find pictures of 
Salih in which he’s not smiling. 
Everyone who knows him 
describes him as a source of 
positive energy in a country 
plagued by endless calamities.

There was a time when 
observers claimed the end of his 
political career but Salih became 
the ideal consensual candidate 
for president to surpass Iraq’s 
post-election impasse during a 
period of extreme political 
anxiety. What was required then 
was a silent Kurdish president 
who would keep to himself and 
intervene only within predeter-
mined protocol frameworks. 
Picking Salih imposed a differ-
ent reality.

Iraq is beset with problems of 
every kind and authorities bear 
a large share of the responsibil-
ity for creating many of them 
and for many different reasons. 
By virtue of his constitutional 
privileges — and limitations — 
the president in Iraq is the eyes 
and conscience of the people 
and no one can deny him that 
privilege or prevent him from 
intervening.

It is a role that is very compat-
ible with Salih’s personality. It 
matches perfectly what he 
wants to do: to be the watchful 
eye, to roam the country and 
make reasoned assessments 
without directly intervening in 
the work of the executive branch 
of the government.

“To be optimistic about Iraq’s 
future and its future role does 
not mean closing our eyes or 
ignoring the obstacles and 
challenges we face today and in 
the near future,” Salih said. 
“Lack of services, unemploy-
ment and financial and political 
corruption are an undeniable 
phenomenon but, at the same 
time, there exists a serious 
national will to confront these 
problems and overcome difficul-
ties by focusing on the opportu-
nities and elements of success 
that Iraq has today.”

The Iraqi president added that 
he has “the duty to coalesce 
national efforts.

“In this respect, all three 
presidencies (president, prime 
minister and parliament 
speaker) are coordinating their 
efforts and I hope that this 
coordination and determination 
will continue so as to achieve 
what we have promised the 
people in terms of real change 
for the best and in a manner 
commensurate with Iraq’s status 
and its people,” Salih said.

“The president of the republic 
is required by his national and 
constitutional duty to seriously 
monitor and follow up on these 
efforts to achieve what our 
people are expecting and, God 
willing, we will not tolerate any 
failure that harms the supreme 
interest of the country.”

Salih acknowledged the 
challenges that come with Iraq’s 
geographical location but he 
sees in that an opportunity, too.

“This is the geographical and 
historical fate of Iraq and the 
locus of its interests and those of 
its people,” he said. “This is 
what the geopolitical location of 
Iraq dictates and what historical 
facts and experiences also 
dictate.

“Thanks to its Islamic envi-
ronment, its Arab roots and 
extensions and its characteristic 
cultural and social diversity, 
Iraq is destined to be a place for 
meeting and achieving bilateral 
understandings. At the same 
time, this (very same quality) 
enables Iraq to play a pivotal 
role in the region, a role that will 
restore its leading and vital 
importance, in order to attain its 
interests and national security.”

Is this role a point of agree-
ment between Iraqi politicians, 
some of whom do not hesitate to 
declare their allegiance to this or 
that regional force?

“There is real awareness of 
this by most political leaders in 
Iraq… Everyone has seen the 
damage caused by the years of 
conflict and confrontation in 
Iraq, the tragedies and the 
devastation of the infrastruc-
ture and of social cohesion, plus 
the real threat to the security 
and interests of all,” Salih said.

Iraq’s relations with its 
neighbours are subjected to the 
logic of sectarian and ethnic 
quotas, a system that has 
become more like Iraq’s una-
voidable fate for the foreseeable 
future. Iraqi politicians, before 

Haitham El-Zobaidi 
and Ibrahim Zobeidi

Barham Salih: ‘The power of the state is 
measured by strength of its institutions’

Interview

Optimistic. Iraqi President Barham Salih (L) during an interview 
with Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi at the Movenpick Hotel du Lac in 
Tunis.                                                                                                        (Al Arab)

Changing realities. Iraqi President Barham Salih (R) during an 
interview with Ibrahim Zobeidi at the Movenpick Hotel du Lac in 
Tunis.                                                                                                       (Al Arab)

“The sectarian, 
ethnic and national 
diversity is Iraq’s 
advantage and 
strength”

Iraqi President
 Barham Salih
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audi Arabia has rolled out 
its first domestically assem-
bled Hawk Mk 165 Advanced 
Jet Trainer aircraft. The cer-

emony at King Abdulaziz Air Base 
was attended by Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz, who oversees the defence 
ministry, and marked an important 
milestone for the Saudi defence in-
dustry.

The Hawk aircraft is a single-en-
gine, jet-powered advanced trainer 
manufactured by the United King-
dom’s BAE Systems, which has 
sold more than 900 of the aircraft 
around the world. The Hawk, re-
garded for its agility and handling, 
is operated by the British Royal Air 
Force’s Red Arrows display team 
and the Saudi Hawks Aerobatic 
Team.

Used primarily as a trainer for 
pilots before they begin training 
on fighter aircraft, such as the Eu-
rofighter Typhoons and F-15 Eagles 
in the case of the Royal Saudi Air 
Force, the Hawk Mk 165 is easily 
adaptable into a light combat air-
craft.

Saudi Arabia is to locally assem-
ble 22 aircraft as part of a contract 
for 44 trainers to replace the Royal 
Saudi Air Force’s Hawk Mk 65 and 
Mk 65A training aircraft. Some 
parts for the aircraft are to be pro-
duced domestically.

The project was carried out under 
the Saudi-British Defence Coopera-
tion Programme, in collaboration 
with BAE Systems. The Saudi Press 
Agency said more than 70% of the 
workforce on the programme was 
composed of Saudi nationals from 
more than 25 companies who had 
received training for more than two 
years from British and international 
mentors.

With such programmes, the Unit-
ed Kingdom is supporting Saudi 

Crown Prince Mohammed’s Vision 
2030, which aims to restructure the 
Saudi economy and create growth  
in non-oil sectors.

Saudi Arabia has one of the 
world’s largest defence budgets.  
Although defence spending has 
accounted for around 12% of the 
Saudi government’s annual budget, 
only 2% of requirements could be 
met locally.

Vision 2030 aims to correct that 
imbalance and develop Saudi na-

tional industries so half of the an-
nual defence spending can be local-
ised. If it can meet the targets laid 
out in Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia 
stands to gain from the creation of 
thousands of high-skilled jobs and 
multibillion-dollar savings.

The assembly of Hawk jet in Sau-
di Arabia provides important expe-
rience and exposure to Saudi engi-
neers and technical experts, many 
of whom have been involved in the 
maintenance, repair and overhaul 
of older Hawks and other aircraft 
for many years.

It will also help Saudi efforts in 
directing the development of in-
dustrial infrastructure and testing 
facilities for complex projects re-
lated to defence and aerospace pro-
grammes.

The next step for Saudi Arabia 
with large contracts such as this one 
for the Hawk replacement would 
have local industries involved in 
the licensed manufacture of key 
components and their integration.

These experiences are also valu-
able as Saudi industry drives ahead 
with its manufacturing and integra-
tion efforts.

Saudi Arabia’s leading defence 
industry players, such as Military 
Industries Corporation, Ad vanced 
Electronic Company, Alsalam Air-
craft Industries and Saudi Arabian 
Military Industries company, pro-
duce an array of platforms from ar-
moured vehicles to munitions and 
remotely piloted vehicles. Saudi 
nationals involved in such projects 
gained by learning from British 

approaches to programme man-
agement, engineering and supply 
chain management.

The Saudi-UK defence partner-
ship is one of the most important 
for both countries, underpinning 
decades-old strategic ties and 
guaranteeing thousands of jobs in 
the British defence and aerospace  
sectors.

Saudi Arabia is the most impor-
tant international customer for BAE 
Systems, accounting for around 
16% of its revenues. BAE Systems 
reportedly employs 6,000 people in 
Saudi Arabia to support its opera-
tions there with key customers.

Last year, BAE Systems, the lead 
industrial partner for the pan-Eu-
ropean Eurofighter consortium, 
signed an agreement with Riyadh 
for the supply of 48 Typhoon mul-
tirole fighter aircraft. BAE Systems 
previously concluded deals for 72 
Typhoon aircraft, spares, training 
and maintenance, which were de-
livered from 2008-17.

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

Sabahat Khan

Saudi Arabia rolls out first domestically built Hawk jet trainer

Saudi Arabia is to locally 
assemble 22 aircraft as 
part of a contract for 44 
trainers to replace the 
Royal Saudi Air Force’s 
Hawk Mk 65 and Mk 65A 
training aircraft. 

A milestone. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz inscribes his signature on the first Saudi-built Hawk 
aircraft at the launching event in Dhahran, March 31.                  (SPA)

London

S 

audi Arabia’s drive to 
strengthen ties with Iraq is 
moving at a swift rate, in-
cluding the announcement 

that Riyadh would give Baghdad 
a $1 billion grant and open several 
consulates across Iraq.

The grant from Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is in-
tended to build a sports city. It 
was announced during a visit by a 
high-level Saudi trade delegation 
to Baghdad for a meeting of the 
Saudi-Iraqi Coordination Council.

Riyadh said rapprochement with 
Iraq is intended to achieve several 
goals, mostly related to security 
and economic matters. Paramount 
among the goals is returning Iraq 
fully back to the Arab fold while 
stemming Iranian influence in the 
country.

An indication of the importance 
the Saudis placed on the Baghdad 
meeting was make-up of the Saudi 
delegation, which was led by Saudi 
Minister of Commerce and Invest-
ment Majid bin Abdullah al-Qasabi 
and included six other high-rank-
ing ministers and nearly 100 mem-
bers of the Saudi business com-
munity and various government 
officials.

The second session of the Saudi-
Iraqi Coordination Council took 
place April 4 and was led by Qasabi 
and Iraqi Deputy Prime Minister for 
Energy and Minister of Oil Thamir 
Ghadhban. Besides discussing bi-
lateral cooperation, participants 
signed several memorandums of 
understanding focused on fields of 
petrochemicals, transport, the haj, 
economy, trade, culture and edu-
cation.

Qasabi, speaking at a news con-
ference, said that there were 13 
agreements signed between Saudi 
Arabia and Iraq, “which are in their 
final stages and will have a sig-

nificant effect on raising the level 
of cooperation between the two 
countries to achieve the aspira-
tions of their leaders and peoples.”

Qasabi said the Saudi govern-
ment was eager to support devel-
opment projects in Iraq, including 
the kingdom’s $1 billion loan last 
year to support the projects and 
$500 million to enable exports.

The Saudis also on April 4 for-
mally opened a consulate inside 
Baghdad’s heavily fortified Green 
Zone.

Saudi-Iraqi relations deteriorat-
ed under Iraqi President Saddam 
Hussein after the invasion of Ku-
wait in 1990. Relations worsened 
following the 2003 war in which 
Saddam was removed from power.

This resulted in the empower-
ment of the country’s Shia majority 
and the marginalisation and per-

secution of Iraq’s Sunni minority 
while the Iraqi government main-
tained strong ties with Riyadh’s re-
gional foe, Tehran.

Efforts by Riyadh to re-engage 
with Iraq started when Saudi For-
eign Minister Adel al-Jubeir made 
an unannounced visit to Baghdad 
in February 2017, the first by a high-
ranking Saudi official since 2003. In 
June, Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi met with King Salman in 
Saudi Arabia.

In October 2017 Riyadh and 
Baghdad announced they had 

agreed to open shared border 
crossings and resume direct flights. 
In February 2018, in a conference 
in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia and other 
international donors pledged bil-
lions of dollars to help Iraq in its re-
construction efforts following its ef-
forts to eradicate the Islamic State.

Saudi-funded broadcaster the 
MBC Group introduced a premium 
TV channel geared towards Iraqis 
in February, adding a cultural di-
mension to Riyadh’s rapproche-
ment drive.

The same month, Iraqi officials 
announced that construction on 
the Arab border crossing with Sau-
di Arabia had begun.

“The ministry has started the 
building of a new complex, which 
includes branches for all concerned 
government departments that will 
work at the crossing, such as [de-

partments of] customs, passports, 
quarantine, as well as other admin-
istrative buildings,” the privately 
owned Shafaq News website quot-
ed the ministry as saying.

In what is likely to be reassur-
ing to officials in Riyadh was Iraqi 
President Barham Salih’s inter-
view with Saudi-owned newspaper 
Asharq Al-Awsat, in which he de-
scribed ties between the two coun-
tries as “growing.”

“I sensed from King Salman his 
complete keenness on Iraq,” Salih 
said, adding that “bolstering rela-
tions with the kingdom” was an 
integral part of his government’s 
vision.

Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-
Mahdi is to soon visit Saudi Arabia.

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

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Riyadh and Baghdad accelerate 
efforts to develop cooperation

Boosting 
relations. 
Iraqi Prime 
Minister Adel 
Abdul-Mahdi (R) 
receives Saudi 
Minister of 
Commerce and 
Investment 
Majid bin 
Abdullah 
al-Qasabi (2-R) 
prior to their 
meeting in 
Baghdad, 
March 15.   (SPA)

Paramount among the goals 
is returning Iraq fully back 
to the Arab fold while 
stemming Iranian influence 
in the country.
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In potential game changer,
Haftar marches on Tripoli
Tunis

L 

ibya’s eastern-based Field-
Marshal Khalifa Haftar has 
apparently decided to take 
Tripoli and not await the out-

come of the UN-organised national 
conference planned for April 14-16.

In an operation involving thou-
sands of soldiers, Haftar’s Libyan 
National Army (LNA) seized areas 
of western Libya near Tripoli and, 
in less than two days, had arrived at 
the southern suburbs of the city.

A plea to halt the operation from 
UN Secretary-General Antonio Gu-
terres, who was in Tripoli when the 
LNA offensive started but then went 
to Benghazi for talks with Haftar, 
failed to dissuade the field-marshal 
from pursuing his campaign for con-
trol of the capital.

Haftar was also reported to have 
rejected a request by the head of the 
Tripoli-based Presidential Council 
(PC) for a meeting.

The operation has created a new 
momentum, political as well as mili-
tary.

With the national conference 
looking increasingly in doubt, the 
UN Security Council on April 5 called 
on the LNA to halt its operation, 
saying it would hold accountable 
“those responsible for any further 
conflict.” Significantly, the council 
included Russia and China, seen 
as sympathetic to Haftar, as well as 
France, also viewed as a Haftar ally.

It was noteworthy that the UN 
session was called on the initiative 
of the United Kingdom, which ex-
pressed strident views against Haf-
tar’s operation. “We are watching 
the situation in Libya very carefully 
with a great deal of concern and are 

seeking to maximise European and 
British influence on the situation,” 
British Foreign Secretary Jeremy 
Hunt said.

Separately, foreign ministers of 
the G7 countries, meeting in France, 
demanded the Haftar offensive be 
halted.

The military operation had pro-
ceeded with remarkable ease with 
LNA forces meeting virtually no op-
position. Although one or two anti-
LNA fighters were killed on the first 
day of the operation and there were 
reports that three LNA soldiers died 
in clashes, LNA spokesman Ahmed 
al-Mismari said the advance had 
been mostly peaceful and that the 
army had been welcomed by locals.

The aim, he said, was to liberate 
Tripoli and cleanse it and western 
Libya of terrorists, criminals and 
corruption.

By the end of the first day, the 
LNA was in control of areas near 
Mizda in the western mountains; 
Gharyan, 80km south of the capital; 
and Sorman, 60km west of Tripoli. 
With LNA forces dominating Tar-
houna and Bani Walid, south-east 
of Tripoli, the move gave Haftar a 
stranglehold on the capital.

After the second day, a strangle-
hold had become irrelevant. The 
LNA’s 9th Brigade, based in Tarhou-
na, had taken Tripoli International 
Airport and the area around it. By 
day three, the brigade advanced to-
wards the centre of the capital.

Following the LNA’s takeover of 
southern Libya, the speed of its 
move towards Tripoli and the seem-
ing inability of forces supporting the 
PC to resist it appeared to confirm 
the LNA’s military superiority and 
Haftar’s dominance of the Libyan 
political scene.

That was the point the lightning 
military campaign tried to make, 
sources close to Haftar said after the 
capture of Gharyan. The intention, 
pro-Haftar sources said, was to use 
the LNA’s victories in the national 
conference to strengthen Haftar’s 
position and future role.

They dismissed suggestions that 
the operation was a response to the 
takeover by PC forces of the Al-Wati-
ya Airbase near the Tunisian border. 
It was pointed out that it was just a 
couple of days before the massive 
LNA deployment into western Lib-
ya, which would have taken longer 
to prepare.

However, as with so many devel-
opments in the country, the move 
to Tripoli complicates the situa-
tion rather than simplifying it. The 
fear that it could delay or derail the 
Ghadames conference is the main 
concern of the international com-
munity.

EU diplomats, 14 of whom had 
gone to Benghazi March 26 to urge 
Haftar not to make any military 
moves and allow the national con-
ference a chance to succeed, issued 
a statement criticising Haftar, say-
ing the operation “seriously risks 
leading to an uncontrollable con-
frontation” and calling for a de-
escalation of tensions and an end 
to what were described as “acts of 
provocation.”

In an earlier statement, France, It-
aly and the United Kingdom, as well 
as the United States and the United 
Arab Emirates, urged an immediate 
“de-escalation” and warned that the 
events were hindering prospects for 
UN political mediation.

“At this sensitive moment in Lib-
ya’s transition, military posturing 
and threats of unilateral action only 
risk propelling Libya back towards 
chaos,” they said.

Then came the Security Council’s 
and the G7’s condemnation, indicat-
ing they do not intend to take Haf-
tar’s operation lightly.

The PC’s response to the LNA’s 
strike was slow but had the effect of 
uniting the hitherto divided politi-
cal actors and forces in and around 
Tripoli.

Misrata deployed troops to the 
capital, a move that almost certainly 
would have been rejected before-
hand. Tripoli is suddenly more de-
pendent on Misrata for its defence 
than ever. Despite the deployment, 
it is unclear whether residents’ loy-
alties lie with the LNA or the PC.

Despite the momentum of the 
LNA’s offensive, it had its setbacks. 
Some 150 LNA troops, along with 
their vehicles, were captured by 
pro-PC forces April 5 in Zawia west 
of the capital and there were reports 
of others being taken, damaging the 
LNA’s image of invincibility.

Whether there will be further ad-
vances before the national confer-
ence is not known but, with forces 
in Tripoli rallying together, there 
seemed little chance of the LNA tak-
ing the capital without a major fight.

In the febrile atmosphere created, 
there is every likelihood that those 
opposed to the national conference 
will use the situation to try to sabo-
tage it, pressuring invitees not to at-
tend. Others, however, are likely to 
say that it makes the national con-
ference all the more necessary.

Libya’s neighbours are watching 
closely the developments in Tripoli. 
In Tunisia, which has maintained a 
position of neutrality about Libya’s 
domestic strife, the Defence Min-
istry called for vigilance at border 
crossings. Tunisia’s Ennahda Move-
ment party expressed concern over 
Haftar’s move, in a strongly worded 
reaction that seemed to echo the 
wariness of other Islamists and 
their Qatari and Turkish backers 
about the LNA’s sudden campaign 
at a time of mounting instability in 
North Africa.

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

Critical juncture. UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres (L) meets with Libya’s eastern-based Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar, April 5.                                                                                         
(Libyan National Army)

Major push. Military convoys of the Libyan National Army head towards western Libya, April 3.                                 (LNA War Information Division)

► The military operation 
proceeded with remarkable 
ease.
 
► The intention, pro-Haftar 
sources said, was to use the 
LNA’s victories in the national 
conference to strengthen 
Haftar’s position and future 
role.
 
► The speed of LNA’s move 
towards Tripoli and the 
seeming inability of forces 
supporting the PC to resist 
confirmed the LNA’s military 
superiority and Haftar’s 
dominance of the Libyan 
political scene.
 
► With LNA forces dominating 
Tarhouna and Bani Walid, 
south-east of Tripoli, the move 
gave Haftar a stranglehold on 
the capital.

Michel Cousins
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With Bouteflika 
out, Algerian 
protesters call
for wider change
Tunis

A 

fter seven weeks of pro-
tests forced long-time 
President Abdelaziz Boutef-
lika out of office, Algerians 

marched through Algiers and other 
cities across the country April 5 urg-
ing members of Bouteflika’s entou-
rage to quit, too.

Protesters’ demands aimed at 
deeply changing a military-domi-
nated system that has ruled Algeria 
for 57 years.

“Yetnehaw gaa3″ (“All of them 
out”), protesters chanted as they 
converged on Algiers’ la Grande 
Poste, the plaza in the centre of the 
city that has become the rallying 
point of the unprecedented large 
peaceful demonstrations.

“We have achieved nothing if 
Bedoui, Bensalah and Belaiz re-
main,” was another slogan repeated 
by the protesters.

The protesters called for the re-
moval of the “Three B’s” — Prime 
Minister Noureddine Bedoui; Sen-
ate President Abdelkader Bensalah, 
who is constitutionally in position 
to replace Bouteflika for a maximum 
of 90 days until a new president is 
elected; and Constitutional Council 
President Tayeb Belaiz, head of the 
group that would confirm election 
results.

By focusing on those three fig-

ures, protesters continued a pattern 
begun with their first demonstra-
tions February 22, increasing de-
mands from opposing a new term 
for Bouteflika, then ousting him 
and his entourage and seeking the 
departure of the “Three B’s.”

“The political system created and 
incarnated by Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
during 20 years is heading down a 
slope towards its ultimate demise 
but the incipient vacuum of that 
system has prompted the reproduc-
tion of the military-security system 
that dominated the political cli-
mate before Bouteflika’s takeover,” 
said Algerian writer Mohamed Ben 
Ahmed.

“The future of Algeria and the 
substance of its future political sys-
tem will come as a result of a deal 
between the military leadership and 
leaders of the protests, regardless of 
whether this deal will be made in 
public or reached in secrecy.”

Protesters’ chants included a call 
for unity between the military and 
the population. “Djeich, Chaab 
Khawa Khawa” (“the army and the 
people are brothers”), they shout-
ed, even though they are seeking 
sweeping changes away from a re-
gime of which the military is the 
core.

“You all have to go away. ‘All’ 
means ‘all of you’,” protesters 
chanted in Algiers.

Demonstrators did not link army 
generals or their families to alleged 
governmental corruption as they 
shouted names of former govern-
ment officials, prominent politi-
cians and business tycoons linked 
to Bouteflika, urging their prosecu-
tion.

“Thieves, you looted the coun-
try’s wealth,” they chanted.

“This seventh Friday, the first 
without Bouteflika as president, 
was the opportunity and the stage 

for the protesters to make a sting-
ing clarification. They did not go 
through all these efforts to lend a 
hand for one clan to overcome an-
other in a power struggle,” said po-
litical writer Makhlouf Mehenni.

“The ball is now in the army’s 
camp. The army must act and do so 
quickly. The crisis has gone on for 
too long and the Algerians who pro-
tested for almost two months can-
not wait for long to see the ‘Three 
B’s’ gone.

“The people see the departure of 
the ‘Three B’s as the new stage to-
wards radical change that they seek 
with all the factions of the regime 
leaving later on,” he added. “The 
political message of this Friday is 
clear: The Algerian people want a 
comprehensive change of regime 
and they will continue to protest 
until that change is achieved.”

Algerian Army Chief of Staff Gen-
eral Ahmed Gaid Salah, who played 
an important role in convincing 
Bouteflika to step down, has in-
sisted on a gradual change. He has 
suggested that, as the Algerian Con-
stitution stipulates, Bensalah take 
over temporarily as president until 
there can be elections organised by 
Bedoui’s government and under the 
watch of Belaiz and the Constitu-
tional Council.

Some protesters, however, disa-
greed with that plan and expressed 
mixed feelings about the part Gaid 
Salah should play in the political 
transition.

No clear successor to Bouteflika 
has emerged. Protesters have made 
it clear they would reject any candi-
date with ties to the regime.

Protest leaders said they fear that 
Bouteflika-linked politicians who 
are now publicly supporting the 
protests stand better chances to win 
in any election because of their con-
nections and the financial support 
they would receive from business-
people who amassed fortunes un-
der Bouteflika’s rule.

The main winner so far appears to 
be Gaid Salah, who has been given 
credit for helping to oust Bouteflika 
after being his main defender before 
the public.

Two intelligence chiefs, ap-
pointed by Bouteflika despite op-
position from Gaid Salah, lost their 
jobs after the president resigned. 
The military domestic intelli-
gence chief, retired army General  
Athmane Tartag, was fired, lo-
cal media close to the military re-
ported. The head of the military 
foreign intelligence, General Ali 
Bendaoud, was also sacked, the me-
dia said. Their replacements were 

not named.
With leading opposition groups 

weakened by years of hard-line 
government tactics and the collaps-
ing civilian facade of the army-con-
trolled regime after Bouteflika, the 
main forces in Algeria are the army 
and Algerian protesters.

Analysts said peaceful or ex-
tremely violent outcomes for the 
crisis could be decided by younger 
generals likely to be more respon-
sive to Algerians’ demands for 
change.

“Composed of younger generals 
born in the 1950s and 1960s, the 
military hierarchy must respond to 
the demands of regime change ex-
pressed by millions of Algerians,” 
said sociologist and university pro-
fessor Lahouari Addi. “The military 
leaders should not repeat the expe-
rience of the past with four coups 
between 1962 and 1992, the killing 
of a president and ouster of two 
others.

“If the demands of the protesters 
were to be ignored, their movement 
will be radicalised and a lot of blood 
could be shed. Young generals shall 
rise to the requirements of this 
course of history.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Lamine Ghanmi

Going like a dream. Men carry a national f lag during a protest demanding radical change in Algiers, 
April 5.                          (Reuters)

Peaceful or extremely 
violent outcomes for the 
crisis could be decided 
by younger generals 
likely to be more 
responsive to Algerians’ 
demands for change.

Washington

A 

s the demands of protest-
ers Algeria led to the res-
ignation of Algerian Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika, 

experts in the United States consid-
ered what the next phase will bring 
to the North African country.

“We are nowhere close to know-
ing what the end game will be,” said 
Sarah Yerkes, a fellow in the Mid-
dle East Programme of the Carn-
egie Endowment for International 
Peace.

Algeria watchers will likely pon-
der several questions, including: 
Will protesters and political protag-
onists push for a new constitution 
first? Will they go the protracted 
path of a constituent assembly? Will 
the military allow them to make 
that decision and steer the country 
towards a less fundamental shift? 
Is there anyone strong enough and 
credible enough to lead the coun-
try? Will terrorist groups see insta-
bility in Algeria as an opportune 
moment to strike?

“Some fear there will be a consol-
idation of the old system,” said Ta-
mara Kharroub, assistant executive 
director of the Arab Centre Wash-
ington DC, which hosted a panel 
April 3 to discuss Algeria’s future. 
That fear includes nepotism and 
corruption, she said.

While peaceful and widely sup-

ported, the protests did not benefit 
from the effective guidance of po-
litical parties. Nobody can claim to 
have the experience needed to build 
a new government from scratch. 
Other countries in the region say 
they prefer to wait and see how Al-
geria sorts itself out rather than try 
to influence the protesters’ choice 
on how to find their path forward.

Hugh Roberts, the Edward Kel-
ler professor of North African and 
Middle Eastern history at Tufts 
University, called the protests “im-

pressive” because they have been 
peaceful and because they include 
all generations and both men and 
women, which differs from the 
“Arab spring.”

Professional organisations of 
lawyers, judges and students 
marched and aligned themselves  
with the protesters.

Because of previous restraints 
that stunted pluralism, there aren’t 
true political parties in Algeria. The 
country is struggling to find some-
one strong enough to lead, some-

one who has the respect of both the 
protesters and the military.

Some have argued for bringing 
back Liamine Zeroual, who was 
president from 1995-99, when he 
stepped down because, Roberts 
said, a “faction of the army blocked 
everything he tried to do.” In Janu-
ary, Zeroual said he would not run 
for president.

Others have argued for a new sys-
tem.

“The question is, can someone 
come up with a middle path that 
understands that some elements 
[of the old system] need to be pre-
served while other elements need 
to go?” Roberts said.

Previous elections involved a 
secret military vote and then a 
popular vote essentially meant to 
confirm the military vote, he said. 
“It’s not entirely clear that they can 
change the rules,” Roberts added.

Geoff Porter, founder of North 
Africa Risk Consulting and a former 
researcher at the Combating Terror-
ism Centre, said there would be a 
legal debate over whether the con-
stitution should be kept and what 
might replace it.

“The reason Algeria is at this im-
passe is due to the lack of consen-
sus within the government,” Porter 
said. That lack of consensus, he 
added, was a determining factor, 
especially when people close to the 
president could not reach a com-
mon stance on who should replace 
Bouteflika.

Leaders in the region, including 

in Morocco and Tunisia, have said 
they won’t get involved even as 
they wonder how Algeria’s instabil-
ity could affect their own countries, 
Yerkes said.

There’s also a fear that, if Alge-
ria slips into chaos, Tunisia would 
lose a strong security partnership 
that keeps extremists based in the 
mountains of Algeria at bay, she 
said. However, if Algeria does well, 
Tunisia may have a democracy in 
the neighbourhood.

Tunisians could be encouraged 
to protest price hikes and deterio-
rating standards of living, instead 
of waiting for politicians to fix the 
country’s problems.

Other countries may see Algeria, 
along with its “Arab spring” breth-
ren, as a warning.

“I think we’re going to see some 
further crackdowns on civil unrest 
and protests in the future by other 
governments,” Yerkes said. Those 
governments could think “small 
protests can spiral out of control 
and they may feel they need to rein 
them in,” she said.

Kelly Kennedy is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Kelly Kennedy

Experts in Washington wonder about next phase in Algeria

Questions abound. An Algerian woman blows a vuvuzela with 
the national colours as others wave national f lags during a 
demonstration in Algiers, March 22.                                      (AFP)

“We are nowhere close to 
knowing what the end game 
will be.”

Sarah Yerkes, a fellow in the Middle 
East Programme of the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace
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Erdogan’s ‘milestone
on the road to the end’

T
urkey’s local elections showed President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s ruling Justice 
and Development Party losing support 
in major Turkish cities, including 
Ankara and Istanbul while pro-Kurdish 
Peoples’ Democratic Party opposition 

candidates won several municipalities.
Erdogan wanted the local polls March 31 to be a 

referendum on him and his policies. They ended 
up demonstrating the fragility of his Islamism-
based rule, even if the Islamist Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) won more than 44% of 
the vote overall.

Behlul Ozkan, an associate professor at Marmara 
University, said: “Political Islam’s quarter-cen-
tury-old hegemony in Turkey’s two largest cities is 
over.”

Erdogan had hoped that mounting economic 
woes would not affect the results of the elections 
but with unemployment reaching 12% of the 
population, including about 25% among the young, 
a 20% inflation rate and a currency sinking 30%, 
that was bound to be wishful thinking.

The effect of his election setbacks could be huge, 
not only on the AKP’s clientelist networks but on 
Erdogan’s own power base.

For years, Erdogan endeavoured to domesticate 
the media and prevent the expression of dissonant 
views. His critics contend he exploited the failed 
coup of 2016 to crack down on the press, civil 
society and opposition parties.

The Committee to Protect Journalists said “68 
journalists remained behind bars as of December 
2018, making Turkey the world’s worst jailer of 
journalists for the third year in a row.”

The reaction of pro-government media after the 
elections has shown the type of demonisation that 
the opposition faces.

İbrahim Karagul, editor of Yeni Safak newspa-
per, wrote: “Frankly, an Istanbul coup has been 
staged in the March 31 elections. A coup has been 
staged through the elections, through the ballot 
boxes.”

The objective, he said, was: “First destroy 
Istanbul, then all of Turkey.”

Erdogan’s policies contributed to the creation of 
an unfair environment geared at consolidating his 
power and that of his party.

Andrew Dawson, the head of the observer 
mission from the Council of Europe’s Congress of 
Local and Regional Authorities, noted:  “I am 
afraid we… are not fully convinced that Turkey 
currently has the free and fair electoral environ-
ment which is necessary for genuinely democratic 
elections in line with European values and 
principles.”

B
y submitting his resignation, Algerian 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika cleared 
the way for the first leadership transi-
tion in his country in 20 years.

Enjoying a national aura for his role 
since the age of 19 in Algeria’s struggle 

against French colonial rule, Bouteflika won his 
first presidential election in 1999. He was widely 
credited by Algerians for a national reconciliation 
programme that brought peace to the country 
after a decade of bloody civil war that spanned 
most of the 1990s.

Bouteflika won re-election in 2004 and 2009. In 
2014, he ran again and was re-elected to a fourth 
term in office despite having suffered a debilitat-
ing stroke a year before.

The physical incapacity of the president and the 
growing discontent of the country’s young 
population because of the lack of jobs and oppor-
tunities and the perception of the political system 
as riddled with incompetence and corruption led 
to unprecedented street protests when Bouteflika 
attempted to run for a fifth term earlier this year.

The largely peaceful protests led to the rapid 
erosion of his support base and, more signifi-
cantly, to the disaffection of the army and its 
chief, General Ahmed Gaid Salah, who eventually 
summoned the ailing president to leave office.

Despite the country’s huge assets — Algeria is 
Africa’s third largest oil producer and the world’s 
ninth top gas producer — the country’s red 
tape-plagued economy suffered from inefficiency 
as well as the lack of diversification. Hydrocarbon 
exports constitute 95% of external revenue and 
60% of the country’s budget.

The country’s woes were compounded by 
dwindling oil prices. Declining revenues led to a 
decrease in state subsidies that used to offset 
social tensions and mute the population’s gripes 
about the system.

In seeking a fifth term in office, despite obvious 
signs of physical inability, Bouteflika did not 
consider the unwillingness of the country’s young 
population to put up anymore with the political 
and socio-economic failings of the system.

Countries in the region and the rest of the world 
are closely watching events unfold in Algeria. 
Algerians are eager to steer their country’s 
transition to safe harbour without foreign 
interference. They have the potential and the will 
to ensure such an outcome.

Editorial
Erdogan’s setbacks 
in local elections

Algeria after 
Bouteflika

The people are far more concerned with the foundering economy than putting 
the country on a path to becoming an Islamic republic, somewhat like Iran.

T 

he colossal loss at the 
ballot box in local 
elections gave Turk-
ish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan a 
stinging defeat and 

much to think about.
The results of the vote raise 

questions about the future of the 
president’s Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) and could mark 
a major turning point for Turkey 
and the region.

Amazingly, these losses came 
about despite the image of 
popularity Erdogan tried to paint 
— or he erroneously believed he 
had — and despite dirty tricks and 
underhanded tactics used against 
his opponents.

Erdogan did not hesitate to call 
his political opponents “traitors 
in league with terrorists.” That 
gave him room to stir up anger 
and portray himself as the inno-
cent target and who would ride to 
the rescue of Muslims wherever 
they were under attack.

Erdogan toured city after city 
using his usual rhetoric to stir up 
hate and express his chauvinistic 
view of nationalism. He resorted 
to showing, at one campaign ven-
ue, video of the horrific attacks on 
the two mosques in Christchurch, 
New Zealand, while projecting 
himself as the defender of Islam.

Ultimately, when the time 
came for the people of Turkey to 
vote, they sent a clear message 

to the president and his party. In 
fact, they could have just as well 
borrowed the underlying strategy 
of Bill Clinton’s 1992 campaign 
for the US presidency: “It’s the 
economy, stupid.”

Erdogan seemed to ignore or 
perhaps not dedicate enough 
time and energy to revamping the 
economy.

Erdogan and his AKP lost in 
Ankara, the capital. They lost in 
Izmir, the country’s third larg-
est city. They lost in Adana, in 
Antalya and, more important, 
they lost in Istanbul, the main 
commercial centre in the country.

Losing in those cities means 
losing opportunities for Er-
dogan’s party to control large 
constituencies through 
economic patronage. 
More symbolically, 
Istanbul is where Er-
dogan began his politi-
cal career as mayor.

What the message 
tells the Turkish presi-
dent and his advisers is 
that the people are far more 
concerned with the founder-
ing economy than putting the 
country on a path to becoming an 
Islamic republic, somewhat like 
Iran.

The people, as indicated by 
the election, are more interested 
in how the country is doing eco-
nomically than changing the 
political basics on which the 

country — the modern Turkish 
Republic — was founded.

There is some uncertainty as the 
government said it would contest 
some results and there are risks 
of government foul play. Given 
Erdogan’s record, this is almost a 
sure thing.

What does this loss mean for 
Erdogan, a man used to winning 
elections? This election marks his 
first major setback, leading observ-
ers to speculate whether this could 
be the beginning of the end for the 
AKP.

“It would be more appropriate 
to call it a milestone on the road to 
the end,” said Kemal Can, a Turk-
ish newspaper columnist, who 

was among commentators in 
pointing to Turkey’s economy 

and the country’s lira, which 
has been losing value day 
after day. Ten years ago the 
1 Turkish lira was worth 
about 60 US cents; today it 
is worth 18 cents.

“The government used 
harsh language against eve-

ryone who was against them,” 
Can said. “This language was not 
welcomed even by some of their 
own supporters. The opposition 
successfully managed not to be 
dragged into this fight and left the 
ruling party alone in the tension 
they created.”

The Turkish local elections, 
which took place about a year 
after Erdogan was re-elected to a 
new 5-year term, are widely seen 
as a referendum on Erdogan’s 
leadership and his party’s grip on 
power. Ironically, that’s the way 
an overconfident Erdogan wanted 
it. Instead of a coat-tail effect, he 
helped create the conditions for a 
fiasco.

In the past, the Turkish military 
had always played the role of 
the defenders of the country’s 
democratic aspirations, as set out 
by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the 
founder of the modern Turkish 
state, but Erdogan nibbled away at 
the top military infrastructure in 
such a way that the army could no 
longer be guardian of the country’s 
political shortcomings.

However, the Turkish people 
seem committed to staying the 
course of democracy despite 
threats of oppression from the 
regime.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Claude Salhani

Sigh of relief. Ekrem Imamoglu, main opposition Republican 
People’s Party candidate for mayor of Istanbul, embraces a 
supporter in Istanbul, April 1.                                                   (Reuters) 
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Opinion

After Jerusalem and the Golan Heights, what’s next?

Looking at Bouteflika’s legacy

Why does Assad need the Golan Heights when he is the first to enjoy ripping 
Syria apart and doling the parts to allies, friends and even foes?

The coming days will likely reveal the circumstances and 
complexities behind the popular protest movement.

Ibrahim Zobeidi

Azraj Omar

A 

s usual, US 
President Donald 
Trump acted in 
accordance with 
his own personal 
interests and gave 

Israeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu what other US 
presidents could not deliver. In 
exchange, he will continue to 
enjoy the support of the pro-
Israel lobby in Washington and 
that of Israel.

Arabs, on the other hand, 
with their tribes be they ruling 
or in the opposition, have done 
nothing more than what they 
have usually done for decades 
when a European or American 
dagger was planted in their 
backs: They simply continued 
to be Europe’s and the United 
States’ allies, friends and loyal 
servants.

As to our domesticated, 
disabled and desensitised popu-
lations, we should honestly not 
blame them for they have no 
means available other than pro-
testing loudly and praying to Al-
lah to smite the oppressors and 
the aggressors with his wrath.

Reports stated that as soon 
as Trump announced his rec-
ognition of Israel’s sovereignty 
over the Golan Heights, the 
Israeli Defence Forces deployed 
snipers and anti-riot units 
along the border with Syria, in 
anticipation of possible marches 
or demonstrations. For that pur-
pose, they stocked up on tear 
gas, rubber bullets and some 
real bullets, just in case.

There is nothing new in the 
story just told. Everything hap-
pened as expected, except per-
haps for one or two new details.

The first detail concerns 
the laconic reaction of the 
grand state of velayat-e faqih. 

For years, senior generals of 
the mighty state of Iran have 
promised the Palestinians that 
they will wipe out Israel in three 
days. This time, Iran issued a 
short statement to say that the 
American president’s declara-
tion was “unacceptable.”

The second strange detail was 
the declaration by the Assad 
regime insisting that it is de-
termined to liberate the Golan 
Heights from Israeli occupation 
but with the help of its friends 
the Iranians and the Russians 
“come tide or high water.”

Syrian Ambassador to the 
United Nations Bashar Jaafari 
said the Golan Heights “are our 
land and we will take them back 
sooner or later.” The official Syr-
ian news agency SANA quoted a 
source at the Syrian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs as saying: “Syria 
condemns in the strongest terms 
the irresponsible remarks of US 
President Donald Trump on the 
occupied Syrian Golan, which 
reconfirms the blind US bias 
towards the Zionist occupier and 
its unlimited support for its ag-
gressive behaviour.”

Syrian President Bashar As-
sad’s Foreign Ministry did not 
forget to reiterate that “the 
statements of the American 
president and his administration 
on the occupied Syrian Golan 
will not change the fact that the 
Golan was and will remain Arab 
and Syrian. The Syrian people 
are more resolute and deter-
mined than ever on liberating 
this precious part of the Syrian 
national territory by any means 
possible and bring it back to the 
homeland, regardless of what 
anybody might say now or later.”

Russia, that great ally of the 
Syrian regime, did not do any 
better than Iran. “It’s just an 

invitation so far,” commented 
Kremlin spokesman Dmitry 
Piskov at a news conference. 
“Let’s hope it stays that way.” 
Then, speaking of Trump, he 
said: “He is threatening to seri-
ously destabilise the Middle East 
and is harming the efforts to 
reach a peaceful settlement in 
the region.”

There is no need to review 
the dozens of other hypocritical 
statements, especially from the 
Turkish presidency or the Arab 
League, or the tonnes of com-
ments and threats that flooded 
social network sites.

They were no different from 
what was said during the many 
other calamities that befell Pal-
estine since its historical rape in 
1948. Our so-called united Arab 
nation and its Muslim sister na-
tions are the best in the entire 

T 

here is no doubt that 
the Algerian political 
scene will experience 
many ripple effects 
following the depar-
ture of President Ab-

delaziz Bouteflika, who resigned 
April 2 under very ambiguous 
circumstances.

Bouteflika appeared on nation-
al television wearing traditional 
clothing and looking despondent 
while he slowly read a statement 
announcing his exit from power. 
He handed the document to 
Constitutional Council President 
Tayeb Belaiz in the presence of 
Algerian Senate President Ab-
delkader Bensalah. It appeared 
Bouteflika had no prior knowl-
edge of the text he was reading.

The political situation that 
started with popular protests 
has been characterised by rapid 
developments, vagueness and 
a war of rumours that raged on 
social media and talk shows of 
both public and private Algerian 
media. The rumours engulfed 
the entire spectrum of Algerian 
parties and their factions. The 
result was that Algerian citizens 
found themselves being eaten 
away by anxiety over the fate of 
the country.

Infighting among the various 
wings of the Algerian regime 
emerged. Clashes did not reach a 
violent stage but the rivalry was 
in the open, if Algerian military 
sources close to the decision-
making centres are to be 
believed. The sources reported 
a rivalry among the Republican 
Guard directly attached Boutef-
lika.

There are about 20,000 
members of the Republican 
Guard in Algeria. Since 2000, 
its commanders have all come 
from Tlemcen, which is con-
sidered the special fiefdom of 
the Bouteflika family and other 
regime leaders. With Bouteflika, 
power was exercised in a tribal 
fashion, based on regional origin 
and cronyism, a throwback to 
the backward Algerian feudal 
society.

Bouteflika made many major 
mistakes during the period of 
his chronic illness and until his 
resignation. Those mistakes 
tarnished his long past, whether 
as a leading struggler during the 
times of the National Liberation 
Movement or during his 20-year 
tenure as president. During his 
third term in office, Bouteflika 
helped stop bloodshed within 
the framework of the national 
reconciliation drive.

Bouteflika’s biggest mistake 
was turning the Algerian govern-
ment into a family business and 
an extension of the Tlemcen 
region. He appointed his brother 
as his resident adviser in the 
presidential palace and placed 
his other two brothers in key 
positions in government. He 
appointed 13 ministers from 
Tlemcen and western Algeria.

The coming days will likely 
reveal the circumstances and 
complexities behind the popular 
protest movement, which was an 
expression of the extreme disap-
pointment that gripped Algerian 
citizens under Bouteflika.

Granted that it was under 
Bouteflika and thanks to his 

government that the bloodshed 
of the Algerian “Black Decade” 
ended but that does not mean 
that Bouteflika’s times were syn-
onymous with a progressive civi-
lisational project, the creation of 
a modern culture, the establish-
ment of a successful national 
economic model that meets the 
needs of citizens and compete 
regionally and internationally 
and the development of a society 
based on trust, scruples, mutual 
respect and partnership.

During the past two decades 
Bouteflika appointed to key 
positions individuals who did 
not possess the intellectual and 
political background required for 
managing the affairs of a modern 
state. His era failed to bring 
about a qualitative change in 
the old, traditional, material and 
symbolic structures of Algerian 
society. Algeria was ruled by the 
old, backward and retrograde 
nationalistic cultural paradigm.

It is strange that Bouteflika 
overlooked the fact that these 
antiquated structures, along 
with the painful conditions in-
herited from the colonial era that 
Algeria has not dealt with wisely 
and effectively, produced the 
complex phenomenon of physi-
cal and symbolic violence.

This phenomenon still plagues 
Algerian society, which suffers 
from individual egotism and 
nepotism. This is incompatible 
with the minimal requirements 
for a modern democratic state.

The other fundamental mis-
take by Bouteflika was that he 
caused the failure of political 
pluralism. He farcically turned 

universe in the art of cursing, 
vociferating and making threats 
for a day or two, then everything 
goes back to normal. The anger 
subsides and the crime is swal-
lowed just like the ones before it.

Why does Assad need the Go-
lan Heights when he is the first 
to enjoy ripping Syria apart and 
doling the parts to allies, friends 
and even foes, just for the sake 
of keeping his rocking chair in 
these treacherous times?

Another nagging question: 
The velayat-e faqih, Iranian Ma-
jor-General Qassem Soleimani, 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps and Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah have 
all promised the men and wom-
en of Palestine to wipe Israel out 
of existence. Will they do it? We 
will wait to see how they intend 
to fulfil that promise.

opposition parties into a cover 
for individual rule and brought 
about the resurgence of tribal-
ism, regionalism and paralysis 
in Algeria’s political life.

Bouteflika was instrumental 
in resolving the crisis created 
by the question of the Amazigh 
identity. His decision to give 
official status to the Amazigh 
language was a positive move. 
However, this language has 
not been made one of the key 
factors of the national political 
scene or in the administration, 
in sciences, humanities and 
technology.

The Amazigh language is still 
peripheral in the general Alge-
rian environment and even in 
the broad Amazigh geographical 
space. Official recognition of the 
language was a mere political 
tactic aimed at containing the 
discontent of a faction of the 
Algerian society known for its 
rejection of the regime.

It should be noted that 
the elimination of Algeria’s 
external debt, estimated at $32 
billion, must be credited to the 
Bouteflika regime. This positive 
record, however, is offset by the 
Algerian regime’s full endorse-
ment, with the blessings of the 
opposition political parties and 
other state institutions, of an 
economic model based on sav-
age capitalism. That model led 
to the impoverishment and de-
struction of the Algerian middle 
class and to the emergence of 
complex exploitation in Algerian 
society.

Azraj Omar is an Algerian writer.

A red line crossed. A Syrian Army soldier stands at a checkpoint at the 
Quneitra Crossing between the Israeli-controlled Golan Heights and 
Syria, March 26.                                                                                                                                          (Reuters)
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News & Analysis Arab Summit in Tunis               

Tunis

A 

rab leaders showed a united 
front against the region’s 
main challenges at their 
annual summit, including 

opposition to US President Donald 
Trump’s recognition of the Golan 
Heights as Israeli territory, and re-
jected foreign interference in the re-
gion’s affairs.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi hailed the March 31 gathering 
as an “achievement” and said at-
tendance was “exceptional.” “We of-
fered all the conditions of comfort 
for our honourable guests. That’s 
what we did,” he said.

“For the first time, we did not 
hear or witness any bickering or 
unpleasant verbal exchanges from 
one or other leader at this summit, 
although these incidents occurred 
during previous meetings,” Caid Es-
sebsi added.

The summit bolstered Caid Es-
sebsi image as a respected leader in 
the region ahead of presidential elec-
tions in November. Throughout the 
meeting, the 92-yer old president 
demonstrated mental agility and ex-
ceptional stamina.  

His supporters see him as the 
standard bearer in the secularist 
camp with the best chance to do well 
against any candidate backed by the 
powerful Islamists although Caid Es-
sebsi has yet to announce whether 
he will seek another term as presi-
dent.  

The Arab leaders stated in a final 
declaration “that the Golan is occu-
pied Syrian territory according to in-
ternational law, the decisions of the 
United Nations and the [UN] Security 
Council.”

A separate statement dedicated 
solely to the issue called Washing-
ton’s move “invalid and illegitimate.”

“It is true that America is the 
strongest military force in the world 
but its decision is absolutely worth-
less,” Arab League Secretary-General 
Ahmed Aboul Gheit said March 31 at 
a summit-closing news conference.

Trump signed a proclamation 
March 25 recognising Israel’s claim 
over the strategic plateau, which it 

seized during the 1967 war and offi-
cially annexed in 1981. Israel’s move 
has not been recognised internation-
ally and three Security Council reso-
lutions have called for it to withdraw 
from the territory.

Trump’s shift on the Golan issue 
had already drawn angry reactions 
from Arab capitals, even as the Unit-
ed States sought to shore up support 
in the region to offset Iran’s influence 
and target extremism.

“We, the leaders of the Arab coun-
tries gathered in Tunisia… express 
our rejection and condemnation of 
the United States’ decision to rec-
ognise Israel’s sovereignty over the 
Golan,” Aboul Gheit said, reading 
from the summit’s final commu-
nique.

He said Arab countries would pre-
sent a draft resolution to the Secu-
rity Council and seek a legal opinion 
from the International Court of Jus-
tice regarding the US announcement.

The Arab League warned other 
countries against following Wash-
ington’s lead.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud said Riyadh “absolutely re-
jects” any measures affecting Syria’s 
sovereignty over the Golan Heights.

UN Secretary-General Antonio Gu-
terres, who also addressed the meet-
ing, said any resolution to the Syrian 
conflict must guarantee the territo-
rial integrity of Syria, “including the 
occupied Golan Heights.”

Another focus of Arab consen-
sus was support for the Palestinian 
cause. Caid Essebsi said it needs to 
be made clear that the international 
community understands the “cen-
trality of the Palestinian cause” to 
Arab nations.

In the summit final statement, 
Arab leaders renewed support for an 
Arab initiative that offers Israel peace 
in exchange for its withdrawal from 
all lands occupied in the 1967 war as 
well as seeking to revive negotiations 
with the Jewish state.

There was criticism against the 
role of non-Arab regional powers 
in Middle East’s crises. Aboul Gheit 
said: “The Arab countries’ crisis 
is transient and temporary but in-
fringing on Arab complementarity 
and territorial integrity is rejected  
from an Arab perspective.”

Caid Essebsi said it was “unac-

ceptable” that “Arab issues that are 
directly connected to our national 
security be managed outside the 
framework of joint Arab action.”

He denounced “interventions of 
our regional neighbours, especially 
Iran and Turkey” and said that such 
“interventions only added to the 
complexity of the crises, prolonged 
and compounded them.”

The Arab leaders said relations 
with Iran should “be based on good 
neighbourliness, non-interference 
in internal affairs, the non-use of 
force or threats and refraining from 
practices and actions that would un-
dermine confidence and stability in 
the region.”

Iran praised the summit as “most 
positive” compared to previous 
meetings.

There was speculation during the 
summit that the denunciation by 
the summit of Iranian and Turkish 
encroachment was the reason for 
the early departure from the summit 
by Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani.

Doha’s alleged ties to Islamic ex-

tremists and Iran have been at the 
root of a dispute between Qatar and 
the Arab Quartet — Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Egypt and 
Bahrain — since June 2017.

To try to offset fallout of a dip-
lomatic and economic boycott im-
posed by the quartet, Qatar moved 
closer to the Muslim Brotherhood-
affiliated Turkish government.

Sheikh Tamim left in the middle of 
Aboul Gheit’s speech, which singled 
out Doha’s allies Turkey and Iran for 
undermining regional stability.

Caid Essebsi rejected speculation 
about Sheikh Tamim’s early depar-
ture, saying it was agreed on from 
the start.  “I want to clarify that he 
had accepted our invitation out re-
spect of respect for us and had in-
formed us from the beginning that 
he would not attend all the meetings 
and would not deliver a speech,” the 
Tunisian president said.

The prominent role played by 
Saudi Arabia in the summit was de-
scribed as a possible factor in Qatar’s 
displayed lack of interest in fully at-
tending the meeting.

Syria’s seat at the summit was 
vacant, an empty chair facing the 
country’s flag. Damascus has been 
suspended from the Arab League 
since November 2011. Diplomats 
said the Arab League members have 
not reached a consensus on whether 
to readmit Syria.

The Tunis gathering brought to-
gether 14 kings or presidents, a sign 
of Tunisia’s diplomatic standing and 
of the respect enjoyed by its presi-
dent in the region.

Aboul Gheit described the gather-
ing as “a very excellent summit be-
cause of the good number of Arab 
leaders attending it and the results it 
has reached.”

“We will make sure that the sum-
mit’s decisions will be implement-
ed,” he said.

Tunisian Foreign Minister Khe-
maies Jhinaoui said: “The final dec-
laration comprising 17 points is com-
prehensive to tackle the main issues 
facing the Arab nation. It showed 
the strength and determination of 
the Arabs to find out practical solu-
tions to their main challenges.”

Arab leaders display unity at Tunis summit, 
reject ‘foreign interventions’ in the region
Lamine Ghanmi

T
he 30th Arab Summit 
was a Tunisian 
success. It was in an 
Arab country that has 
been trying to 
recover amid 
extremely difficult 

internal and regional conditions. 
Despite the difficulties and 
complications, Tunisia organised 
the summit in a reasonable and 
highly acceptable atmosphere.

The Tunis summit came while 
the Ennahda Movement party has 
been trying to drag Tunisia from 
living up to its reputation as 
Tunisia the Beautiful. Tunisian 
President Beji Caid Essebsi firmly 
believes in Tunisia the Beautiful 
and has tried to make the most of 
Habib Bourguiba’s legacy.

Caid Essebsi has been trying to 
complete the mission of Bour-
guiba, who, after Tunisia’s 
independence in 1956, endeav-
oured to lay the foundations for a 
modern and civil Arab state, a 
country that is fair to women and 
where state institutions are at the 
service of its citizens and where 
common sense triumphs.

Arab summit failed to face new realities
Viewpoint

Khairallah 
Khairallah

Bourguiba also tried to reconcile 
the Arabs with common sense but 
the Arabs refused to listen and 
called him a traitor. When it was 
too late, the Arabs realised that 
what Bourguiba had told them in 
his famous 1965 Jericho speech was 
the truth and listening to him could 
have spared them many losses and 
much humiliation. Two years after 
that speech, the Arabs experienced 
the stinging defeat of 1967.

Among the first things the recent 
summit revealed was the need for 
the Arab countries to reconcile 
themselves with the new realities 
in the Middle East and the Gulf, 
considering the implosions of 
certain countries in the region.

Topping that list is Syria. What 
Damascus needs is time for a 
transition phase after which it will 
be known whether the new Syria is 
a viable state or perhaps it will turn 
out that the only concern of the 
existing regime is to finish the 
process of fragmenting this old 
entity that has been unsure of itself 
since the day of its establishment 
in the 1940s.

In this framework, it can be said 
that the Tunis summit was an 
organisational success but some-
what of a political failure. To some 
extent, the summit did establish 
general outlines of Arab policies.

First among these was the 

necessity to address the question 
of Iran and its expansionist project. 
Not only does this project threaten 
every Arab country, it targets Arab 
societies by stirring up sectarian 
instincts. What is going on in Iraq, 
Syria, Lebanon and Yemen is proof 
of that.

The summit’s success in focusing 
on Iran should not conceal the 
absence of any practical step on 
any level at a time when there is a 
US administration that does not 
care about a peace process in the 
Middle East.

This is an administration 
prepared to take reckless steps that 
have nothing to do with common 
sense, such as recognising Jerusa-
lem as the capital of Israel and 
transferring the US Embassy to it.

The summit revealed that the 
Arabs have a problem dealing with 
the Trump administration, which 
seems to be living in its own world. 
One of the right things it did was to 
back out of the nuclear agreement 
with Iran. To its credit is its full 
realisation of the dangers of Iran’s 
expansionist policies.

The Trump administration, 
however, is totally and completely 
biased in favour of Israel and does 
not realise that this unreasonable 
bias serves the interests of Iran.

In between the positive US 
position regarding the Iranian file 

and the Arab summit’s decisions 
regarding the situation in the Arab 
world, there was a gap that must be 
bridged. What is the point of 
antagonising the American 
administration when we know its 
total bias towards Israel?

Is it possible to make any 
progress in the peace process 
without a US role? It is necessary to 
return to the logic that Bourguiba 
applied to the Arab reality in his 
Jericho speech and which he had 
tried to convince Gamal Abdel 
Nasser and the Palestinians of to no 
avail. Bourguiba had invited the 
Palestinians and the Arabs to 
accept the 1947 partition resolu-
tion. Jericho at that time was not 
under Israeli occupation.

To cover their inability to develop 
a plan for dealing with US President 
Donald Trump and his team, the 
Arab leaders couldn’t think of 
anything better than to resort to the 
Arab initiative adopted by the 
Beirut summit in 2002 but rejected 
by Israel. What’s to force Israel to 
accept the Arab initiative?

That also applies to the Tunis 
summit’s rejection of Trump’s 
decision to recognise Israel’s 
sovereignty over the occupied 
Golan Heights. There is no disa-
greement about the fact that the 
Golan Heights is Syrian and 
occupied territory, even though 

part of the land is Palestinian 
territory.

There is no dispute that the US 
administration has done away with 
all international resolutions that 
guided the peace process. Be that 
as it may, one wonders about who 
will take over the Golan Heights 
once the Israeli occupation is 
removed. Is there still a thing 
called Syria to take over the 
Heights? Or perhaps it’ll be Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps?

The Tunis summit purposely 
avoided dealing with embarrassing 
questions so it did not address the 
Syrian regime’s refusal to recognise 
the Shebaa farms as Lebanese 
territory so Lebanon could for-
mally request Israel’s withdrawal 
from this occupied territory, along 
with the Golan Heights.

There are new conditions and 
realities in the Arab region that 
require a new approach and a new 
way of thinking. The Tunis summit 
failed to address these new 
realities.

The 30th Arab League Summit 
was successful thanks to the efforts 
of Tunisia, which has once again 
proven that it has something to 
offer other Arabs.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

United front. Arab leaders pose for a family picture during the 30th Arab League Summit in Tunis, 
March 31.               (DPA)
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Curtain-raiser Egypt

Cairo

E 

gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi will have to 
chart a delicate course at a 
White House meeting with 

US President Donald Trump fol-
lowing an Arab League Summit 
that decried Washington’s decision 
to recognise Israeli sovereignty 
over the Golan Heights.

“The liberation of all Arab occu-
pied territories is the only way to 
resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict,” 
Sisi said at the summit March 31 
in Tunis, making clear that this in-
cluded returning the Golan Heights 
to Syria.

“This will bring a painful chap-
ter to an end and open the door 
for just and comprehensive peace 
and rebuilding in the region,” he 
added.

In a rare demonstration of 
Arab unity, representatives of the 
22-member Arab League — not in-
cluding Syria — jointly condemned 
Trump’s recognition of Israel’s an-
nexation of the Golan Heights, as 
well as his decision to recognise 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. The 
communique endorsed by the 
summit explicitly referred to the 
Golan Heights as “Syria’s occupied 
territory.”

Sisi’s visit to the White House, 
scheduled for April 9, comes at a 
critical time in Arab-US relations, 
with Sisi the first Arab head of state 
to meet with Trump since the Arab 
League meeting.

“I expect the Golan Heights 
to be a central issue in talks be-

tween President Sisi and the US 
president,” said Samir Ghattas, a 
member of the Egyptian parlia-
ment and head of the local Middle  
East Forum for Strategic Studies 
think-tank. “Egypt was very deci-
sive in rejecting Trump’s recogni-
tion of Israeli sovereignty over the 
Golan Heights from the very begin-
ning.”

“The Egyptian president goes to 
Washington this time while he has 
backing from Arab leaders who at-
tended the Arab summit in Tunisia 
and signed the final communique 
of the summit. Few members of 
the international community sup-
port the US president in recognis-
ing Israeli sovereignty of this Syr-
ian territory,” he added.

The visit is the same day as elec-
tions in Israel following which the 
United States has said it would 
unveil its “Deal of the Century” 
regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict.

Speaking at the summit, Sisi said 
the Arab-Israeli conflict could not 
be resolved without giving Pales-
tinians the right to establish their 
own state with East Jerusalem as 
its capital.

However, there are fears that the 
Golan Heights issue could over-
shadow the talks, particularly with 
Sisi seeking to develop Egypt’s re-
lations with Washington.

A White House release issued 
before the Arab League commu-
nique stated that Sisi and Trump 
were to discuss “developments 
and shared priorities in the region,  
including enhancing economic in-
tegration and addressing ongoing 
conflicts, and Egypt’s longstand-
ing role as a linchpin of regional 
stability.”

The talks coincide with efforts by 
Egypt to broker a truce between Is-
rael and Hamas. It also takes place 
as Egypt continues its war against 
a branch of the Islamic State in Si-
nai, Iran plays a destabilising role 
in several Arab countries and the 
United Nations works to generate 
support among Libyans for elec-
tions.

Egyptian Foreign Minister 
Sameh Shoukry, on April 3, said 
talks between Sisi and Trump 
would focus on strategic relations 
between their two countries and 
regional developments.

An Egyptian military delegation 
was in Washington March 20-22 
for a meeting of the Military Coop-
eration Committee. The delegation 
discussed issues with Pentagon 
officials, including counterterror-
ism, border and maritime security, 
security assistance and security 
cooperation

However, the Golan Heights is-
sue could now take prevalence, 
especially because many expect 
Sisi to pass along a message to 
Trump regarding how seriously 
the Arab League and Arab public 

opinion view the issue of the Go-
lan Heights.

“Egypt had been clear on all is-
sues, especially the occupied Go-
lan Heights, its link to the Syrian 
mainland and the fact that the ter-
ritories of states should not be oc-
cupied by force, from the very be-
ginning,” Shoukry said.

The Golan Heights was also part 
of talks April 3 in Cairo between Sisi 
and UN Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres. Following the meeting, 
Guterres confirmed that, as far as 
the United Nations was concerned, 
the Golan Heights remains occu-
pied Syrian territory.

The United Nations, he added, 
would work to preserve the integ-
rity of Syrian territories and pre-
vent any negative consequences 

from the US decision.
Local analysts called for Egypt 

to maintain close cooperation with 
the United States even considering 
the political differences over issues 
such as the Golan Heights or Jeru-
salem.

“Sisi will most likely express 
the consensus reached during the 
Arab summit in Tunis in talks with 
Trump,” said Emad Gad, deputy 
director of Al-Ahram Centre for 
Political and Strategic Studies, an 
Egyptian think-tank. “Neverthe-
less, it is important that the US and 
Egypt keep a good level of coop-
eration in the coming days.”

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

After Arab summit, Sisi looks to chart delicate course with US
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Sisi’s visit to the White 
House comes at a critical 
time in Arab-US relations, 
with Sisi the first Arab head 
of state to meet with Trump 
since the Arab League 
meeting.

Key issues on the table. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (C) attends the 30th Arab League 
Summit, March 31.                                                                                                                             (Tunisian Presidency)

T
he April 9 trip by 
Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
to Washington has 
been interpreted by 
critics of the Egyp-
tian leader as a way 

to show that he has US President 
Donald Trump’s endorsement as 
he moves ahead with constitu-
tional changes aimed in large part 
at eliminating Egypt’s two-term 
presidential limit.

Trump is expected to warmly 
praise Sisi for his leadership, fight 
against terrorists and role in 
joining other regional countries in 
opposing Iran. During Sisi’s 2017 
White House visit, Trump lauded 
him for doing a “fantastic job in a 
very difficult situation” and is 
likely to do so again.

Sisi is expected to tout his 
government’s economic reforms, 
the crackdown on terrorism and 
mediation efforts that defused 
periodic violent episodes between 
Hamas and Israel and earned him 
praise from the Israeli govern-
ment.

Although Trump pushed Sisi in 
2017 to release an American 
citizen, NGO worker Aya Hijaz, 
and her Egyptian husband, he has 
not, in general, made human 
rights a priority. Nor is Trump 
likely to be bothered by proposed 
constitutional changes that would 
allow Sisi to potentially remain 
president through 2034 or have 
enhanced presidential powers 
over the judiciary.

Trump might finesse that issue 
by stating that it is up to the 
Egyptian people to decide and 
leave it at that but his lack of 
criticism over the proposals and 

the imprisonment of journalists 
and dissidents will likely be 
interpreted in Egypt as Sisi having 
Trump’s full blessing.

A spat in 2017 over Egypt’s 
draconian NGO law and reported 
military assistance to North Korea 
caused the Trump administration 
to suspend $195 million in military 
aid but that assistance has since 
been restored. In the Trump 
administration’s fiscal year 2020 
budget request, Egypt is to receive 
the usual $1.3 billion in military 
aid, another indication that 
Trump wants the bilateral 
relationship to be business as 
usual.

However, the other parts of the 
Washington policy community — 
Congress, think-tanks and the 
media — are unlikely to be so 
welcoming.

The Washington Post, a long-
time critic of Sisi, editorialised on 
April 4 that Trump is betting on 
the “latest generation dictators,” 
including in Egypt. The editorial 
added that Trump should press 
Sisi to “stop suppressing civil soci-
ety and jailing peaceful oppo-
nents” and to drop “his misguided 
attempt to change the constitu-
tion” so he can serve “for life.”

The think-tanks, in general, 
were equally critical, with some 
charging that Sisi is “worse than 
[Hosni] Mubarak.” The Carnegie 
Endowment for International 
Peace scheduled a conference on 
the topic: “Will Sisi be president 
for life?” one day before the 
Egyptian president was to visit 
the White House.

It is Congress, however, that is 
more consequential because it 
controls the appropriations 

process.  Here, Sisi is likely to 
encounter a mixed reception at 
best.

Although some members of 
Congress supported Sisi in his 
crackdown on the Muslim 
Brotherhood and other Islamist 
groups as well as his close 
relations with Israel, many other 
legislators are upset over the 
arrest of Egyptian civil society 
activists, journalists and blog-
gers.

Even Trump ally US Senator 
Lindsey Graham, the South 
Carolina Republican chairman of 
the subcommittee in charge of 
foreign aid, along with the 
ranking member of that subcom-
mittee, Senator Patrick Leahy, a 
Vermont Democrat, has sup-
ported the inclusion of demo-
cratic benchmarks as a way of 
conditioning military aid to 
Egypt.

A few years ago, Graham said 
that if Sisi “did something… as a 
real serious move on the [human] 
rights front,” it would make it 
“easier for a guy like me to help.” 
Although Sisi’s government has 
released a few journalists in 
recent weeks and has reportedly 
undertaken a “review” of the 
controversial 2017 NGO law, this 
may not be enough to change the 
mind of key US legislators.

Efforts by Congress in 2017 to 
designate the Muslim Brother-
hood a terrorist organisation, a 
policy in line with Sisi’s, stalled 
because the Trump administra-
tion realised that the bill might 
jeopardise US relations with some 
friendly Arab countries that have 
Islamist parties as part of their 
governments. The leading 

advocate of this legislation, 
Senator Ted Cruz, a Texas 
Republican, has not reintroduced 
his bill in the current Congress.

Another problem for Sisi is that 
Leahy recently put a hold on sale 
of Apache helicopters to Egypt for 
what he sees as an inadequate 
response to the wounding of an 
American citizen, April Corley, 
when her tour bus was mistakenly 
attacked by the Egyptian military 
in 2015. An aide to Leahy called 
Egypt’s compensation offer 
“woefully inadequate.”

Given the peculiar rules of the 
Senate, Leahy can maintain this 
hold for quite some time. An 
underlying motive may be that 
human rights groups have 
charged that some of the helicop-
ters have been used to commit 
human rights violations.

The administration in the White 
House has usually prevailed in the 
fight over US military aid to Egypt 
because it has pressured Congress 
to include a “national security 
waiver” in the legislation, which 
allowed it to bypass conditional-
ity clauses. This time, especially 
now that Democrats control the 
House of Representatives, 
Congress might not buckle.

Hence, while Sisi will certainly 
enjoy praise from Trump and will 
use it politically at home, the 
bilateral relationship is likely 
headed for rough waters as 
Congress asserts its preroga-
tives.

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

Sisi to be warmly received at White House but not in Congress
Viewpoint

Gregory 
Aftandilian

While Sisi will 
certainly enjoy praise 
from Trump and will 
use it politically at 
home, the bilateral 
relationship is likely 
headed for rough 
waters as Congress 
asserts its 
prerogatives.
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W 

ith the declared de-
feat of the Islamic 
State’s caliphate in 
eastern Syria, the 

United States focused on eliminat-
ing jihadist remnants to avoid a 
resurgence that could be more vi-
cious than the group’s initial rise to 
power.

The Britain-based Syrian Obser-
vatory for Human Rights (SOHR) 
said US-backed forces, supported 
by coalition warplanes, were seek-
ing and attacking Islamic State 
(ISIS) pockets in Syria.

SOHR said coalition air strikes 
targeted ISIS hideouts near Bag-
houz. It added that suspected ji-
hadists had been captured in the 
former ISIS capital of Raqqa.

The US-backed alliance is “track-
ing down remnants of the terrorist 
group,” Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) spokesman Mustafa Bali 
said. “There are groups hiding in 
caves overlooking Baghouz.”

Coalition spokesman Scott Raw-
linson told Agence France-Presse 
(AFP): “The Syrian Democratic 
Forces continue to deny [ISIS] a 
physical space and influence in the 
area and work to deny them the re-
sources they need to return.

“In support of back-clearance 
operations, the coalition continues 
to conduct precision strike support 
in coordination with SDF.”

He said anti-ISIS operations fo-
cused on “eroding” the group’s 
“capacity to regenerate and col-
laborate.”

US military officials, their Kurd-
ish allies and members of the US 
Congress appear to agree that the 
threat ISIS poses is far from being 
eliminated.

By keeping its forces in the re-
gion and adjusting its strategy, 
Washington is moving to the next 
phase of the fight and helping the 
SDF preserve gains it had made.

SDF, with coalition air support, 
dislodged ISIS fighters from their 
last redoubt of Baghouz near the 
Iraqi border on March 23 during 
a months-long offensive. ISIS re-
portedly left behind many docu-
ments, including lists of names of 
jihadists, the military units they 
belonged to and the number of 
their children and wives.

SDF fighters also found military 
identification cards seized by ji-
hadists following the battle, as 
well as copper coins that ISIS used 
as currency.

ISIS members, who retain a pres-
ence in the Syrian Desert and other 
hideouts, have claimed responsi-
bility for attacks in SDF-held terri-
tory despite the setbacks.

On March 25, ISIS fighters killed 
seven US-backed personnel at a 
checkpoint in the northern Syria 
city of Manbij, which is controlled 
by a local council linked to the 
SDF. The assault is thought to have 
heralded a new stage in the battle 
against the jihadists’ remnants in 
Syria.

“After the victory over ISIS, we 
have entered the phase of sleep-
er cells,” Manbij Military Council 
spokesman Sherfan Darwish told 

AFP in March. “These sleeper cells 
are being activated and carrying out 
attacks but we will foil their opera-
tions.”

Among the remaining fighters 
in Syria are ISIS members unable 
to return to their home countries 
and Syrian citizens with few pros-
pects outside of war. The Pentagon 
estimated ISIS could have 20,000-
30,000 members in Syria and Iraq.

Concerned that fighters could re-
treat, reform and attempt a violent 
comeback, the SDF appealed for 
sustained coalition assistance to 
help eliminate sleeper cells.

The SDF also reportedly fears a 
power vacuum following ISIS’s col-

lapse and the partial withdrawal 
of US forces could be exploited by 
Turkey, which, despite Washing-
ton’s warnings, appears eager to 
move against the Kurds.

With large areas of eastern Syria 
turned into ruins during battles 
against ISIS, the SDF has been 
charged with restoring order and 
beginning reconstruction so civil-
ians who fled the violence can re-
turn.

The ISIS caliphate, proclaimed 
in mid-2014 by fugitive leader Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi, began its col-
lapse in 2017 when offensives cap-
tured its main urban hubs of Mosul 
in Iraq and Raqqa in Syria.

US-backed 
forces hunt ISIS 
remnants in 
eastern Syria
The Arab Weekly staff

Decisive phase. Fighters of the Syrian Democratic Forces stand atop a roof next to their unfurled flag 
in Baghouz, March 24.                                            (AFP)

Among the remaining 
fighters in Syria are ISIS 
members unable to return to 
their home countries and 
Syrian citizens with few 
prospects outside of war.

T
he Syrian regime will 
not forget March 
2019 because of the 
many messages it 
was sent during the 
month, messages 
from other countries 

and from Syrians inside Syria and 
abroad.

All the messages and their 
significance will be recorded in 
Syria’s history and added to the 
long list of shameful acts that 
have tarnished the legacy of 
President Bashar Assad since 
2011.

In early March, a group of 
lawyers filed a lawsuit against 
Assad at the International 
Criminal Court. The lawsuit was 
made on behalf of 28 refugees 
who had fled Syria to Jordan and 
claimed they had left their homes 
to escape bombing, arrest, 
torture, rape and death.

Assad may never stand before 
the international court system to 
face charges but the lawsuit 
opened the door to thousands of 
refugees to release their anger 
and transform it into legal 
prosecutions that will badger 
Assad and inspire speeches, 
pleadings and stories that will be 
passed down to future genera-
tions and shared among people.

On the eighth anniversary of 
the Syrian revolution in mid-
March, areas retaken by the 
regime in Daraa witnessed 
demonstrations that threatened 
to demolish statues of Hafez 
Assad — Bashar Assad’s father and 
predecessor as Syrian president 
— that had been erected in public 
squares. The regime did not 
suppress the demonstrations 
with violence as it did in the past. 
It simply warned against those 
“conspiring against the  

country’s security.”
The conspirators, of course, are 

those who oppose the regime and 
they are, in fact, numerous 
among the Syrians. What Assad 
does not know is that the number 
of those who are ready to demon-
strate, to revolt and to “conspire 
against the country” is far greater 
than the number of demonstra-
tors who had protested against 
him in 2011. Syrians have been 
cured of their fear of the regime 
forever.

Another message delivered to 
Damascus in March was carried 
by the Russian Defence Minister 
Sergei Shogyu. The message was 
from Russian President Vladimir 
Putin and, although its exact 
content is not known, its form 
and timing say, in short: “Do not 
force us to choose between you 

and the others.”
The Russians realise that the 

Iranians have prepared an 
alternative to Assad if the 
necessity arises. They also realise 
that removing Assad is not an 
impossible task for Tehran, even 
if he were to rule the country 
from the Hmeimim Air Base in 
Latakia. The reason is simple; 
some senior Syrian Army officers 
are more loyal to Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
than to Assad.

Another March message to 
Damascus is Baghouz’s liberation 
and the eradication of the Islamic 
State. Kurds armed themselves 
with this victory and are sitting 
down with Damascus for a 
negotiation that will end either in 
their triumph and their independ-
ence or in their defeat and their 

remaining a US military ally that 
is off limits.

Baghouz’s liberation also 
means that the United States no 
longer needs justification for 
remaining in Syria. The pretext of 
fighting terrorism, used by the 
United States to occupy the 
Syrian “island” and which was 
also used by the Turks, the 
Iranians and the Russians to 
occupy other parts of the country 
no longer stands.

Decidedly, March was a month 
of messages for Assad. Another 
message he received was from US 
President Donald Trump. The 
latter had gifted the Golan Heights 
to Israel. He asked the United 
Nations to endorse his decision 
and to recognise the de facto 
Israeli control of the Golan. Hafez 
Assad had already gifted the Golan 
to Israel, however, at least five 
decades before Trump did it.

Every Syrian is certain that the 
reality of the Golan Heights will 
remain unchanged while the 
Assads are in power. Had the 
recent US decision carried a 
recognition of the Assads’ 
legitimacy, Bashar Assad would 
have sent Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu his congrat-
ulations and wished Israel 
continued prosperity, expansion 
and influence.

Anyone who has sent a message 
to Assad is waiting for a reply that 
will never come, not because of 
the usual excuse — “We reserve 
the right to reply at our conveni-
ence.” — that the regime usually 
produces whenever its sover-
eignty is violated but because 
Assad does not have the answers. 
The letters will be returned to 
sender, unopened.

Baha al-Awam is a Syrian writer.

Token resistance. Protesters hold a national f lag under a giant 
portrait of Syrian President Bashar Assad in Quneitra in the Syrian 
Golan Heights, during a demonstration against the US decision to 
recognise Israel’s sovereignty over the Israeli-annexed part of the 
Golan Heights, March 26.                  (AFP)

The many messages that Assad is unlikely to heed
Viewpoint

Baha al-Awam

Every Syrian is 
certain that the 
reality of the Golan 
Heights will 
remain unchanged 
while the Assads 
are in power. 
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H 

ezbollah is getting an in-
ternal facelift, weeks after 
Secretary-General Hassan 
Nasrallah admitted that 

the group was suffering a cash flow 
shortage. Nasrallah appointed Mo-
hammad Yaghi as his personal ex-
ecutive assistant, creating a job that 
did not previously exist.

A former MP and member of Hez-
bollah’s Shura Council, Yaghi, 61, is 
a political heavyweight in Baalbek, 
a city that has received exceptional 
attention since demonstrations 
broke out in the Iraqi city of Basra, 
demanding better services from a 
disgruntled Shia community.

Behind closed doors, Hezbollah 
feared similar manifestations of 
discontent in Baalbek, a traditional 
powerbase for Hezbollah, suffering 
from government neglect, unem-
ployment and dire economic con-
ditions that Hezbollah has not ad-
dressed.

Last June, heavy rainfall knocked 
down utility poles in the village of 
Ras Baalbek, destroying crops and 
severely damaging infrastructure.

Few had tried to challenge Hez-
bollah in the Baalbek-Hermel 
governorate, given the numeri-
cal superiority of Muslim Shias 
(230,000), who outmuscle Sunnis 
and Christians of the region, who 
total 86,000.

The area is also home to more 
than 100,000 Syrian refugees and 
a smaller number of Palestinians, 
straining what was already one of 
the country’s poorest regions.

On the day of general elections 
in 2018, Nasrallah addressed his 

constituency from Baalbek, prom-
ising to personally walk through its 
streets and to “tour villages, towns 
and neighbourhoods” to make sure 
that his list won the elections.

His new aide Yaghi, a highly 
respected community leader in 
Baalbek, is expected to carry the 
district’s worries directly to Nasral-
lah’s ears. His appointment comes 
hand-in-hand with that of two ex-
ecutive aides to his cousin Sheikh 
Hisham Safieddine, head of Hez-
bollah’s Executive Council.

One of them is Abdullah Qassir, 
head of Hezbollah’s research unit 
and former manager of its Al-Manar 
TV. The other is Hussein Zeaiter, 
a member of parliament for Byb-
los who serves as a major liaison 
between Hezbollah and its allies 
in the all-Christian Free Patriotic 
Movement (FPM). Safieddine, often 
considered the “Number Two” in 
Hezbollah, is one of the party’s core 
founders.

A childhood friend of Nasrallah 
who is four years his junior, he was 
educated at the seminaries of Najaf 
and Qom, while his brother, Abdul-
lah, is Hezbollah’s permanent rep-
resentative to Tehran.

Safieddine, like Nasrallah, real-
ises how important it is to main-
tain the party’s tactic alliance with 
the FPM, even after its 84-year-
old founder, Lebanese President 
Michel Aoun, dies or leaves office. 
They both equally distrust Aoun’s 
son-in-law Gebran Bassil, the for-
eign minister who has been overtly 
and covertly reaching out to Hez-
bollah’s opponents in the March 
14 Alliance, marketing himself as a 
president-in-waiting.

Through hands-on figures such 
as Zeaiter, Qassir and Yaghi, Hez-
bollah leaders hope to be better 
informed about what’s happening 
within the Christian community, 
making sure that their alliances are 
institutional, rather than based on 
personal relations only.

Part of that policy is to please 
the 43,000 Christians of Baalbek, 
who have stood on neutral ground 

between Hezbollah and Lebanese 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri. Their 
position can shift, however if their 
worries are not addressed immedi-
ately.

Ten years ago, the two cousins 
co-wrote a revised declaration of 
principles for Hezbollah, delicate-
ly choosing words to please their 
Christian allies.

Gone were the 12 Quranic verses 
scattered throughout their original 
declaration of 1982. The 2009 dec-
laration relied more on politicised 
pragmatic wording, trying to come 
across as a pan-Lebanese, rather 
than a pan-Shia party. It dropped all 

reference to Iran and adherence to 
the velayat-e faqih.

In the first manifesto, the en-
emies of Hezbollah were identi-
fied as Israel, France, the United 
States and the Phalange Party, an 
all-Maronite grouping and militia 
that was supportive of ejecting the 
Palestinians from Lebanon and had 
helped the Israelis take Beirut in 
1982.

In the second manifesto, France 
and the Phalange were dropped 
from the text, given their cordial re-
lations with Aoun and “US hegem-
ony” was identified as an enemy, 
rather than the United States itself.

The first manifesto was very 
critical of the Maronites, with state-
ments that sounded like threats, 
whereas the second manifesto 
treated them as friends and allies 
— words that were music to Aoun’s 
ears.

Hezbollah’s upcoming strategy 
will be to concentrate on domes-
tics, trying to please and appease 
a disgruntled home front, both 
among its members and their Chris-
tian allies.

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

Hezbollah responds to deep woes with internal facelift
Sami Moubayed

Optical illusion. A Hezbollah supporter carries a poster of the group’s leader Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah in 
Maroun al-Ras village in southern Lebanon.                       (Reuters)

Hezbollah’s upcoming 
strategy will be to 
concentrate on domestics, 
trying to please and appease 
a disgruntled home front.

B
eirut is heading 
home past midnight 
after an evening out 
may face begging 
Syrian children as 
young as 6. A 
“service” — shared 

taxi — driver from Homs doesn’t 
know the way to Cola, the city’s 
busiest interchange.

Anecdotes abound but as a 
professor of Demography at the 
Lebanese University, Hala Naufal 
craves the reliable statistics 
Lebanon lacks. She draws 
tentative quantitative and 
qualitative conclusions from 
research as an adviser to the 
Lebanese Family Planning 
Association and in fieldwork with 
the UN Population Fund, which 
deals with sexual and reproduc-
tive health.

“Before 2011, there were 
600,000-700,000 Syrians 
working in Lebanon,” Naufal said. 
“With the crisis, they brought 
their families. UNHCR [UN High 
Commission for Refugees] has 
less than 1 million registered; the 
government estimates 1.5 
million. I believe there are more 
than 2 million. They are spread all 
over the country, in every 
locality.”

Lebanon’s infrastructure, 
especially electricity and water, is 
creaking. In the longer term, the 
migration of so many from the 
Syrian hinterland to the wealthier 
Lebanese coast could transform 
the country, especially as young 
Lebanese emigrate.

Demographic changes wide-
spread in much of the third world 
have been accelerated by conflict 
and complicated by politics. 

Beirut has a growing chasm 
between rich and poor as the 
better-off increasingly live in 
high-rises, above air pollution, 
behind security doors.

Naufal said the Syrians could be 
an asset for Lebanon “with a 
strategy for assimilation and 
adequate regulations.” However, 
an explosive cocktail has instead 
been created by the Lebanese 
government’s haphazard 
response to the Syrian war and by 
Lebanon’s political divisions.

As more Lebanese express 
hostility to Syrians — they feel 
have depressed wages and driven 
up rents — the Free Patriotic 
Movement (FPM), the Christian 
party allied with Hezbollah, 
echoes their sentiments. Its 
leader, Lebanese Foreign Minister 
Gebran Bassil, recently said 
Lebanon will have “no govern-
ment” if the refugees stay.

Lebanese President Michel 
Aoun, FPM founder, claims 
167,000 refugees have returned. 
The General Security in Decem-
ber estimated 100,000. UNRWA 
has verified 16,000 returnees. An 
UNRWA poll stated that, while 
83% said they want to go home, 
only 5% plan to do so in the next 
year.

Much of Syria lies in ruins. The 
Syrian Network for Human Rights 
last year estimated 3 million 
homes were destroyed. While 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
government puts reconstruction 
costs at $400 billion, the Euro-
pean Union and the Arab Gulf 
countries see political reform as a 
precondition for assistance.

Some Syrian refugees have 
opened businesses and are doing 

well in Lebanon: Damascus-style 
fatteh can be savoured on the Bei-
rut corniche while Syrian flower-
sellers enjoy a brisk springtime 
trade. But even those in tents in 
the Bekaa need an incentive to 
move.

“Many children and babies died 
in the cold winter but these 
people lack choices,” Naufal said. 
“There’s no job and perhaps no 
home to go back to. Here in 
Lebanon, NGOs offer health and 
other services, including for the 
non-registered. In Syria, this isn’t 
the case.”

Security is another issue. The 
German and French ambassa-
dors, Georg Birgelen and Bruno 
Foucher, argued in a recent article 
that “the main barrier [to return] 
is the climate of fear and injustice 
in Syria… [with] detention by the 
Syrian security agencies… so 
arbitrary that no refugee can 
ultimately be sure of a safe 
return.” They demanded Damas-
cus allow UNHCR to “freely move 
within Syria to access and protect 
all refugees.”

The consequences of so many 
Syrian refugees settling in 
Lebanon are unknown. In the 
1980s, thousands of Shia Leba-
nese fled the Israeli invasion of 
southern Lebanon. Their arrival 
in Beirut’s swelling southern 
suburbs and their squatting in 
areas such as Zuqaq al-Blat near 
downtown Beirut have demo-
graphic and political conse-
quences, including the rise of 
Hezbollah.

Syrian refugees, Naufal points 
out, are overwhelmingly Sunni, a 
sensitive factor in Lebanon’s 
precarious sectarian balance even 

though as non-nationals the 
Syrians lack voting and other 
rights. They are also, she adds, 
disproportionately young. 
Disenchanted youth living in 
informal housing and in black 
market work can be fertile ground 
for extremists.

Mustaqbal, the Lebanese Sunni 
party led by Lebanese Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri, argues the 
refugees’ return requires change 
in Syria. Ironically the FPM and 
Hezbollah, insistent on the 
refugees’ departure, are allied 
with Assad. The resulting 
impasse may have consequences 
that change the face of Leba-
non.

Assad bides his time. “The 
regime is using the refugees as 
leverage both on Lebanon and on 
the international community to 
normalise relations with Damas-
cus,” said Michael Young, senior 
editor at the Carnegie Middle East 
Centre in Beirut. “So we’re in a 
stalemate… but pressure will 
build to begin to forcefully 
repatriate refugees. The interna-
tional community will rightfully 
condemn this but many Leba-
nese, I fear, will support such a 
decision.”

“The problem is political,” 
Naufal said. “Five years from 
now, you may find the situation is 
the same. Ninety per cent of the 
Syrian refugees oppose the 
[Assad] regime and they can’t 
return because they don’t feel 
secure.”

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

Lebanon’s divisions prolong suffering of Syrian refugees
Viewpoint

Gareth Smyth

Syrian refugees are 
overwhelmingly 
Sunni, a sensitive 
factor in Lebanon’s 
precarious sectarian 
balance even though 
as non-nationals the 
Syrians lack voting 
and other rights.
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A 

pproximately 40,000 pro-
testers in the Gaza Strip 
marched in the rain March 
30 to mark the anniversary 

of 2018’s Great March of Return, 
calling for a right of return to land 
Palestinians fled or were coerced to 
leave in 1948.

Fears of major violence at the 
Gaza-Israel border did not materi-
alise. Organisers deployed men in 
orange vests to prevent protesters 
from approaching the border fence. 
Still, four Palestinians were killed 
and more than 200 wounded.

Tensions flared ahead of the an-
niversary when a rocket hit a house 
north of Tel Aviv on March 25, in-
juring seven people. Israel gath-
ered troops at the Gaza border and 
launched retaliatory strikes. Egyp-
tian mediators shuttled between 
the different parties to restore calm.

Tareq Baconi, International Cri-
sis Group analyst for Israel-Pales-
tine, said that the protest was less 
intense than anticipated and was 
“most likely a sign that an indirect 
ceasefire agreement had been rene-
gotiated between Israel and Hamas 
under Egyptian and UN mediation.”

UN Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres praised Cairo’s role as me-
diator, which he said helped avoid 
a “dramatic” escalation of violence 
in Gaza.

One day after the protest, Israeli 
authorities reopened the commer-
cial Kerem Shalom Crossing, letting 
food and fuel pass into the besieged 
enclave. The Erez Crossing for peo-
ple was opened March 31.

Israel also expanded the permit-
ted fishing zone for Gazans to 29km 

from shore “to prevent humanitar-
ian deterioration in the Gaza Strip,” 
the coordinator of activities in the 
Palestinian territories said.

Those measures came after the 
deadliest year in the Gaza Strip 
since a major conflict in 2014. Israe-
li troops at the border killed about 
200 Palestinians. One Israeli soldier 
was killed by a Palestinian sniper. 
Many Gazans participating in pro-
tests were reportedly maimed by 
live fire by the Israel Defence Forces 
(IDF).

UN investigators said the IDF 
may have committed war crimes in 
its response to the at times violent 
protests at the Gaza-Israel border. 
Investigators rejected that Pales-
tinians throwing stones, Molotov 
cocktails and occasionally explo-
sives constituted “terror activities” 
by armed groups. Israel has called 
the report “hostile.”

The indirect agreement between 
Israel and Hamas, said Baconi, 
from the Israeli side included steps 
to improve the economic situation 
in Gaza, such as the distribution 
of Qatari fuel and funds, increased 
movement of goods into Gaza and 
the expansion of the fishing zone. 
“This will have an economic impact 
and ease the humanitarian suffer-
ing in the immediate sense,” Baconi 
said.

Three days after the anniversary, 
Ismail Haniyeh, head of Hamas’s 
political bureau, said Egyptian 
intelligence officials passed on a 
timeline for implementation of the 
ceasefire after relaying Hamas’s de-
mands to the Israeli government. 
Haniyeh did not provide details 
of the understanding but said the 
group’s demands included improv-
ing conditions for Palestinian pris-
oners in Israel.

A Palestinian news site reported 
that meetings between Hamas 
and the Egyptian delegation led to 
progress towards a truce with Is-
rael and that announcements about 
new UN and Qatari development 
projects were to soon follow.

Despite the announced easing of 
restrictions on the Gaza Strip, “it’s 
not a big relief,” said Omar Shaban, 

founder of the Pal-Think for Strate-
gic Studies think-tank in Gaza.

Referring to the expansion of the 
fishing zone, he said that more fish 
would be available in the market 
but people would not be able to af-
ford them. The fishing industry 
was just one aspect, he said, “peo-
ple need jobs and money.”

A UN report in December stated 
that 53% of Gazans live in poverty 
and 54% are unemployed. Revenue 
from fishing, which the United Na-
tions called a “significant source of 
employment,” varied considerably 
as restrictions were tightened and 
eased over the years.

Reports from Gaza said Israeli 
naval forces prevented fishermen 
from entering areas further off the 
coast within the newly declared 
fishing zone. In addition, the head 
of Gaza’s fishermen’s union told 
Turkey’s Anadolu Agency that 

Egypt detained four fishermen off 
the coast of Gaza.

That the restrictions on Gaza 
were partially lifted was “hardly suf-
ficient to address the humanitar-
ian situation,” said Baconi. “In the 
longer term, humanitarian suffer-
ing can only be alleviated in a sus-
tainable manner through the lifting 
of the blockade and allowing the 
free movement of people and goods 
into and out of the Gaza Strip.”

Commenting less than a week 
before elections in Israel on April 
9, he added that “this does not look 
likely given the current political re-
ality in Israel.”

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu is locked in a tight elec-
tion race for a fifth term, facing a 
challenge by former IDF head Ben-
ny Gantz. “Netanyahu wanted to 
keep Gaza silent,” said Israeli jour-
nalist Gideon Levy.

Israel’s strategic principle, Sha-
ban said, has been to keep the Gaza 
Strip under pressure while not es-
calating the situation to the point of 
collapse. Levy said Netanyahu has 
always been “very careful” not to 
go to war.

Speaking to Israeli radio, Netan-
yahu said all options, “including 
entering Gaza and occupying it,” 
were on the table. “But that is the 
last option and not the first,” he 
said.

Some measures being discussed 
as part of the ceasefire agreement 
would reportedly be implemented 
after the Israeli elections, which 
could reshape Israel’s political 
scene.

For now, “Gaza is still in intensive 
care,” Shaban said.

Manuel Langendorf is a writer 
focusing on the MENA region.

London

A 

pparent support that US 
President Donald Trump 
and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin have given 

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu ahead of Israel’s April 9 
general elections is likely to boost 
his chances of securing a fifth term 
in office, observers said.

Opinion polls indicated that Ne-
tanyahu’s right-wing Likud party 
would be able to build a ruling coa-
lition. Likud is competing against 
the centrist Blue and White list, 
led by former military chief Benny 
Gantz.

Other serious contenders, which 
are not expected to win the race 
outright, include the centre-left La-
bour Party and the nationalist New 
Right party. Some smaller parties 
are expected to join a coalition with 
Likud.

Many voters, however, said they 
were undecided about whom to 
vote for.

Turnout in the 2015 elections was 
72.3%. Approximately 6.3 million 
Israelis are eligible to vote this year.

In the run-up to elections, Netan-
yahu travelled to the United States 
and received praise from Trump 
after meeting with the US president 
in the White House. Trump is per-
ceived positively by many in Israel.

A Pew Research Centre poll pub-
lished in October stated that 69% 

of Israelis asked had expressed 
confidence in Trump’s ability “to 
do the right thing regarding world 
affairs.” Another poll, by the Israel 
Democracy Institute, said 63% of 
Israeli respondents said they “be-
lieve that Netanyahu’s standing in 
the current election campaign will 
be strengthened by the US recogni-
tion” of the annexation of the Golan 
Heights.

The Associated Press reported 
that Netanyahu’s campaign speech-
es, billboards and social media vid-
eos have heavily featured “Trump’s 
image, statements and pro-Israel 
actions as endorsements of the 
long-seated prime minister.”

A few days after visiting Trump 

in Washington, Netanyahu hosted 
US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
in Israel. Pompeo was accompanied 
by Netanyahu during a visit to the 
Western Wall in Jerusalem’s Old 
City. Pompeo was the first high-
ranking US official to visit the site in 
occupied East Jerusalem with the 
presence of an Israeli prime minis-
ter.

“I think it’s symbolic that a sen-
ior American official goes there 
with the prime minister of Israel,” 
Pompeo said before going to the 
site.

Netanyahu’s visit to Russia has 
also been rewarding for his election 
campaign, observers noted.

“If Netanyahu indeed wins, he 

will be indebted to Vladimir Putin 
no less, and perhaps even more, 
than to Donald Trump,” wrote Che-
mi Shalev in Haaretz.

“Putin’s sense of timing… was 
nothing less than perfect. A week 
before Israelis head to the polls, he 
supplied Netanyahu with an ‘Octo-
ber Surprise’ — which should right-
ly be dubbed April awe, perhaps 
— that may eventually be seen as 
the coup de grace that killed off the 
centre-left’s hopes for victory. The 
surprising return of the remains of 
Zechariah Baumel, killed 37 years 
ago in the first Lebanon War, with 
the crucial assistance of Russian 
troops stationed in Syria, not only 
hit one of the Israeli public’s most 
sensitive nerves, it dominated most 
news coverage and undermined 
the efforts of Netanyahu’s rivals to 
resurface the submarine scandal, 
which has been dogging the prime 
minister.”

Another foreign gift to Netanya-
hu’s anti-left narrative during elec-
tions came from the visit of Brazil’s 
right-wing President Jair Bolsona-
ro, who, after visiting Israel’s Yad 
Vashem Holocaust memorial and 
museum, said “there is no doubt” 
that Nazism was a left-wing move-
ment.

Bolsonaro’s words are likely to 
have been appreciated by Netanya-
hu, who has branded his opponents 
as “leftists” even if they belonged 
to the centre-right, as Gantz does.

“The word ‘left’ is a tool to dele-
gitimise everyone or anyone who’s 
against Netanyahu,” Labour Party 

lawmaker Merav Michaeli told Reu-
ters. “‘Left’ has become like a curse, 
so it’s not surprising that so many 
people are trying to avoid it.”

Often bundled with leftists are 
Israeli citizens of Palestinian ori-
gin, who make up some 20% of the 
country’s population but are di-
vided on whether they should take 
part or boycott the elections but 
overwhelmingly complain of mar-
ginalisation.

The anti-Arab rhetoric amounted 
to “not only racism but even in-
tentional racism,” Sawsan Zaher, 
deputy director general of Adalah, 
a legal centre for Israel’s Arab mi-
nority, told Agence France-Presse. 
“And what will this incitement lead 
to on the ground and on the streets 
against Arabs?” Zaher asked.

In addition to dissuading Arab 
voters from taking part in elections, 
Netanyahu’s rhetoric is attracting 
support from far-right extremists 
who may enter parliament and into 
a coalition with Likud.

Netanyahu was accused of re-
ceiving support from fake online 
accounts although no links have 
been established between the ac-
counts and the Israeli prime minis-
ter. More than 130,000 tweets from 
“hundreds of fake or anonymous 
accounts” smeared Netanyahu’s ri-
vals, stated a report by the Big Bots 
Protect, a campaign group against 
social media abuse.

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

People in Gaza see restrictions eased 
but long-term problems not tackled

Support from Trump and Putin boosts Netanyahu’s chances in Israeli elections
Mamoon Alabbasi

Manuel Langendorf

Crippling blockade. Palestinians walk on concrete blocks at the seaport of Gaza City, April 2.        (Reuters)

Helping hand. Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) shakes hands 
with Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu during their 
meeting in the Kremlin, April 4.                          (Reuters)
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Israel’s strategic principle 
has been to keep the Gaza 
Strip under pressure while 
not escalating the situation 
to the point of collapse. 
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ollowing stinging losses in 
municipal elections, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan must repair Turkey’s 

economy to fight off an emboldened 
opposition and to prevent fissures 
in his own party to widen.

Although Erdogan’s ruling Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) re-
mained the biggest political group 
in Turkey, with more than 44% of 
the overall vote in the elections 
March 31, the AKP lost Istanbul, An-
kara and several other cities to the 
opposition.

Parties campaigning against the 
AKP gathered support from voters 
disgruntled about the economy, 
which has dropped into recession, 
burdened by high unemployment 
and inflation and a falling value of 
the Turkish lira.

The opposition prevailed in Istan-
bul and elsewhere even though it 
had to campaign on a very uneven 
playing field because the AKP con-
trols much of the media and has full 
use of the state apparatus.

The results marked a serious set-
back for Erdogan, who has won 
many campaigns since the AKP 
moved into power more than 16 
years ago. “His invincibility has 
been shattered,” Gonul Tol, director 
of the Turkish Studies Programme 
at the Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington, said by telephone.

The AKP’s narrow defeat in Is-
tanbul, where Erdogan started his 
political career 25 years ago, was 
a heavy psychological and politi-
cal blow to the president, who had 
turned the local elections into a ref-
erendum about Turkey’s “survival.”

Huseyin Cicek, a Turkey analyst 
at the Centre for Islam and Law in 
Europe at the University of Erlan-
gen in Germany, said Erdogan made 
the election, as he did in previous 
campaigns, about himself. “Politi-
cal adversaries were demonised and 
presented as stooges of the ‘West’,” 
Cicek said. “It worked only up to a 
point this time.”

The elections confirmed that the 
AKP had lost support in metropoli-
tan areas but was holding steady in 
rural regions, a result observed in 
earlier polls and suggesting a trend. 
In Turkey, power over big cities of-
fers governing parties opportuni-
ties for patronage and economic 
leverage. Istanbul, a city of 15 mil-
lion people that is home to 40% of 
the country’s economy, is the big-
gest prize of all.

“Whether it’s land for building 
projects, contracts for infrastruc-

ture projects or money for art, cul-
ture and science — whoever con-
trols Istanbul’s finances oversees 
huge resources,” Gunter Seufert, a 
Turkey expert at the German Insti-
tute for International and Security 
Affairs in Berlin, wrote in an analy-
sis.

The state of the economy was not 
the only reason for the AKP’s poor 
showing. Voters appeared to reject 
Erdogan’s harsh rhetoric during the 
campaign, when he threatened to 
remove opposition politicians from 
office and throw them into jail.

“He’s destroying friendships and 
even families with his polarisation,” 
said a woman in Istanbul the day af-
ter the vote.

The victorious opposition candi-
date in Istanbul, Ekrem Imamoglu 
of the secularist Republican Peo-
ple’s Party (CHP), is a soft-spoken, 
ever-smiling 49-year-old, whose 
style is radically different from the 
attack mode adopted by Erdogan.

Imamoglu beat the AKP’s Istan-
bul candidate, Binali Yildirim, by 
a razor-thin margin of less than 
20,000 votes in a city with 10 mil-
lion registered voters. Imamoglu’s 
campaign received a push after the 
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP) decided not to field a 
candidate in Istanbul but instead 
support the CHP.

In a televised announcement 
after the vote, Erdogan appeared 
to accept the setback and said the 
country should look ahead and 
tackle economic reforms.

However, Turkey’s ruling party 
challenged  Imamoglu’s narrow 
victory and a recount was ordered 
in 18 of the city’s 39 districts. Ima-
moglu said that, as of April 5, he was 
winning by approximately 18,000 
votes. 

In the predominantly Kurdish 
district of Diyarbakir, prosecutors 
reportedly began an investigation 
into the newly elected mayor re-
garding allegations that he incited 
“terror propaganda” by participat-
ing in a ceremony for outlawed 
Kurdish militants. 

Diyarbakir Mayor Adnan Selcuk 
Mizrakl was one of hundreds of 
opposition leaders accused by the 
government of terror links. Since 
2016, 95 elected mayors have been 
removed from office over such 
charges. 

The Turkish Industry and Busi-
ness Association (Tusiad), a pow-
erful business group, called on the 
government to start a “new reform 
period” with “tighter monetary and 
fiscal policies” and “rapid imple-
mentation of structural reforms, 
beginning with the investment cli-
mate, education, digital transfor-

mation and labour market.”
Tol said the election results had 

made improving the economy Er-
dogan’s top priority. “Erdogan has 
to address economic problems, oth-
erwise there could be a split in the 
AKP,” she said.

There were rumours before the 
election that former AKP grandees 
who fell out with Erdogan could 
create a new conservative group. 
The opposition Cumhuriyet quoted 
an unnamed AKP official as saying 
there was unease inside the party 
because of the handling of the 
economy. “If they don’t find a way 
out for the economy, even more dif-
ficult days could be ahead,” the of-
ficial said.

The development could have far-
reaching consequences, Tol said. 
“This could well be the start of the 
AKP’s descent if Erdogan cannot 
tackle the economic problems,” she 
said.

Despite the looming challenge 
of the economy, the AKP spent the 
day after the vote filing complaints 
alleging voting irregularities. In Is-
tanbul, the party put up thank-you 
posters that gave the impression 
that the AKP had won the race. Pro-
government media outlets called 
Imamoglu’s victory a “coup.”

Some opposition officials ex-
pressed concern that the AKP might 
try to manipulate the result but 
Tol said she expected the AKP to 
concede the election. To not do so 
would undermine the government’s 
legitimacy at home and abroad, she 
said.

Other observers are not so sure. 
Lisel Hintz, a Turkey expert at Johns 
Hopkins University’s School of Ad-
vanced International Studies in 
Washington, said the last few years 
had seen “creeping indications 
of irregularities” by the AKP. She 
added the threat to unseat opposi-
tion mayors had “laid the rhetori-
cal groundwork to justify its oppo-
nents’ removal” after the election.

“It was both heartening and frus-
trating to see the enthusiasm sur-
rounding reports shared on social 
media claiming that CHP or HDP 
candidates were ‘leading’ in par-
ticular elections,” Hintz said via e-
mail.

“Heartening because irrespective 
of the constraints Erdogan’s regime 
has placed on the opposition, its 
spirit of resistance prevails. Frus-
trating because Erdogan and his 
party took so many steps to consoli-
date political and economic power 
that they are likely unwilling to ac-
cept any signs of its erosion.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent.

After election setbacks, Erdogan 
faces challenge of economic disrepair
Thomas Seibert

News & Analysis Turkey

Stinging losses. Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (C) in a first public appearance after 
elections in Istanbul, April 4.                                                                         (AP)

T 

he state of local elec-
tions in Turkey can 
be summed up by 
the remarks of the 
observer delegation of 
the Council of Europe: 

“These elections are a chance 
for the full reinstatement of the 
principle of direct democratic 
mandate in Turkey.”

The repetitious vote count has, 
as expected by realistic observers 
of the country, caused turbulence 
and severe anxiety.

Uncertainty is the reason undue 
furore may lead to a misreading 
of what the results mean. Asser-
tions such as “Turkish democracy 
is the winner in these momen-
tous local elections” may prove to 
be jumping the gun.

In an analysis for the Guardian, 
Sinan Ulgen, director of the Turk-
ish think-tank EDAM, falls into 
this trap by concluding: “Despite 
being saddled with big problems, 
Turkish democracy demonstrated 
its resilience and vibrancy and 
hinted at a future beyond popu-
list and divisive politics.”

The problem with such 
argumentation stems from the 
terminology. There was not 
much Turkish “democracy” to 
speak of before the elections and 
the uncertainty, which hints at 
a “hijack” of the Greater Istan-
bul Municipality by the alliance 
under the leadership of Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
casts dark shadows over the term.

If anything, one could speak of 
“continued resistance of the op-
position voter bases” to a system 
in which fairness and transpar-
ency of the ballot-box process are 
non-existent.

One can certainly not speak of 
“democracy” in an environment 
where the third largest party, the 
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic 
Party, is severely bruised by ar-
rests, threats and harassment and 
with its leaders kept in prison.

Neither can one have trust in 
accountability of a voting process 
in which the rule of law has 
collapsed: There is no credible 
autonomy of state institutions, 
including the Supreme Electoral 
Council, which manifests convul-
sions under extreme political 
pressure by the executive.

It is, therefore, important to 
curb the enthusiasm and not 
mislead world opinion. It is true 
that opposition voters in Turkey 
showed that the elections on 
March 31 were a crucial threshold 
before Turkey fell prey to consoli-
dated authoritarian rule.

The 84% turnout was a healthy 
sign of a collective insight that 
the ballot box was the only  
leverage to pull the brakes for 
Erdogan and his like-minded  
supporters, nested in state  

apparatus and business.
It is also true that the main-

stream opposition block, consist-
ing of secularist Republican Peo-
ple’s Party (CHP) and nationalist 
Iyi Party, gained control of munic-
ipalities that signify embrace of 
the two-thirds of the GDP.

However, it is also true that 
Erdogan and his nationalist ally, 
Devlet Bahceli, won nearly 52% of 
the nationwide vote on mayoral 
races and in city councils.

The ground on which Er-
dogan stands is not shattered but 
slightly shaken. Having displayed 
time and again a remarkable skill 
for survival, Erdogan may throw 
enthusiastic analysts another 
curveball. How? The answer is 
simple: The Turkish president has 
the “system,” which has nothing 
to do with “Turkish democracy” 
as suggested. On the contrary, it 
was designed and implemented 
to serve his ambition for absolute 
power by the referendum on April 
16, 2017.

Erdogan won it with 51% of 
the vote then and, despite much 
deeper challenges on economy 
and foreign policy, he may claim 
that the pro-Erdogan bloc is 
shaken but still solid. Since there 
are no elections scheduled until 
2023, he will not be in a hurry to 
exercise powers over the local 
administrations given to him. His 
real challenge will be within his 
party: He may choose to go with 
full force to reassert his authority.

At the moment, we may 
sweep aside undue exuberance 
and suffice with saying that the 
mainstream opposition bloc 
has helped to slightly open the 
gate to “democracy.” There is a 
little more light coming into the 
darkness caused by cruelty in the 
country.

Let me finish by underlin-
ing two key factors, which offer 
strong opportunities for any 
future challenge to Erdogan’s 
power.

One is the Kurdish vote. With-
out the tactical Kurdish voting, 
we would not see any loss at all 
for Erdogan’s alliance in Istanbul, 
Ankara, Adana, Mersin and the 
tourism hub of Antalya. Kurds 
have become the game-setters 
for the outcome of the elections, 
which means a change in the 
asymmetry of power balances on 
the local level.

The second has to do with a ris-
ing star: Ekrem Imamoglu. Hav-
ing emerged from “bottom up,” 
which is unusual in the vertically 
run Turkish politics, Imamoglu 
proves to be a tough nut to crack 
under the disguise of a soft-man-
nered man.

His performance as a contester 
for Istanbul as the candidate 
of the opposition bloc reminds 
us strongly of the late Turkish 
President Turgut Ozal, who in 
the mid-1980s took Turkey out of 
military rule by embracing a large 
spectrum of political ideologies.

If he remains persistent and 
resilient to the political intrigues 
his party — the CHP — is known 
for, Imamoglu is possibly the best 
outcome of Turkey’s local elec-
tions, symbolising a chance for 
change in Turkey, albeit in slow 
motion.

Imamoglu may save the coun-
try, which for years posed as the 
outcast from the ship of democ-
racy.

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

Two rays of hope in 
post-election Turkey

Imamoglu may save the country, which 
for years posed as the outcast from the 
ship of democracy.

Viewpoint

Yavuz Baydar

►

Kurds have become 
the game-setters for 
the outcome of the 
elections, which 
means a change in the 
asymmetry of power 
balances on the local 
level.
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rench President Em-
manuel Macron was 
in Djibouti in March, 
pointing out the evils of 
the country’s growing 
indebtedness to China. 

Indeed, the public debt of the coun-
try of fewer than 1 million, situated 
on a small spit of the African Red 
Sea coast, increased from 50% of 
GDP in 2014 to 85% in 2017.

China, which was recently 
granted a concession to operate one 
of the impoverished country’s stra-
tegic port facilities, is a major player 
in the economic life of Djibouti, as it 
is throughout Africa and Asia.

Stepping in where the West fears 
to tread, China is using investment 
and below-market loans to establish 
its national companies from Ma-
laysia to Ethiopia as key drivers of 
modernisation and integration into 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative.

Macron, speaking at the Chinese-
built presidential palace, had no 
money to invest but plenty of 
advice.

“China is a great world power and 
has expanded its presence in many 
countries, especially in Africa, in 
recent years but what can look good 

China is playing the West’s debt game
Viewpoint

Geoffrey 
Aronson

Berlin

T 

urkey’s troubled relations 
with the United States were 
thrown into a new crisis 
days before a Turkish-Rus-

sian meeting designed to deepen 
ties between those two countries.

US officials used unusually blunt 
language to warn NATO partner 
Turkey against buying the Russian 
S-400 missile defence system and 
against launching a raid into Syria, 
drawing a sharp rebuke from Anka-
ra. The United States also stopped 
the process to deliver F-35 fighter 
jets to Turkey.

“I think the die is cast,” W. Robert 
Pearson, a non-resident scholar at 
the Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington and a former US ambassador 
to Turkey, said by telephone. “We 
are seeing a hardening of the US po-
sition. The US has concluded that 
Turkey has no intention of moving 
away from the S-400 decision and 
the US has no intention of provid-
ing Turkey with the F-35.”

The rift demonstrates the gulf 
between the two sides that has 
opened in crucial security issues 
as Ankara defines its national in-
terests in a way that US officials 
see as incompatible with the West’s 
stance. However, while US offi-
cials express concern about Turkey 
turning its back on the West, An-
kara complains of Western double 
standards and perceived efforts to 
enforce its will on the country.

Relations between Ankara and 
Washington have been strained 
for years over US support for Kurd-
ish fighters in Syria and descended 
into a full-blown confrontation last 
year when America imposed eco-
nomic sanctions against Turkey to 
win the release of a US clergyman 
from a Turkish jail.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan was to travel April 8 to 
Moscow for a meeting with Krem-
lin chief Vladimir Putin, the third 
meeting of the two leaders this 
year. The pair met eight times face 
to face last year and had at least 16 
telephone conversations, a sign of 

their close cooperation in the Syr-
ian conflict and other matters. This 
time, the agenda of Erdogan and 
Putin includes the visit to an opera 
gala at the Bolshoi Theatre, Turkish 
news reports said.

Pearson said the relationship was 
entirely to Russia’s benefit. Erdog-
an’s frequent meetings with Putin 
“haven’t gained Turkey anything,” 
he said. In Syria, Moscow was pur-
suing its goal to extend the Da-
mascus government’s control over 
the entire country, regardless of 
Turkey’s ideas for Syria. Russian of-
ficials only pretended that Turkey 
was an equal partner, he said, add-
ing that “there is nothing the Turks 
have over them.”

Erdogan prepared for his trip as 
the United States used strong lan-
guage to warn Turkey against buy-
ing the S-400 because of concerns 
Moscow might use the system to 
spy on NATO military assets, such 
as the F-35.

Ankara says the S-400 deal with 
Moscow is done, with the first parts 
of the Russian system to arrive in 
July in Turkey.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu proposed the creation 
of a Turkish-American commis-
sion to make sure that the S-400 
could not harm NATO equipment. 
Turkey argues it had to turn to 
Russia to provide a much-needed 
missile defence because the US Pa-
triot system was too expensive and 
because Washington would not al-
low a transfer of technology, as re-
quested by Ankara.

Those arguments failed to con-
vince the US administration.

In a week that saw celebrations 
and speeches praising the unity 
of NATO at the 70th anniversary 
of the alliance, US Vice-President 
Mike Pence posted on Twitter that 
“Turkey must choose. Does it want 
to remain a critical partner in the 
most successful military alliance 
in history or does it want to risk 
the security of that partnership 
by making such reckless decisions 
that undermine our @NATO alli-
ance?”

Pence added that US President 
Donald Trump had “made it clear 
that we will not stand idly by while 

@NATO allies purchase weapons 
from our adversaries that threaten 
the cohesion of our alliance.”

Turkish Vice-President Fuat Ok-
tay shot back, also via Twitter in 
English, echoing the US vice-pres-
ident’s choice of words.

“The United States must choose,” 
Oktay wrote. “Does it want to 
remain Turkey’s ally or risk our 
friendship by joining forces with 
terrorists to undermine its NATO 
ally’s defence against its enemies?” 

He was referring to US support for 
the Kurdish People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) militia in Syria, which 
is regarded as a terrorist organisa-
tion by Turkey.

Pearson said the Turkish argu-
ment that the question of whether 
the S-400 could be used for spying 
was a purely technical issue would 
not change anybody’s mind in 
Washington. “It is a political deci-
sion,” he said.

US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo used a meeting with Ca-
vusoglu April 3 in Washington to 
warn Ankara against military inter-
vention against the YPG in north-
eastern Syria. Pompeo spoke of 
“the potentially devastating conse-
quences of unilateral Turkish mili-
tary action in the region,” the US 
State Department said.

Commentators in Turkey said the 
harsh tone adopted by Washington 
suggested that the United States 
wanted to impose its will on allies.

Celalettin Yavuz, a former Turk-
ish military officer and a professor 
at Istanbul’s Ayvansaray Univer-
sity, said Pence’s statement was 
unacceptable.

“The US administration wants to 
give orders” to other NATO mem-
bers, Yavuz said by telephone. That 
was not only a problem for Turkey 
but also for countries like France 
and Germany. “America is say-
ing: ‘You’re not going to buy that, 
you’re going to buy this.’”

He said Washington was hurting 
itself in the long term. “If this goes 
on, Turkey will not buy another 
piece of military equipment from 
the US,” Yavuz said.

US asks Turkey to ‘choose’ between NATO and Russia
Thomas Seibert

Untrusted ally. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo (R) meets with Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu at the US Department of State in Washington, April 3.         (AFP)

Erdogan was to travel to 
Russia for a meeting with 
Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, the third 
meeting of the two 
leaders this year. 

in the short term… can often end up 
being bad over the medium to long 
term,” he said.

“I wouldn’t want a new genera-
tion of international investments to 
encroach on our historical partners’ 
sovereignty or weaken their econo-
mies.”

Aboubaker Omar Hadi, chairman 
of Djibouti Ports and Free Zone 
Authority, dismissed Macron’s con-
cerns about a Chinese-fuelled “debt 
trap” as “complete nonsense.”

Macron, however, is not alone in 
warning the scores of nations that 
have signed on as partners with the 
Belt and Road Initiative, includ-
ing most recently Italy, a founding 
member of the European Union, of 
the perils of Chinese bearing gifts.

During a swing through Latin 
America last year, US Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo added Washing-
ton’s weight to the chorus of voices 
decrying what he termed China’s 
“predatory economic activity.”

“When China comes calling it’s 
not always to the good of your 
citizens,” he warned. “When they 
show up with deals that seem to be 
too good to be true, it’s often the 
case that they, in fact, are.”

Beijing has little patience for 
Washington’s critique, describ-
ing it as “groundless accusation[s] 
filled with Cold War mentality” 
and “wobbly allegations based on 
anything but facts.”

China’s bombast notwithstand-
ing, Macron and Pompeo have a 
point.

Throughout Africa and parts of 

Asia, China’s expansion has been 
marked by growing indebtedness 
to Beijing, leading to occasional 
charges of “colonialism” and forc-
ing many recipients of China’s lar-
gesse — most recently Ethiopia, to 
renegotiate loan repayment terms, 
or, in the case of Sri Lanka, to turn 
over operation of the Chinese-built 
port of Hambantota.

Warnings from the West ring hol-
low and concerns about recipient 
countries’ economic well-being 
contain more than a whiff of 
hypocrisy. China was not the first 
to perfect this policy, shovelling 
money to less developed countries 
on the periphery of empires real 
or imagined in a relationship that 
was rarely, as Macron suggests, one 
marked by “a respectful partner-
ship.”

It is the French themselves — and 
even more the British — who own 
the patent rights to the strategy 
that the Chinese are now pursuing 
with such self-interested vigour.

More than a century ago, Egypt 
suffered the consequences of its 
indebtedness to rapacious Western 
creditors who financed construc-
tion of the Suez Canal in the 1860s. 
Egypt, under the rule of Khedive 
Ismail, was the Djibouti of its day, 
a strategically located entrepot at 
the intersection of East and West 
and in chronic need of cash, read-
ily supplied by British and French 
bankers.

Unable to repay its European 
creditors, especially at the extor-
tionate rates they demanded, Egypt 

during the 1870s ceded financial 
and administrative control to the 
French and British. Soon after, it 
lost its political autonomy when, 
at European instigation, Ismail was 
toppled and replaced by his more 
agreeable son Tewfik in 1879. The 
coup de grace was administered in 
1882 when British warships made 
landfall in Alexandria. Outright 
British invasion signalled Egypt’s 
loss of sovereignty and an occupa-
tion that lasted until 1956.

A century after Westerners 
arrived bearing their poisoned 
chalice, Egypt was yet again at the 
centre of Western efforts to use 
economic assistance to establish a 
coercive dependence on the West 
by mobilising international support 
(World Bank) to fund Gamal Abdel 
Nasser’s Aswan Dam.

At that time, the Eisenhower 
administration, like Beijing today, 
dangled economic and technical as-
sistance as it sought out friends and 
allies among what was then known 
as “the uncommitted third” of na-
tions that had yet to declare their 
affinity for Washington or Moscow.

Nasser’s Egypt was a particular 
prize in this Cold War contest but 
when the young leader wouldn’t 
get with Washington’s Cold War 
programme, US Secretary of State 
John Foster Dulles unceremoni-
ously withdrew the offer of aid, 
precipitating Nasser’s nationalisa-
tion of the foreign company operat-
ing the Suez Canal. That abruptly 
ended the last remaining vestige 
of the “respectful partnership” im-

posed by France and Britain almost 
one century earlier.

France and Britain, looking 
forward by looking back, invaded 
Egypt in October 1956 but US 
President Dwight Eisenhower, 
who wanted to establish America’s 
power to shape the new rules of the 
Cold War era, bounced them (and 
Israel) out of Egypt.

Nasser basked in the interna-
tional limelight. He had survived 
and even triumphed over the last 
gasp of European imperialism, 
demonstrating to the new pre-
tender in Washington that the poor 
countries of the third world had 
options other than those defined 
by the West. The Aswan High Dam, 
built and financed by Russia, was 
inaugurated in 1964.

To Washington’s growing dis-
may, China today, using methods 
first used by the West itself, has 
embarked on an effort to create 
an international system in its own 
image. Whether Djibouti, Ethiopia, 
Kenya and scores of others will 
maintain the ability to retain their 
sovereign decision-making power 
and benefit from China’s vision is 
an open question.

But, whatever the century or the 
donor, the offer of cash always has 
strings attached. That’s the whole 
point. Foreign policy is not social 
work, as Henry Kissinger once 
quipped. Now it’s China’s turn.

Geoffrey Aronson is a non-resident 
scholar at the Middle East Institute 
in Washington.
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N 

othing happens by 
chance, including the 
visit of the head of 
the Roman Catholic 
Church, Pope Fran-
cis, to Morocco.

Rabat was Pope Francis’s second 
Arab stop in two months. He 
visited the United Arab Emirates in 
February. In Abu Dhabi, the pontiff 
met with Abu Dhabi Crown Prince 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan, a leading figure in 
propagating moderation, openness 
and tolerance, and with al-Azhar 
University Grand Imam Ahmed 
al-Tayeb, with whom the pope 
signed the “Document on Human 
Fraternity.”

There was no better place than 
the Moroccan stop to confirm 
that the world was not hostage to 
extremism and that there are men 
and women of substance hard at 
work, and not just with words, at 
spreading openness, moderation 
and tolerance in the Muslim world, 
in addition to fighting terrorism.

Pope Francis’s visit to the com-
mander of the faithful, Moroc-
can King Mohammed VI, was the 
embodiment of a common front 
that includes representatives of all 
monotheistic religions working to-
wards the elimination of terrorism 
in all of its forms and regardless 
of its sources.

Terrorism is not linked 
to Islam except in the 
minds of ignorant and 
racist individuals 
who refuse to ac-
knowledge the trag-
edy that occurred 
a few weeks ago in 
New Zealand. From 
this point of view, it 
was only natural that 
the pontiff and King 
Mohammed VI introduce 
an appeal to preserve Jerusalem 
as a “common heritage” of the 
three monotheistic religions, in a 
document signed in Rabat.

The visit of the pope to Morocco 
was a testament to King Moham-
med VI’s courage in using daring 
discourse that is befitting the spirit 
of the times as only a few can do. 
This is because he is the king of 
Morocco, a country with deep 
civilisational roots, and the com-
mander of the believers at the same 
time.

Addressing Francis in Rabat, King 
Mohammed VI said: “We were keen 

on having its (the visit’s) timing 
and location express the event’s 
profound symbolism, historic im-
portance and civilisational reach. 
The historic site, which cradles 
our meeting today, combines the 
meanings of openness, reaching 
out to the other and cross-cultural 
enrichment and is, in itself, a sym-
bol of balance and harmony.

“It was deliberately set up at the 
confluence of Bou Regreg River and 
the Atlantic Ocean and on the same 
axis, extending from Koutoubia 
Mosque in Marrakech to the Giralda 
in Seville, forming thus a spiritual, 
architectural and cultural link 
between Africa and Europe.

“We wanted your visit to Mo-
rocco to coincide with the month of 
Rajab, a month that had witnessed 
one of the most symbolic develop-
ments in the history of Islam and 
Christianity, when Muslims left 
Mecca, by order of the Prophet 
Muhammad, peace be upon him, 
to escape persecution and sought 
refuge with An-Najashi, the Chris-
tian king of Abyssinia. That was the 
first welcome and the first mutual 
acquaintance between Islam and 
Christianity.

“Here we are today celebrating 
this mutual acquaintance, for the 
sake of the future and that of the 
coming generations,” he continued. 
“Your visit to Morocco comes in 
a context where the international 

community, as well as all believ-
ers, is facing many challenges. 

These are challenges of 
a new kind and their 

danger derives from 
their betrayal of the 
divine message, 
corrupting it and 
ill-using it by fol-
lowing the policy of 

rejecting the other, 
on top of other reli-

gious doctrines.
“In a world searching 

for its references and 
constants, the kingdom of Mo-

rocco has always endeavoured to 
explicitly highlight and cling to the 
bonds of brotherhood that unite 
the sons of Abraham, peace be 
upon him, as the cornerstone of the 
rich and multicultural civilisation 
of Morocco. The cohesion reigning 
among all Moroccans, regardless of 
the differences in their beliefs, is a 
shining example in this area.

“This cohesion is a daily reality 
in Morocco and this is reflected in 
mosques, churches and temples 
existing next to each other in the 
cities of the kingdom.

“As the king of Morocco and Amir 
al-Mu’minin, I am entrusted with 
ensuring the freedom to practice 
religious rites. In that role, I am the 
emir of all believers, regardless of 
their faith.

“As such, I cannot talk about the 
land of Islam as if there were no 
non-Muslims here. I am the guar-
antor of the freedom to practice 
heavenly religions. I am entrusted 
with the protection of Moroccan 
Jews and foreign Christians living 
in Morocco. We are constantly 
pursuing whatever pleases God, be-
yond our silent and explicit prayers 
and beyond our beliefs and the 
inner peace they provide, so that 
our religions would remain perfect 
bridges and that the teachings and 
mission of Islam would remain an 
eternal beacon.”

King Mohammed VI’s speech was 
bold beyond words. It was very 
far from the usual big-sounding 
words and hollow slogans that 
characterised the speeches of most 
Arab leaders in the past 50 years. 
He straightforwardly addressed the 
problems and did not limit himself 
to just talking about tolerance. 
There exist other things beyond 
tolerance between people and 
between religions.

The Moroccan monarch said it 

frankly: “It is clear, however, that 
dialogue between the heavenly 
religions is not enough in today’s 
reality. At a time when lifestyles 
are undergoing major transfor-
mations everywhere and in all 
areas, interfaith dialogue should 
also evolve and renew itself. The 
dialogue based on ‘tolerance’ took 
quite some time but did not reach 
its goals.

“The three heavenly religions 
did not create space for ‘tolerance’ 
between each other, neither as a 
compulsory choice because it is our 
fate nor by choice out of considera-
tion for each other. In countering 
extremism in all of its forms, the 
solution would be neither military 
nor financial. The solution lies in 
one thing: education.

“If I insist on education, it is 
because I want to condemn igno-
rance. What threaten our civilisa-
tions are Manichean approaches 
and rejection of the other. It has 
never been religion. So today, in 
my capacity of commander of the 
faithful, I call to give religion anew 
the place it deserves in the field of 
education.”

Francis was the second pontiff, 
after Pope John Paul II, to visit 
Morocco since 1985. King Moham-
med VI gave this latest visit a dif-

ferent practical dimension related 
to Morocco’s experience in, among 
other aspects, its humane and 
civilised treatment of refugees in 
the kingdom.

The papal visit was an occasion 
to highlight the importance of 
Morocco’s concrete actions on vari-
ous levels, including the spread of 
moderate Islam in Africa and else-
where through the institute set up 
by the king in Rabat for the training 
of imams and religious counsellors.

Morocco’s relations with African 
and European countries are not 
limited to bilateral interests but 
go beyond that to what is much 
more important. Morocco is keenly 
interested in preserving Islam and 
protecting it from those who want 
to invest in “ignorance.” King Mo-
hammed VI put it succinctly when 
he said: “It is time to reject the 
exploitation of religion as a pretext 
by the ignorant.”

Pope Francis went to Morocco to 
confirm a Moroccan exception. This 
exception is based on the moderni-
sation of state institutions in an 
ancient kingdom with deep histori-
cal roots on the one hand and with 
a rare resource called the moderate 
citizen who is open to the world 
and onto the other, regardless of 
religion, on the other hand.

News & Analysis

Cairo

O 

fficials are protecting 
Egypt’s Jewish heritage by 
preserving a historic cem-
etery in southern Cairo, re-

moving tonnes of waste and debris 
from inside and around the sprawl-
ing burial grounds.

The Bassatine Cemetery is the 
world’s second oldest Jewish ceme-
tery, the Jewish Community of Cai-
ro said. The cemetery covers 15,000 
hectares, although it reportedly in-
cluded 59,500 hectares when it was 
established in the ninth century.

“Thousands of souls will sleep in 
peace tonight,” the Jewish Commu-
nity of Cairo wrote on its Facebook 
page, in reaction to recent clean-up 
work at the cemetery.

In addition to removing waste, 
Cairo authorities built a fence 
around Bassatine as part of meas-
ures by Egypt to restore the coun-
try’s Jewish heritage in what 
amounts to a new-found official in-
terest in the sites.

Egypt once had a thriving historic 
Jewish community in Cairo and Al-
exandria, although the number of 
Jews in the country declined during 
the modern era.

In her book, “Man in the White 
Sharkskin Suit: A Jewish Family’s 
Exodus from Old Cairo to the New 
World,” Lucette Lagnado recounts 
how the Jewish community was an 
intrinsic part of Egypt’s social fab-
ric, particularly between World War 
II and the 1952 revolution.

It was that revolution and the 
rise of Arab nationalism, driven by 
Gamal Abdel Nasser, which turned 
Egypt into a hostile place for the 
Jews.

With successive wars against Is-
rael and rising suspicion about the 
country’s Jewish community, Jews 

slowly left Egypt, emigrating most-
ly to Europe and the United States. 
Now, Egypt’s Jewish community 
includes no more than 20 people, 
mostly elderly women. There were 
80,000 Jews in Egypt in the 1920s, 
official data indicate.

However, at a time when Egypt 
has expanded the licensing of 
churches, it seems that authorities 
are also keen to preserve Egypt’s 
Jewish heritage.

“Jewish heritage is an important 
part of Egyptian heritage, in gen-
eral,” said Mansour Abdel Wahab, 
a professor of Hebrew at Ain Shams 
University. “The growing interest in 
Jewish sites comes in line with state 
interest in all houses of worship.”

Synagogues were shuttered and 
neglected for decades, raising con-
cern among the Jewish community 
in Egypt and Egyptian Jews living 
outside the country. However, last 
December, the Egyptian govern-
ment allocated $71 million for res-
toration of Jewish sites, including 
synagogues in Cairo and Alexan-
dria.

Apart from wanting to deliver a 
message of tolerance and reassur-

ances that it has room for adherents 
of all faiths, Cairo has a more practi-
cal reason for this decision — tour-
ism.

Egypt’s tourism sector is re-
bounding after years of stagnation 
and there is belief that Jewish sites 
would diversify Egypt’s tourist at-
tractions.

Egyptian Antiquities Minister 
Khaled el-Enany said in December 
that some synagogues would be 
open to the public as tourist sites. 
There are 13 synagogues in Cairo 
and several in Alexandria. Some 
synagogues in Cairo have been fully 
restored and could become power-
ful draws to tourists interested in 
Egypt’s Jewish history.

The government is investing ad-
ditional $22 million to refurbish the 
Eliyahu Hanavi Synagogue in Alex-
andria. The synagogue is one of the 
oldest in the country, built in 1354 
and rebuilt in 1850 after it was at-
tacked by the French during Napo-
leon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798.

The synagogue reportedly con-
tains 50 ancient copies of the Torah 
as well as books and manuscripts 
dating to the 15th century. It holds 

important records of Jewish births 
and marriages in Alexandria.

Ahmed Amer, a researcher in 
Jewish history, said Jewish sites can 
turn into important tourist magnets 
for Egypt. “Jewish synagogues have 
a huge historical value,” he said.

The land where the Jewish cem-
etery in Bassatine is built was given 
to the Jews by Ahmad ibn Tulun, 
who ruled Egypt and Syria from 
868-905.

There are various forms of graves 
in the cemetery, depending on the 
status of the person buried there. 
Some graves are covered with mar-
ble and others with traditional lime-
stone. There are also large mausole-
ums.

Cairo officials said the removal 
of debris from Bassatine cemetery 
was just a beginning, with a second 
stage scheduled to restore the cem-
etery to its former glory.

“We have already removed 
tonnes of waste that accumulated 
over the years in this place,” said 
governorate spokesman Ibrahim 
Awad. “After the cleaning, we will 
hand the cemetery over to the Jew-
ish community.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Religious Tolerance                             

Egypt looks to preserve Jewish heritage with an eye on tourism

Apart from wanting to 
deliver a message of 
tolerance and reassurances 
that it has room for 
adherents of all faiths, Cairo 
has a more practical reason 
for this decision — tourism.

Pope Francis and the Moroccan exception
Khairallah Khairallah

The papal 
visit was an occasion 

to highlight the 
importance of 

Morocco’s concrete 
actions, including 

the spread of 
moderate Islam in 

Africa and 
elsewhere. 

Viewpoint

Emotional trip. Pope Francis (C-L) and King Mohammed VI of Morocco (C-R) descend stairs at the Tour 
Hassan square in Rabat, March 30.                    (AFP)
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Washington   likely to tighten noose on Iran
News & Analysis

Washington

T 

he United States is blaming 
Iranian “mismanagement” 
for an inadequate response 
to recent flooding and is 

making it clear Washington intends 
to ratchet up sanctions against Teh-
ran.

“On behalf of the American peo-
ple, we offer our condolences to the 
victims of the recent floods in Iran,” 
US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
said in a statement. 

“These floods once again show the 
level of Iranian regime misman-
agement in urban planning and in 
emergency preparedness.”

Brian Hook, senior adviser to the 
US secretary of state and special 
representative for Iran, said more 
than 26 rounds of US sanctions had 
diminished Iran’s ability to pay sala-
ries, fund allies and exchange goods.

“Almost one year after the United 
States ended its participation in the 
Iran nuclear deal and five months 
after the full reimposition of our 
sanctions, it is clear that our actions 

are restricting Iran’s cash flow,” 
Hook said.

US President Donald Trump 
withdrew the United States from 

the Iran nuclear deal last May and 
reimposed sanctions on Tehran af-
ter accusing it of supporting terror-
ism.

Three of the eight countries that 
had been granted waivers to buy 

Kelly Kennedy

Tough times. A vendor sells Hezbollah and religious flags and 
other memorabilia in the southern suburbs of Beirut.                        (AP)

T
he United States is 
preparing to introduce 
new sanctions against 
Iran. The sanctions are 
expected to further 
impede Iranian oil 
exports after a grace 

period given some countries to 
import oil from Iran during the first 
phase of the sanctions campaign. 
This is being done with the under-
standing that those countries 
would find alternative oil suppli-
ers.

Sources in Washington indicated 
that additional sanctions are to be 
implemented against Iran’s proxy 
militias and entities, especially 
against some Iraqi organisations 
affiliated with Iran and Lebanese 
Hezbollah.

The recent visit of US Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo to the region, 
and to Lebanon in particular, 
strengthened the option of impos-
ing harsher sanctions on Hezbollah 
and some of its Lebanese allies, 
who, in the eyes of the Americans, 
are providing political cover for 
Hezbollah’s political and financial 
activities, the sources said, citing a 
US official.

The sources did not make it clear 
whether the sanctions would affect 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun 
and parliament Speaker Nabih Berri 
or figures in their closest circles.

Berri has expelled some business-
men, including managers of 
investment operations, from his 
Amal Movement after reports 
questioning their financial activi-
ties regarding Lebanese and Iraqi 
entities.

Following Pompeo’s visit to 
Lebanon at the end of March, 
Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah congratulated 
Lebanese officials with whom 
Pompeo met on what they said to 
him. The word in Washington is 
that the US administration was 
dissatisfied with official Lebanese 
positions presented in Beirut, 
which confirmed coordination 
between Lebanese officials and 
Hezbollah.

That attitude prompted observ-
ers to predict new US financial 
sanctions, which, they said, were 
links in the long chain of efforts to 
curb Iranian influence in the 
region.

Observers pointed out that the 
situation in Syria has been the focus 
of a discrete American effort. The 

United States is trying to encourage 
Moscow and Beijing to replace Iran 
in Syria. They mentioned that 
contracts have been signed by the 
Syrian government with a 
consortium of Chinese and 
Russian companies to 
build power plants. The 
Chinese and Russian sides 
were careful to exclude 
Iran from any part of the 
contract.

What is more signifi-
cant, the observers said, 
is that the Syrian regime 
did not mind the 
exclusion of Iranian 
companies, insisting 
their involvement 
would exacerbate 
problems in Syria’s 
reconstruction.

US President Donald 
Trump is apparently confident in 
the effectiveness of sanctions 
against Iran. He probably expects 
to reap benefits during the 2020 
presidential campaign by high-
lighting such foreign policy 
successes.

Political circles in Washington 
indicated, however, that even the 
US administration was surprised by 
the success of the sanctions against 
Iran, especially that Iran’s biggest 
economic partners, China and 
India, agreed to abide by the Ameri-
can measures. At the same time, 
Trump’s Democrat opponents 
could not find any loophole in the 
administration’s Iranian policy 
through which to attack the 
American president.

In parallel to talking about the 
efficiency of US sanctions to 
achieve what Washington wants 
from Iran and its proxies, talk about 
an Iranian response to these 
suffocating sanctions started to 
leak from the sub outlets of Iranian 
influence. The Iranian reaction has 
not yet reached the point of a 
military confrontation, the out-
come of which no one can predict.

Nasrallah reiterated that he 
would not be the one to start a war 
with Israel and that he would 
retaliate only if Israel attacks 
Lebanon. In other words, the 
Israeli strikes in Syria do not 
constitute a cause for war by 
Hezbollah, even when Israeli 
missiles hit areas close to the 
border, as was the case recently 
when Israel bombed Iranian 
positions near Aleppo and in an 
area considered under Russian 
protection.

However, the real question that 
remains is whether Tehran is 
capable of engaging in a war 
against Israel either directly or 
through proxies.

Sources say the war option still 
stands but everyone knows that its 
cost would be very high, especially 
in Lebanon. That option could be 
taken if Iran feels that war can save 
it from the sanctions or if a war 
would obtain Iranian concessions 
required by the US administration 
and as long as the winds of the 
sanctions are favourable to 
Trump’s ship and in line with the 
interests of Moscow and Beijing.

Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.

US sanctions on Iran not 
without fallout in Lebanon

Ali al-Amin

Additional sanctions 
are to be implemented 
against Iran’s proxy 
militias and entities, 
especially against 
some Iraqi 
organisations 
affiliated with Iran and 
Lebanese Hezbollah.

Environmental problems exacerbate  Tehran’s political tensions

W 

idespread flood-
ing that affected 
26 of Iran’s 31 
provinces and 
killed at least 70 
people, shocked 

Iranians and jolted the govern-
ment. While Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani, touring affected 
regions northern Iran, promised 
compensation for tens of thou-
sands forced to abandon their 
homes and farms, the main effects 
may be political.

Flooding is common in Iran’s hu-
mid northern provinces near the 
Caspian Sea but it is rare in other 
parts of the country more used to 
drought. Unusually heavy rain fell 
over the Nowruz holiday, a busy 
tourist season, disrupting trans-
portation and commerce. Videos 
posted to social media showed 
vehicles swept away, submerged 
houses and victims clinging to 
ropes and traffic signs.

Particularly savage were flash 
floods March 25 in Shiraz, the pro-
vincial capital of Fars, famed for 
its roses and graves of poets Hafez 
and Saadi. The city’s 19 flood 
victims died mainly because of 
cascading water engulfing a traffic 
jam. A tourist guide said campers 
were also in a dried-up river bed. 
Officials blamed the blocking of 
an old waterway by new construc-
tion. There was extensive damage 
to Shiraz’s Vakil bazaar, a national 
heritage site.

This followed floods in the 
northern regions of Golestan and 
Mazandaran beginning March 19, 
where Iranian media reported five 
people killed. Two drownings were 
reported in the western provinces 
of Kermanshah and Lorestan and 
another two in Khuzestan.

Fars News reported an entire 
village in Kohgiluyeh and Boy-
er-Ahmad province was 
buried by a landslide 
shortly after resi-
dents were evacu-
ated. In Tehran, 
sandbags were 
laid at entrances 
to underground 
metro stations.

While the Ira-
nian Army and the 
Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps were de-
ployed in relief efforts, there 
has been a virulent politicised 
reaction. The judiciary, placed 
in March under the stewardship 
of Ebrahim Raeisi, who unsuc-
cessfully challenged Rohani in 
the 2017 presidential election, is 
conducting an investigation into 
the government’s handling of the 
disaster.

Principlist media highlighted 
Rohani being at Qeshm Island for 
Nowruz as the flooding developed 
and mocked Energy Minister Reza 

Ardakanian for blaming global 
climate change.

Environmental issues 
have been rising on Iran’s 

political agenda. They 
were prominent in 
the 2017 presiden-
tial election. Water 
shortages contrib-
uted to the wide-

spread civil unrest in 
the winter of 2017-18. 

Many villages on the 
central plateau have 

been abandoned in recent 
decades and there has been 

widespread criticism of schemes 
diverting water, especially for “in-
appropriate” crops such as wheat 
or sugar cane.

Such issues have become highly 
factionalised. Principlists have 
taken clear aim at environmental-
ists, detecting conspiracies in any 
international links. Eight activists 

from the Persian Wildlife Heritage 
Foundation face spying charges 
based on their cameras used to 
survey the endangered Asiatic 
cheetah.

Last year, principlists forced the 
resignation of Kaveh Madani, a sci-
entist at the School of Oriental and 
Asian Studies in London University 
who had gone home after the 2017 
election to become deputy head of 
Iran’s Department of Environment. 
A social-media campaign high-
lighted pictures of him dancing at 
a party — considered inappropriate 
behaviour for a senior official — and 
accused him of “water terrorism.”

The recent floods also oiled the 
wheels of Washington’s campaign 
against Iran. US State Department 
special representative Brian Hook 
blamed severe mismanagement of 
water resources and corruption.

The evidence for that is sketchy, 
partly because Iran has not al-
lowed foreign journalists to visit 
affected areas. Law and planning 
enforcement have certainly been 
inconsistent but Madani said there 

Gareth Smyth

The costs of clearing 
up will be significant, 

although the Oil 
Ministry and the 

National Iranian Gas 
Company have said 

there was no damage 
to pipelines. 

Keeping on track. Brian Hook, senior adviser to the US 
secretary of state and special representative for Iran. (Reuters)
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oil from Iran have cut Iranian ship-
ments to zero, Hook said. The Unit-
ed States granted temporary waiv-
ers to China, India, Greece, Italy, 
Taiwan, Japan, Turkey and South 
Korea to keep oil prices low after 
the sanctions. The waivers expire  
May 2.

Hook did not say which countries 
had completely stopped Iranian oil 
imports but said there will be an 
announcement about whether ex-
isting waivers would be extended. 
He hinted that oil market circum-
stances could allow for ending the 
waivers.

“In 2018, we had a very tight and 
fragile oil market and the president 
did not want to lift the price of oil,” 
Hook said. “2019 is a much better 
picture in global oil markets: We 
forecast more supply than demand 
and that creates much better condi-
tions for us to accelerate our path to 
zero.”

Reuters reported that the US gov-
ernment awarded visas to just 6% 
of 38,000 applicants in the first 11 
months of a travel ban on a handful 
of countries, including Iran. Citi-
zens from Iran, Libya, North Korea, 
Somalia, Syria and Yemen may not 
be eligible for a broad range of US 
immigrant and non-immigrant visas 
without a waiver.

Hook said the sanctions are work-
ing.

“Don’t take my word for it,” he 
said. “The Iranian regime is admit-
ting it at the supreme leader level, 
the level of the president. You’ve 
seen the leader of Hezbollah make a 
public appeal for donations.”

About 100 major corporations 
have stopped doing business with 
Iran, Hezbollah has closed many of 
its offices and European countries 
are working with the United States 
by ending diplomatic relations with 
Iran, he said.

Several US administration offi-
cials expressed condolences to the 
Iranians because of the floods but 
essentially said the Iranian govern-
ment brought the devastation on 
itself.

Robert Palladino, spokesman for 
the US State Department, said the 
United States “stands ready” to con-
tribute through the International 
Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies (IFRC).

“This Iranian regime has a history 
of creating front companies to di-
vert the distribution of humanitar-
ian goods,” Palladino said. He said 
Iran needed to show banks that hu-
manitarian relief would go to people 
affected by the flooding.

At least 45 people died in flood-
ing that affected 23 of Iran’s 31  
provinces, Hook said.

“They are suffering from floods 
because Iran has prioritised its 
expansionist foreign policy over 

things like emergency preparedness 
and water management,” he added. 
“The regime has destroyed its envi-
ronment and it has mismanaged its 
water resources and it goes through 
these cycles of drought and flood-
ing.”

In 2018, the International Court of 
Justice ordered the Trump adminis-
tration to lift sanctions affecting hu-
manitarian aid but the United States 
rejected the ruling.

Iranian Foreign Minister Moham-
mad Javad Zarif struck back through 
social media.

“Fake news: Secretary Pompeo’s 
claim that US ready to assist IFRC, 
which would direct money through 
Iranian Red Crescent for relief,” Za-
rif posted on Twitter. “Real news: 
As [Red Cross] president noted, Ira-
nian Red Crescent can’t receive any 
funds due to illegal US sanctions. US 
should own up to its economic ter-
rorism.”

US officials said sanctions would 
be removed if Iran meets Pompeo’s 
demands, which include a full ac-
counting of its nuclear programme, 
access to all sites in the country, 
releasing US citizens being held 
and ending support of extremist 
groups.

“We are prepared to end the prin-
cipal components of every one of 
our sanctions against the regime,” 
Hook said. “If Iran makes a funda-
mental shift, as outlined in the sec-
retary’s 12 demands, a lot of good 
things can happen between the 
people of Iran and the people of the 
United States.”

His comments came as France, 
Germany and Britain released a let-
ter to UN Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres on April 2 stating concerns 
that Iran was testing ballistic mis-
siles to create one that could carry 
a nuclear weapon, the Associated 
Press reported.

Iran

Iran floods highlight rivalry 
between IRGC and spy agency

F 

ollowing massive 
floods that inundated 
much of Iran, leaving 
dozens dead and hun-
dreds injured, Iranian 
President Hassan Ro-

hani curiously tasked his intelli-
gence minister to visit Shiraz.

This sparked speculation and 
even mockery among Iranian 
social media users. After all, why 
did the president not send the 
Roads and Transportation minis-
ter or the Energy minister, whose 
authorities have more bearing on 
the problem?

Rohani’s decision, however, 
was by no means accidental 
and must be considered an 
attempt by the government to 
steal the limelight from Iranian 
Major-General Mohammad Ali 
Jaafari, commander of the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC), who shamelessly used 
the natural disaster as a public 
relations campaign against the 
government.

“Had other governmental 
organisations used their resourc-
es in the same manner as the 
popular volunteers, the Basij, the 
Revolutionary Guards and other 
armed forces, it would have been 
helpful,” Jaafari complained on 
live television while visiting the 
disaster zones.

Iranian Intelligence Minister 
Seyed Mahmoud Alavi displayed 
great empathy when facing the 
victims of the floods, calling the 
incident “the bitterest event of 
the year” and abstaining from 
responding to Jaafari’s criticism.

He even showed magnanimity 
by not commenting on the obvi-
ous mistakes of the IRGC’s effort, 
in particular, the failed attempts 
to channel excess water from the 
disaster areas, but praised the cri-
sis management of local authori-
ties in Shiraz.

Alavi’s competition with Jaafari 
for public attention symbolises 
the deep inter-agency rivalry 
between the Intelligence Min-
istry and the IRGC intelligence 
organisation. Overlapping fields 
of responsibility between the two 
organisations keep them in a con-
stant state of rivalry for authority, 
funding, personnel and the like.

In recent years, the Intelligence 
Ministry suffered several humili-
ating defeats to the IRGC.

Despite the expressed opposi-
tion of the Intelligence Ministry, 

the IRGC Intelligence Organisa-
tion arbitrarily arrested Iranian 
administrators of the cloud-
based instant messaging system 
Telegram Messenger. The Iranian 
Judiciary, ignoring the Intelli-
gence Ministry, usually sentences 
the administrators to prison.

In another public humiliation, 
contrary to the expert assess-
ment of the Intelligence Ministry, 
the IRGC Intelligence Organisa-
tion arrested Abd al-Rasoul Dorri 
Esfahani, who represented the 
Central Bank of Iran in the 
nuclear negotiations, on 
espionage charges. 
Again ignoring the 
Intelligence Minis-
try, the Judiciary 
sentenced Dorri 
Esfahani to five 
years in prison.

Just as damag-
ing to the Intel-
ligence Ministry, 
the IRGC Intelligence 
Organisation, in another 
attack against the Intelli-
gence Ministry’s portfolio, 
appears increasingly engaged 
in intelligence operations against 
the Iranian opposition abroad. 
Assassinations and failed bomb-
ing plots in the Netherlands, 
Denmark and France point to the 
competition between the two 
agencies for control over foreign 
operations.

Under Alavi’s stewardship, 
the Intelligence Ministry has 
embarked on structural changes 
to compete with its bureaucratic 

nemesis and rival. As apparent in 
the budget of the fiscal years 1397 
and 1398 (March 21, 2018-March 
21, 2020), the Intelligence Min-
istry is divided between internal 
and external services, which may 
reflect the need for compartmen-
talisation.

However, the budgets include a 
line titled “Establishing external 
intelligence and security infra-
structure,” which may reflect 
increased funding for the minis-

try’s activities abroad.
The budgets display several 

lines concerning “enforce-
ment of information 

technology sover-
eignty,” “improved 
cybersecurity,” 
“securing vital [cy-
ber] infrastructure” 
and the like. This 
not only indicates 

a natural response 
to digital threats to 

the regime but also an 
attempt to compete with 

the cybercrimes unit and the 
IRGC’s so-called cyber army, 

which increasingly unleashes 
its forces against the opposition 
both at home and abroad.

Amid the massive floods, both 
agencies would be wise to forget 
their rivalry, at least for a mo-
ment, and help the victims but 
that probably is too much to ask 
of arch-rivals.

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

The price of mismanagement. A view of areas 
affected by floods in Iran’s north-eastern 
Golestan region, March 27.                                         (AFP)

Ali Alfoneh

Calculated moves. Iranian President Hassan Rohani (L) f lies 
above areas affected by floods in the country’s north-eastern 
Golestan region, March 27.                                               (Iranian Presidency)

Rohani’s decision 
must be considered 

an attempt by the 
government to steal 

the limelight from 
Iranian Major-

General Mohammad 
Ali Jaafari.

Washington   likely to tighten noose on Iran

was no simple explanation. “One 
can blame human decisions and 
mismanagement almost any time 
when a flood causes damage to hu-
man systems. With better designs 
and policy decisions based on a 
better understanding of nature, 
humans can decrease flood dam-
age,” he said.

Madani added that “concurrent 
floods of this magnitude” were not 
common in Iran. “For years people 
have been complaining about water 
shortages, dried-up rivers and wet-
lands, dust storms and desertifica-
tion. So, beliefs and memories had 
changed,” he said.

“In most places where damage 
has been significant, people and 
managers had forgotten about 
the possibility of floods in dried 
riverbeds. Settlements had been 
developed and some seasonal river 
valleys had been turned into parks 
and business areas.”

The costs of clearing up will 
be significant, although the Oil 
Ministry and the National Iranian 
Gas Company have said there was 

no damage to pipelines. With the 
economy in recession in the face 
of tightening US sanctions, the 
government is ill-equipped to meet 
substantial bills for repair.

Paying compensation is notori-
ously tricky and any delays will be 
seized on by Rohani’s critics. What-
ever the roles in the floods played 
by incompetence, corruption and 
climate change, there is every like-
lihood that environmental prob-
lems will continue to exacerbate 
Iran’s political tensions.

Madani said climate change will 
very probably mean more floods. 
“Even though Iran is expected to 
get drier generally, floods will get 
bigger and more frequent. While 
it’s hard to disaggregate the effects 
of nature and humans on a com-
plex event such as a flood, we may 
well see more extreme cases like 
this one in the future,” he said.

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

Environmental problems exacerbate  Tehran’s political tensions
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Dubai’s Emirates NBD said it 
would buy Turkey’s Denizbank 
from Russia’s Sberbank at an ap-
proximately 20% discount to a pre-
viously agreed price, after a steep 
fall in the Turkish lira.

Under an agreement reached 
with state-owned Sberbank, Dubai’s 
largest lender said it would buy 
Turkey’s fifth largest private bank 
for 15.48 billion liras ($2.8 billion). 
When the deal was made public last 
May, the price was 14.6 billion liras.

Although the deal’s lira value is 
higher, the dollar value when it was 
announced in May was put at the 
equivalent of $3.2 billion, about 
$400 million more than the new 
price.

(Reuters)

Ousted Nissan Chairman Carlos 
Ghosn promised to “tell the truth” 
at a news conference soon, taking 
to Twitter to announce his first 
briefing since being released on 
bail.

Ghosn, widely lauded for rescu-
ing Nissan Motor Company from 
the brink of bankruptcy two dec-
ades ago, experienced a dramatic 
fall from grace that shook the global 
auto industry and raised questions 
about the future of Nissan’s alliance 
with France’s Renault SA.

Released on $9 million bail in 
March, Ghosn called the charges 
“meritless” and saying he was the 
victim of a boardroom coup.

(Reuters)

Iraqi parliament Speaker Salim 
al-Jabouri voiced hope that the 
United States would continue 
waiving sanctions on energy pur-
chases from Iran, saying Iraq will 
need to import electricity from its 
neighbour for three years.

US President Donald Trump’s 
administration has sought to cut 
off all exports from Iran but has 
twice granted 3-month exemptions 
to Iraq, mindful of chronic electric-
ity blackouts that have reignited 
unrest in the country.

(Agence France-Presse)

Three of eight countries granted 
waivers by Washington to import 
oil from Iran have cut Iranian 
imports to zero, a US official said, 
adding that improved global oil 
market conditions would help 
reduce Iranian crude exports 
further.

While the United States has set 
a goal of halting Iran’s oil exports, 
it granted temporary import waiv-
ers to China, India, Greece, Italy, 
Taiwan, Japan, Turkey and South 
Korea in November.

(Reuters)

Emirates NBD to 
buy Denizbank 
for $2.8 billion

Ghosn tweets 
about telling 
the truth

Iraq needs 3-year 
US waiver on 
Iran sanctions

Three countries 
cut Iran oil 
imports to zero

Viewpoint

Jareer Elass

Does Saudi Aramco’s SABIC deal open path to IPO?

S 

audi Aramco’s an-
nouncement that it was 
acquiring a majority 
stake in petrochemical 
giant Saudi Basic Indus-
tries Corporation from 

the kingdom’s sovereign wealth 
fund is seemingly moving the 
Saudi state oil and gas conglomer-
ate closer to its much-anticipated 
initial public offering.

Shortly after Saudi Aramco said 
on March 27 that it would pay $69.1 
billion to the Public Investment 
Fund (PIF) for a 70% stake in the 
Saudi Basic Industries Corporation 
(SABIC) reports stated that Saudi 
Aramco was deemed the most 
profitable company in the world in 
2018.

That recognition bolsters the 
Saudi state energy firm’s corporate 
profile as it eyes a limited public 
sale, most recently slated for 2021. 
The road to the initial public offer-
ing (IPO) the last three years has 
been bumpy and the government 
could decide that the proceeds 
from Saudi Aramco’s purchase of 
majority SABIC shares is sufficient 
to forego or further delay the of-
fering or Saudi Aramco could spin 
off the petrochemicals business 

formed by the SABIC deal and offer 
that to investors instead.

Saudi Aramco announced in Au-
gust that it had begun preliminary 
talks regarding the purchase of the 
SABIC shares from the PIF, which 
has become the kingdom’s invest-
ment vehicle for Saudi Vision 
2030. A reportedly reluctant Saudi 
Aramco had been pressured by 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud’s government to proceed 
with the SABIC purchase — effec-
tively an assets swap between the 
two state firms — to give a quick 
cash infusion to the PIF.

The official position has been 
that merging the two firms’ petro-
chemical businesses would trans-
form Saudi Aramco into a fully 
integrated energy firm, increasing 
its corporate value ahead of the 
anticipated floating of up to 5% of 
the company.

SABIC CEO Yousef al-Benyan 
was careful, however, to explain 
that SABIC would continue to be 
a standalone legal entity because 
30% of the company’s shares are 
held by other investors. He said 
SABIC would be “the future chemi-
cal arm of Aramco” and it would 
likely integrate appropriate Saudi 
Aramco chemicals assets into 
SABIC’s operations.

This leaves the door open to that 
enhanced Saudi Aramco subsidi-
ary being wholly or partially priva-
tised down the line.

SABIC is Saudi Arabia’s largest 
publicly listed company; 30% of 

the firm’s shares are traded on 
the Saudi stock exchange. Saudi 
Aramco reportedly balked at the 
$70 billion price tag that the gov-
ernment wanted it to pay for 70% 
of SABIC shares held by the PIF, 
with perhaps a slight compromise 
reached with the final $69.1 billion 
purchase price.

King Salman’s government has 
repeatedly suggested that, based 
on a presumed $2 trillion valuation 
of the company, the Saudi Aramco 
IPO could generate as much as 
$100 billion for the PIF to use for 
domestic and foreign investments. 
However, the Saudi government’s 
valuation of Saudi Aramco has 
been perceived in financial com-
munities as inflated, with specula-
tion of a realistic valuation at $1.2 
trillion-$1.5 trillion.

The PIF could use the financial 
shot in the arm from the SABIC 
sale because the fund has been 
making high-profile and expensive 
investments the last several years. 
These include a $45 billion contri-
bution to creating the high-tech 
Vision Fund with Japan’s Soft-
Bank, a $3.5 billion stake in Uber, 
a 5% stake in Tesla, a $1 billion 
investment in Tesla rival Lucid 
Motors and a pledge of $20 billion 
to a Blackstone infrastructure 
investment fund. The PIF wants 
to boost its assets of $224 billion 
to $400 billion by 2020 and to as 
much as $2 trillion by 2030.

Saudi Aramco is expected to 
issue a $10 billion global bond 

that would partly fund the SABIC 
acquisition. The Saudi state energy 
giant will primarily use its own 
cash to pay for the deal, with 
half of the payment due to the 
PIF when the deal closes and the 
remaining payments staggered 
until 2021.

It is thanks to the prospectus 
that Saudi Aramco prepared for 
its first global bond that financial 
institutions could determine the 
Saudi state firm’s position as the 
world’s most profitable com-
pany for last year. Saudi Aramco 
reported that its earnings in 2018 
before interest, tax, depreciation 
and amortisation totalled $224 bil-
lion and that it netted a $111.1 bil-
lion profit. It achieved that despite 
paying $102 billion in taxes to the 
Saudi government.

Based on the released financial 
results, leading credit rating agen-
cies Moody’s Investor Service and 
Fitch Ratings gave Saudi Aramco 
ratings of A1 and A+, respectively, 
but both agencies said the rank-
ings could have been even higher 
if the firm was not constrained by 
Saudi Arabia’s sovereign ratings.

Noted Fitch: “This reflects the 
influence the state exerts on the 
company through taxation and 
dividends, as well as regulating the 
level of production in line with its 
OPEC commitments.”

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

Rabat

A 

report on energy efficiency 
by the Moroccan Centre 
for Economic Conditions 
stated that the expected 

increase in demand for electricity 
would become a major challenge 
for Morocco.

The report said that, for the last 
two decades, Morocco had focused 
on exploration and investment in 
the energy sector to develop its 
current energy resources, with spe-
cial attention to renewable ener-
gies.

Said Mouline, director-general of 

the National Agency for the Devel-
opment of Renewable Energy and 
Energy Efficiency, said there is an 
urgent need to change consumer 
behaviour regarding energy use and 
to encourage people to use modern 
technology to reduce energy costs.

He added that the use of renew-
able energy is an irreversible choice 
to reach usage goals in industry, 
housing and public lighting.

Mouline pointed out that acti-
vating an energy efficiency pro-
gramme would allow Morocco to 
bypass compensating energy costs, 
an obstacle to achieving targeted 
economic growth. The govern-
ment would to save approximately 
$63 million a year in compensation 
funds if it implemented its energy 
plan properly.

To reduce the country’s energy 
bill, the Moroccan government said 
it wants to increase the share of re-
newable energies in electricity pro-
duction to 42% by the end of 2020.

Statistics indicate that the annual 
energy consumption per capita in 
Morocco is 0.4 tonnes of compen-

sated oil and that rate is expected 
to reach 1.1 tonnes by 2030. That 
consumption level is not much less 
than the level in many developed 
countries and, experts said, govern-
ment policies will have to take into 
consideration such developments.

Rachid Bouguern, Solaire Expo 
Maroc director-general, said Mo-
roccan authorities must mobilise a 
team of professionals to strengthen 
the solar energy sector and energy 
efficiency to achieve the country’s 
objectives.

Moroccan authorities are seek-
ing new investment in alternative 
energies to reduce the country’s 
dependency on imported energy 
and reduce potential trade deficits.

Aziz Rabbah, the Moroccan min-
ister for Energy, Mines and Sus-
tainable Development, promoted 
the use of alternative energies by 
individuals for health and financial 
benefits. He indicated that alterna-
tive energy use has helped reduce 
energy costs by 30% through new 
consumer behaviours, especial-
ly with companies that depend  

heavily on electricity.
Given that Morocco is not an oil-

producing country, the state’s gen-
eral energy policy seeks to reduce 
the nation’s dependency on tradi-
tional energy sources. It has done 
so by securing energy supplies, 
protecting the environment, con-
trolling energy consumption and 
using other sources of energy.

The Moroccan Centre for Eco-
nomic Conditions said this trend is 
illustrated by the government’s in-
terest in developing alternative en-
ergy sources, such as solar energy, 
hydroelectricity and wind power, 
in addition to establishing systems 
and laws to regulate the renewable 
energies sector.

Morocco adopted an energy pol-
icy in 2009 that considers internal 
resources, reduces dependency on 
external energy sources, ensures 
the provision of energy at competi-
tive prices and protects the envi-
ronment.

Mohamed al-Alawi is a Moroccan 
writer.

Mohamed al-Alawi

Morocco strives to reduce energy bill

Authorities are seeking new 
investment in alternative 
energies to reduce the 
country’s dependency on 
imported energy and reduce 
potential trade deficits.

Growing push. An aerial view of the solar plant of Ouarzazate in central Morocco.                                                                                                    (AP)
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olicy reforms ensuring trans-
parency, accountability and 
good governance are urgently 
needed across the Arab world 

to promote peace, social stability and 
economic growth in an increasingly 
competitive global environment, the 
World Bank said.

Ferid Belhaj, World Bank Group 
vice-president for the Middle East 
and North Africa, said: “We in MENA 
need to really engage more decisive-
ly in economic and policy reforms 
because that is the only way that we 
can wither the shocks coming our 
way in a world in which competition 
is very fierce for capital and invest-
ment.”

With a growth outlook of 1.5% in 
2019, a slight drop from 1.6% in 2018, 
countries of the region should “get 
their acts together” to deter social 
tensions and frustrations from aris-
ing, he said.

“In all countries of the MENA re-
gion, reforms are not going as fast as 
they should. Decision makers need 
to aim for higher growth and as such 
need to aim higher when it comes to 
policy reforms,” Belhaj said.

Titled “Economic and Social In-
clusion for Peace and Stability in the 
Middle East and North Africa: A New 
Strategy for the World Bank Group,” 
the World Bank report details a re-
gional strategy built around four pil-
lars addressing causes of conflicts 
and violence and their consequences 
through development that fosters in-
clusion and shared prosperity.

Building trust between citizens 
and governments is fundamental 
and the old equation of free public 
goods in return for government’s 
free hand on politics and the econ-
omy is no longer viable, Belhaj said.

“That social contract got to a place 
where both sides could not meet 
their end of the bargain anymore. 
Governments could not keep paying 

for quality free education, health, 
social benefits et cetera and young 
people wanted to have a say in their 
own future,” he said.

“We need to build a totally new 
arrangement between them. What 
happened across the region since 
2010 (‘Arab spring’ revolts) was the 
result of economic frustrations and 
hardships but also because people 
felt that their voices weren’t heard 
and the governance system in their 
country would not allow them to 
reach the level of their ambitions.”

Belhaj stressed that promoting 
private entrepreneurship using fast-
advancing technology was essential 
for growth in the region, which the 
World Bank forecast will have 300 
million young people seeking to en-
ter the job market by 2050.

“We need to get away from this 
deep conviction that we have in 
MENA that the public sector is the 

main employer. That is not true. If 
there is one sustainable engine to 
growth, it is the private sector,” Bel-
haj said.

“Countries need to engage very 
heavily in education and human 
capital that makes this region rich. 
Curricula are not necessarily right or 
geared to the needs of the job market 
of today but one can have that basic 
level of education that can help them 
move forward.”

Encouraging regional cooperation 
— particularly around public goods 
and sectors such as education, wa-
ter and energy so as to foster greater 
trust and collaboration, is another 
pillar of the World Bank’s updated 
strategy for growth in MENA. The 
region is the least integrated in the 
world, which results in GDP losses.

“There are ways of helping inte-
gration through the private sector. 
That does not happen overnight but 

we can encourage it by showing how 
much money, growth and jobs are 
created in engaging in regional coop-
eration not to say integration,” Belhaj 
said.

In the meantime, conflicts, a 
huge refugee crisis and massive 
displacement of population exac-
erbated challenges to growth in 
the region. The World Bank has 
worked on building regional resil-
ience to migration shocks by pro-
moting the welfare of refugees and  
host communities.

“We are seeking not to get the 
region into lost generations’ situa-
tion. You have millions of refugees, 
including hundreds of thousands of 
young kids. If we don’t help them 
with health and education we would 
be creating a workforce for Daesh,” 
Belhaj said using an acronym for the 
Islamic State.

Post-war reconstruction and re-

covery requiring large-scale financ-
ing is another factor affecting region-
al growth. Estimates by the World 
Bank put rebuilding war-torn Syria 
at $170 billion, Libya’s infrastructure 
needs at least $200 billion over the 
next 10 years and Yemen’s humani-
tarian needs are around $274 million.

Since conflicts have their roots in 
sectarian divisions and failed gov-
ernments, any recovery programme 
needs to rebuild trust along with 
roads and bridges, Belhaj stressed.

“It is relatively easy to rebuild 
bricks and cement. What is really dif-
ficult is rebuilding the social fabrics 
that were torn to pieces,” he said, 
adding that rebuilding people’s trust 
in the government is key to growth 
and development that can only be 
achieved through reforms.

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

Samar Kadi A call for 
reforms. Ferid 
Belhaj, World 
Bank Group 
vice-president 
for the Middle 
East and North 
Africa.   
        (World Bank)

World Bank sees policy reforms as 
crucial to economic growth in MENA

MENA region is the least 
integrated in the world, 
which results in GDP losses.

Cairo

F 

ears are rising in Egypt of a 
new wave of inflation after 
Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi ordered pay 

rises for millions of civil servants 
and pensioners.

Sisi, responding to demands by 
civil servants and pensioners for 
higher pay so they can cope with ris-
ing commodity prices, ordered the 
increases March 30.

“The rise is necessary while the 
prices of all commodities keep 
shooting up,” said Yumn al-Ham-
aki, an economics professor at Ain 
Shams University. “The civil serv-
ants and the pensioners are caught 
in the middle of the adverse effects 
of the national economic reforms.”

Sisi asked the government to in-
crease the pay for around 6 million 
civil servants and 9 million pension-
ers by almost 15%. The increases 
are to go into effect in July, the first 

month in the new fiscal year. The 
new pay package will cost approxi-
mately $3.4 billion a year.

The president also ordered an ad-
ditional 100,000 families to receive 
monthly financial aid within the na-
tional Solidarity and Dignity welfare 
programme. This will add around 
$57.5 million to spending every year.

Egypt’s civil servants and pen-
sioners were hard hit by economic 
reforms, which included liberali-
sation of the exchange rate of the 
Egyptian pound and moves to elim-
inate water, electricity and fuel sub-
sidies.

The reforms led to a marked drop 
in the value of the pound against 
all foreign currencies. This caused 
a rise in the prices of commodities, 
with food prices almost tripling 
since November 2016 although 
there has been scant wage growth.

Reports suggest most Egyptian 
civil servants work other jobs to 
be able to put food on the table for 
their families.

The rise will drive greater demand 
for commodities, which increases 
the likelihood of a higher inflation 
rate, economists said.

“The presence of more liquidity 
will mean more demand,” said MP 
Bassant Fahmi, who is a member 
of parliament’s Economic Affairs 
Committee. “Higher demand will 
inevitably lead to higher inflation 

and consequently a rise in commod-
ity prices.”

These fears compound a steady 
rise in the annual urban consum-
er price inflation since December 
when the rate was 12%. The infla-
tion rose to 12.7% in January and 
was 14.4% in February.

The addition of $3.4 billion in 
spending may rise forecasts for the 

budget deficit.
The Egyptian Ministry of Finance 

said it expects the budget deficit to 
reach about $34.2 billion in the new 
fiscal year. It also said civil serv-
ants’ salaries would take up 19.1% of 
spending in the next budget.

The expected rise in the inflation 
rate could cancel out the intended 
effects of the pay rise, economists 

warned. This is something Sisi had 
acknowledged in his announce-
ment of the salary package when he 
also asked Egyptians to be careful of 
what they buy.

“This is an easy matter,” Sisi said. 
“Do not buy commodities whose 
prices rise. Traders will have to re-
duce the prices of the commodities 
they sell when consumers stop buy-
ing them,” he said.

A boycott could work in the case 
of non-essential commodities, 
economists said, but this was un-
likely to be an effective strategy 
on essential commodities, such as 
food.

Some Egyptian economists called 
for measures to prevent a back-
lash on commodity prices from the 
forthcoming pay rise.

Increasing production, including 
that of food, attracting more foreign 
industrial and agricultural invest-
ments and upping funding for small 
and medium-sized projects are 
among measures the government 
needs to take to keep the lid on 
commodity prices, economists said.

“These are measures that must be 
taken to prevent demand from out-
pacing supply in the market,” Fahmi 
said. “The civil servants and the 
pensioners will not feel the effect 
from the pay rise if proper action 
is not taken to put demand within 
limits of supply.”

Amr Emam

Egypt’s civil service pay rise likely to come at a cost

Double-edged sword. A man withdraws money from an ATM 
outside of a bank in Cairo.                                                      (Reuters)

The addition of $3.4 
billion in spending may 
rise forecasts for the 
budget deficit.
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Beirut

M 

ariam Shaar’s story of 
resilience and determi-
nation to empower oth-
er Palestinian women in 

Beirut’s Bourj al-Barajneh refugee 
camp has inspired a documen-
tary that recorded obstacles she 
surmounted to establish the first 
refugee catering and food truck in 
Lebanon.

“Soufra,” the Arabic word for a 
table filled with good food, is the 
name of the documentary co-pro-
duced by film star Susan Sarandon 
and the catering company that 
Shaar established to introduce tra-
ditional Palestinian dishes to the 
Lebanese market.

Shaar, director of the Women’s 
Programme Association in Bourj 
al-Barajneh, where she was born 
and raised, said the idea of setting 
up the business materialised after 
a survey on the needs of women in 
Palestinian camps in 2012.

“The study indicated that the 
majority of women needed badly 
to work but most had no proper ed-

ucation or skills and did not want 
to spend a lot of time away from 
their households or go outside the 
camp,” Shaar said.

“We thought that a food business 
would be the best option since they 
all wanted to engage in what they 
do best, namely cooking.”

For a Palestinian refugee in Leba-
non who is forbidden from holding 
many jobs and lacking the financial 
and legal means to start a business, 
Shaar sought to improve her condi-
tion and that of other female camp 
residents.

With the financial help of Alfa-
nar, a venture philanthropy organi-
sation, Soufra’s catering business 
was founded and proved to be a hit.

“We started with ten ladies. As 
the work load increased, we em-
ployed more women. Now we have 
some 40 employees, including 
cooks, an administrator, a kitchen 
director, an office boy and a clean-
er,” Shaar said.

“Women at the camp loved the 
idea and more candidates sought 
to work with us but we tried as 
much as possible to hire those who 
are really in bad need of income 
such as widows, divorcees and 
those whose husbands are disabled  

and cannot work.”
Food professionals from Souk El 

Tayeb, a Lebanese association that 
promotes traditional food, trained 
Soufra’s cooks on food presenta-
tion, packaging and marketing to 
help them appeal to a wider mar-
ket.

Soon Shaar and her team realised 
that, for the business to become 
sustainable, they had to expand 
beyond providing catering services 
and so they decided to operate a 
food truck.

“This is when the real struggle 
started,” Shaar said. “As Palestinian 
refugees in Lebanon it is not easy 
for us to work. Being a Palestinian 
NGO, we could not engage in any 
profit-making endeavour and we 
had to establish a company with 
Lebanese partners. Until we could 
navigate all the hassles of Leba-
non’s complex bureaucracy it took 
us more than two years to get the 
permit to buy, set up and operate 
the food truck.”

With the food truck, Soufra par-
ticipated in fairs across the coun-
try. “But every time we want to 
take the food truck outside the 
camp, we need to get the permis-
sion of the municipality where we 
would be operating. It is a continu-
ous struggle,” Shaar said.

“Soufra,” the documentary, de-
tails Shaar’s perseverance to over-
come the obstacles she faced to 
get the legal documents for the 
food truck. The film was screened 
in Beirut in March with Sarandon, 
film director Thomas Morgan and 
actor Ben Stiller, who is a UN refu-
gee agency goodwill ambassador 
and co-chair with Sarandon of the 
organisation Artists for Peace and 

Justice, on hand.
Shaar said she hopes the film, 

which portrays the harsh living 
conditions in the camp, gains sym-
pathy for Palestinian refugees and 
improves how they are perceived 
in Lebanon and abroad.

Soufra is catering for private 
companies and operating at public 
events such as Beirut’s Saturday 
Souk El Tayeb farmers’ market, in 
addition to making the rounds in 
the food truck offering traditional 
Palestinian dishes such as mu-
sakhan (a chicken-stuffed pastry), 
dolma (stuffed grape leaves) and 
frikeh flower (a wrap filled with 
wheat grains and chicken).

To promote their dishes, the Sou-

fra team produced a cookbook that 
includes recipes used in their cater-
ing and food truck.

The project helped empower the 
women and gave them hope while 
increasing acceptance of women 
working outside the home, Shaar 
said.

Ghada Masriyeh, a mother of 
four in her 60s who has four grand-
children, had never worked outside 
her home until she joined Soufra.

“I wanted to work and feel pro-
ductive and help my family finan-
cially. For the first time in my life 
I do something that is worthwhile 
for me personally and at the same 
time I’m having fun. It is good for 
your morale,” she said.

London

L 

ondoners who buy a cup of 
coffee for $20 from Le Cafe 
Alain Ducasse in an up-
market shopping complex 

near Kings Cross station are help-
ing small farmers in war-ravaged 
Yemen.

The Coal Drops Yard develop-
ment, site of the cafe, was a for-
mer dumping ground for coal from 
north-eastern England, which ar-
rived by train into Kings Cross sta-
tion before the second world war.

The area of derelict Victorian 
warehouses, dingy night clubs, 
prostitutes and drug-dealing in the 
1990s is now home to cool fashion 
boutiques, neon art installations 
and the unique cafe opened by 
Alain Ducasse, a celebrated French 
chef.

Walls in the cafe are lined with 
shelves displaying the world’s cof-
fees, including brands from Costa 
Rica, Ethiopia, Brazil, Burundi, 
Congo, Kenya, Panama and Yemen, 
the most expensive selling for $78 
per 100 grams.

Making the $20 cup of coffee is an 
art in itself. Barista Jacob Klucznik 
measures 6.5 grams of beans and 

grinds them in front of the custom-
ers. He tips the grinds into a fancy 
Chemex vessel — an hourglass-
shaped flask used to filter the coffee 
— and puts the kettle on. The coffee 
is served in a small pot with a free 
small buttery cake.

Just as the cafe and posh bou-
tiques have given Coal Drops Yard a 
new lease on life, Qima, the compa-
ny that supplies the Yemeni coffee, 
has extended a life line to impover-
ished Yemeni farmers.

War-torn Yemen has witnessed a 
devastating hunger crisis, rapidly 
declining water supplies and the 
collapse of basic health and sanita-
tion services that have the country 
on the brink of failure. Qima found-
er Faris Sheibani said the revival of 
the coffee industry is a glimmering 
light that helps the country’s grad-
ual recovery.

“Yemeni farmers have been grow-
ing coffee for at least 700 years. It is 
the birthplace of the coffee drink,” 
Sheibani said, explaining why Yem-
eni coffee is unique and very expen-
sive. “Many of the areas we work in 
have multigenerational experience 
with coffee farming and the coffee 
tree is treated as a family member.

“The genetic variety of the trees 
found in Yemen is unique. The 
arid climate and harsh environ-
ment stresses the trees. This stress 
is actually good for coffee quality 
and makes for a very complex cup 
profile. You cannot find the Yem-
eni varieties anywhere else and you 
will struggle to find coffee trees that 
have grown in astoundingly high al-
titudes as you do in Yemen. This is 

what makes Yemeni coffee different. 
It has received some of the highest 
awards for quality.”

He said that the coffee is expen-
sive because processing it correctly 
is difficult.

“There’s a lot of demand for high-
quality Yemeni coffee yet there’s 
very little supply because most 
farmers prefer to grow the narcotic 
plant khat, which is very profit-
able. If we are to encourage farm-
ers to grow coffee instead, the in-
come they receive from coffee must 
surpass that of khat. We offer our 
farmers the highest prices in the 
history of Yemen’s coffee trade,”  

Sheibani added.
The farmer who supplies Le Cafe 

Alain Ducasse is from Al Hayma, a 
village in Sana’a governorate. Qima 
has been working with the farmer 
for more than two years and he is 
looking to increase coffee produc-
tion three-fold within three years.

“We met the Ducasse representa-
tive at the 2018 World of Coffee Show 
in Amsterdam. The relationship de-
veloped from there,” Sheibani said. 
“We have been working together 
since then and our coffee was part 
of their opening in December 2018.”

Qima started its partnership with 
30 farmers when it was established 

in 2016. Last season, the company 
was working with approximately 
1,000 farmers and for next season 
it has around 2,500 farmers signed 
up.

“We face many problems includ-
ing the threat of air strikes, being 
caught in the crossfire between the 
conflicting parties and transporting 
our goods through the countless 
checkpoints around the country 
from farms to processing facilities 
and from there to the port,” Sheiba-
ni said.

“Most important we are 100% 
apolitical and we find that most 
people from all sides of the divide 
are happy to support us.”

Qima is selling sizeable volumes 
of coffee to China, Japan, Taiwan 
and South Korea. It has started 
marketing efforts in Europe and the 
Middle East and aims to target the 
United States in the coming year.

Having completed a master’s de-
gree in chemical engineering at Im-
perial College London and another 
master’s in engineering and man-
agement at Cambridge University, 
Sheibani said he had planned to 
establish his first business project 
to develop Yemen’s energy infra-
structure.

“But the war changed everything 
for Yemen and that changed every-
thing for me. I had to help the coun-
try immediately and saw coffee as a 
potential path forward,” he said.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to 
the Culture and Society section 
of The Arab Weekly.

Samar Kadi

Karen Dabrowska

‘Soufra,’ an inspiring journey of 
a Palestinian refugee in Lebanon

Londoners’ cup of coffee helping farmers in war-ravaged Yemen

A taste of tradition. Dishes prepared by the Soufra team.
                                                                                                                         (Courtesy of Soufra)

A vital life line. Qima founder Faris Sheibani (L) speaks with 
Yemeni farmers in Al Hayma.                                                 (Qima Coffee)

“Soufra,” the Arabic word 
for a table filled with good 
food, is the name of a 
documentary and the 
catering company that was 
established to introduce 
Palestinian dishes to the 
Lebanese market.

The farmer who supplies 
Le Cafe Alain Ducasse is 
from Al Hayma, a village 
in Sana’a governorate.

A Taste of the East               

A mix of flavours. A Palestinian refugee prepares dishes at the Soufra 
kitchen in Bourj al-Barajneh camp in Beirut.                     (Courtesy of Soufra)
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Amman

I  

ssam was reduced to tears 
recounting his life as a drug 
addict, as Jordanian authori-
ties press an unprecedented 

campaign in the Muslim-majority 
country where substance abuse 
remains taboo.

Slogans such as “No to Drugs” 
are part of the new drive, begun 
after a worrying rise in the number 
of cases of addiction, possession 
and smuggling, to raise awareness 
of the issue, the country’s anti-
narcotics department said.

Jordan’s Public Security Direc-
torate has started a prime-time 
radio show that airs every Tues-
day to address the dangers of drug 
addiction.

“Drugs have made me an out-
cast. No one respects me or even 
looks at me,” Issam said during the 
programme, hosted by Major Anas 
al-Tantawi of the anti-narcotics  
department.

“It got to the point where I sold 
my furniture and my 5-year-old 
daughter’s gold earrings. … I tried 
to commit suicide twice.”

As the show closed, Tantawi 
said: “They are victims and we 
must help them, not discard 
them.”

Brigadier Anwar al-Tarawneh, 
director of the anti-narcotics de-

partment, said there has been a 
32% increase in cases of addic-
tion, possession and smuggling in 
Jordan since 2017.

The evidence is there. A room 
in the department has shelves 
crammed with white plastic bags 
and brown envelopes bulging 
with seized drugs, including her-
oin, cocaine and amphetamines. 
Some were smuggled into the 
country in hollowed-out books or 
shoes or disguised as pastries in a 
box.

Authorities say hashish is the 
most commonly used drug in Jor-
dan, where 20,000 people were 
arrested in 2018 for drug abuse.

Drug traffickers in Jordan, 
which has a population of 10.4 
million, face sentences of 3-20 
years in prison, depending on the 
amount and type of drugs seized.

Under a 2016 law, addicts are ex-
empted from serving prison time 
if they agree to treatment at a re-
habilitation centre.

Drug addicts are, however, gen-
erally looked down upon by Jor-
dan’s conservative society.

“Drugs are a (vice) that affects 
one’s mind, soul, finances and 
health,” Muslim preacher Raed 
Sabri, who has a YouTube chan-
nel, said.

Recovering addicts, however, 
must be “cared for and not dis-
carded so they can again be con-
tributing members of society,” he 
insisted.

Jordan’s anti-drug campaign 
targets those aged 18-27, who 
make up 47% of users, the anti-
narcotics department said.

Jamal al-Anani, a psychiatrist 
and drug addiction specialist, 
said “curiosity, lack of maturity 
and stress” are the main causes 
that lead to addiction among  
teenagers.

Apart from workshops in schools 
and universities, Tarawneh said 
authorities were using “modern 
methods,” including social media, 
to reach those most vulnerable.

At a 170-bed rehab centre affili-
ated with the Public Security Di-
rectorate in Amman, posters on 
the walls read “Drugs are a Mon-
ster, don’t come near” and “Drugs 
are a Waste of Money.”

Treatment lasts 1-2 months, said 
Fawaz al-Masaeed, the centre’s 

director. “There are three stages: 
detox, treatment and rehabilita-
tion,” he said, and the centre fol-
lows up with patients for four 
months after their discharge.

Omar, a 32-year-old father of 
four, said his mother encouraged 
him to check in to the centre after 
having struggled with drug addic-
tion for 14 years.

“A friend offered me a cigarette 
when I was depressed, telling me 
‘Take this, it’ll make you relax,’” 

Omar said. “When I asked for an-
other, I realised it was hashish. I 
was 18 years old.”

After years of substance abuse, 
“my health deteriorated, I lost 27 
kilos, I lost my job and it strained 
my relationships with everyone 
around me. I destroyed my life.”

Now after his rehabilitation, 
Omar said he hopes “to start a 
new life.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Kamal Taha

Breaking the taboo. A Jordanian psychiatrist talks to a drug-dependent youth at a rehabilitation 
centre in Amman, January 7.                                                                                                                                    (AFP)

Jordan campaigns to combat drug addiction

Drug traffickers in Jordan, 
which has a population of 
10.4 million, face sentences 
of 3-20 years in prison, 
depending on the amount 
and type of drugs seized.

Health              

donation is mostly perceived as a 
commercial rather than humanitar-
ian action.”

Habib Riahi, another sociologist, 
agreed that the near absence of or-
gan donation in Tunisia is because 
of the absence of a social culture 
of donation. “Society operates 
according to cultural models and 
patterns rooted in religious beliefs 
that do not accept the principle of 
organ donation,” he said.

In this respect, opinions of reli-
gious scholars about organ dona-
tions vary from totally rejecting it, 
because it is a form of disrespect-
ing the dead, to allowing it because 
it is a humanitarian act.

“The issue of organ donation 
should not be looked at from a 
traditional angle or from a purely 
religious angle,” said Tunisian reli-
gious scholar Sheikh Badri Madani. 
“Rather, it must be addressed from 
legislative, humanitarian, medical 
and financial perspectives.

“Scholars don’t agree on this 
matter. Some have allowed it, 
while others refused to decide and 
still others have banned it in its 
totality while some have allowed 
it when the transaction is from a 
live person to another live person, 
especially in kidney transplants 
that do not put donors at risk.”

Madani said that banning organ 
donations stem from the belief 
that it is a form of tempering with 
a cadaver, which is not allowed in 
Islam. Some scholars, however, 
argued that it was acceptable if the 
dead person had left instructions 
to that effect.

Despite these constraints and 
general confusion surrounding 
organ donation in the Arab world, 
there have been positive develop-
ments in some Arab countries, 
such as Kuwait, the United Arab 
Emirates and Morocco, where the 
governments are expanding efforts 
to promote the culture of organ 
donation.

Media in Kuwait reported that 
the Kuwaiti Ministry of Health 
announced last year that Kuwait 
was ranked first in the Arab world 
in the number of post-mortem 
donors. In February 1979, Kuwait 
became the first Gulf country to 
undertake a kidney transplant. 
Kuwait leads the Middle East in 
terms of the number of kidney 
transplants, with 80-100 opera-
tions performed annually.

Morocco recorded 43% of the 
total of transplant operations in the 
region in recent years. The country 
has made progress in the area of 
tissue and organ transplants but 
despite this effort, the number 
of donors remains insufficient to 
meet the need for organ and tissue 
donors.

In a country like Sudan, financial 
hardship represents the biggest 
obstacle to building a culture of 
organ donation, Sudanese author 
Usama Al Nour Abd El Sayyed said. 
He said kidney dialysis centres do 
operate in Khartoum and in a few 
other cities but they are hardly 
sufficient.

Sayyed said that organ dona-
tion practice in Sudan was limited 
to the patients’ immediate family 
members and relatives. That is why 
many Sudanese patients seek treat-
ment abroad, especially in neigh-
bouring Egypt.

There are also widespread 
rumours in the Arab region of 
organ trafficking and organ trad-
ing scams. People often mention 
hearing of cases in which potential 
donors are lured by criminals and 
their organs harvested and sold. In 
Tunisia, the group Doctors against 
Corruption said it had received 
several complaints from citizens 
who lost organs in private clinics.

Organ trafficking is widespread. 
Estimates released by the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) in 2015 
state there were more than 10,000 
illegal human organ trading opera-

tions and 5-10% of all kidney trans-
plants worldwide were conducted 
through cross-border trafficking 
and smuggling.

Human organ trafficking pro-
duces $600 million-$1.2 billion 
annually, the WHO said. Other 
sources estimate profits are as 
much as $8 billion dollars a year.

Fadhel Bedhiefi, vice-president 
of the Tunisian League of Human 
Rights, described human organ 
trafficking as “a criminal act that 
deprives needy patients from the 
chance of having their lives saved, 
harms humanitarian action, and 
tarnishes the image and spirit of 
organ donation in societies.”

Statistics in Tunisia indicate peo-
ple are reluctant to accept the con-
cept of organ donation. More than 
three-quarters of Tunisians asked 
said they accept the principle of 
post-mortem organ donation but 
don’t do it. About 90% of Tunisian 
families said they are against do-
nating the organs of their dead and 
heart transplants have completely 
stopped since 2011 because no ap-
propriate donor was found.

These numbers were confirmed 
by Tahar Gargah, head of the Na-
tional Centre for the Promotion of 
Organ Transplant (CNPTO), a pub-
lic institution. Gargah said: “We 
have found that 90% of Tunisian 
families rejected organ donation 
and this number is alarming.”

“We can provide everything to 
ensure the success of surgery but 
what’s the use if we can’t find a 
donor,” he added.

He noted that there are 10,500 
patients undergoing dialysis and in 
need of organ transplants. CNPTO 
alone has 1,500 patients on the 
waiting list for a kidney transplant. 
The situation is even more critical 
when it comes to patients suffering 
from heart diseases because of the 
risk of dying quickly if they do not 
receive new organs.

Gargah said the Tunisian Minis-

try of Health needs to perform 50 
heart transplant operations annu-
ally and 200-300 liver transplants. 
Every year, there are 20-30 patients 
on the waiting list for a lung trans-
plant. However, the number of 
donors is almost nil.

The number of patients on the 
kidney transplant waiting list 
reached 1,416 in 2018 but the num-
ber of transplants performed the 
previous year was only 78.

The picture is not as gloomy 
when it comes to corneal trans-
plants. The number of such opera-
tions performed in 2018 reached 
994. This is considered a positive 
result, especially when the number 
of patients on the waiting list is at 
1,270.

Gargah said Tunisians’ resistance 
to organ donation can be attributed 
to a lack of awareness and encour-
agement campaigns. He pointed 
out that the Ministry of Health is 
setting up a new strategy involving 
civil society and all government 
agencies and ministries.

This is not just a health issue, he 
said, adding that society as a whole 
must be engaged and that much 
needs to be done to promote the 
culture of organ donation among 
younger citizens.

Gargah added that it is necessary 
to improve the means of awareness 
raising through greater involve-
ment of the media to build confi-
dence in the health sector through 
the improvement of services 
offered to the public.

However, the public health sec-
tor, like many other public sectors, 
suffers from poor services and 
inadequate infrastructure, in addi-
tion to a shortage of medical doc-
tors in hospitals in rural areas. This 
has led to mistrust of local public 
health institutions, negatively af-
fecting organ donation in Tunisia.

Amna Jibrane is a Tunisian 
journalist.

S 

ociologists in the Middle 
East and North Africa 
have said reluctance to 
participate in organ do-
nation in the Arab world 
is because the culture of 

donating organs is lacking.
This is different from Western 

societies where great effort is 
devoted to promoting organ dona-
tion, resulting in high levels of 
social acceptance of the principle. 
In Germany, for example, 84% of 
the population accepts to donate 
organs.

In the Arab world, however, in 
addition to poor health services 
and infrastructure and less of an 
effort to raise awareness, there is 
an absence of social solidarity and 
a serious regression in humanitar-
ian generosity, with deteriorating 
economic conditions and rising 
cost of living. Amid economic crisis 
conditions, governments often 
relinquish their educational duties 
in this domain.

Abdessattar Sahbani, a Tuni-
sian professor of sociology, said: 
“The root cause of the problem is 
the absence of an organ donation 
culture. In addition, the authorities 
have done little to incentivise citi-
zens to donate organs while media 
outlets do not give this matter any 
importance.”

Sahbani said that there is no 
clear stance on the issue, either 
from political or religious authori-
ties.

“There is another reason,” he 
added, “and that is corruption, 
which was behind cases of theft 
and fraud and that has led people 
to mistrust the whole system. Ex-
amples of this are many, so organ 

The shortcomings of organ donation in the Arab world
Viewpoint

Amna Jibrane



22 April 7, 2019

Culture

Tunis

W 

hen Sudanese novelist 
Tayeb Salih released 
his seminal work, 
“Season of Migration 

to the North,” in 1966, a storm of 
controversy followed. The novel 
was one of the first pieces of lit-
erature to depict the life of dark-
skinned Arabs.

More than 50 years later, Tuni-
sia’s Forum of the Arab Novel made 
its theme the issue of dark-skinned 
people in the Arab novel.

The House of Novel hosted the 
second Arab Novel forum in ear-
ly March. It featured panels and 
meetings with writers from the 
Arab world addressing questions 
pertaining to racism in Arab novels.

The forum included writers such 
as Tarek al-Tayeb from Sudan, Haji 
Jaber from Eritrea, Ali Mokri from 
Yemen, Salwa Bakr from Egypt 
and others. Lebanese novelist Elias 
Khouri was the guest of honour of 
the forum.

“Today we need to launch a new 
debate and ask different questions 
on the subject of dark skin and, 
more specifically, we need to ask 
(if) slavery has truly ended,” said 
Kamel Riahi, director of the House 
of Novel. “Perhaps slavery in its old 
form ended but it’s come back to-
day in a different form.”

Riahi said the choice of the theme 

of this year’s forum was meant to 
express commitment to discussing 
issues that are often silenced in the 
Arab world.

Several novelists discussed the 
representation of dark-skinned Ar-
abs in their novels as well as their 
own experiences as dark-skinned 
writers in the Arab world.

“The Forum of the Arab Novel 
has invaded all aspects of literature 
today but it is also a cultural and 
social tool to change minds and 
mentalities,” said Iraqi novelist Ali 
Bader. “The House of Novel in Tu-
nisia is one of the aspects of influ-
ence and I hope there will be more 
of these institutions.”

Tunisian writer and winner of the 
International Prize for Arabic Fic-
tion Chokri Mabkhout discussed 
the issues of racism in Arab litera-
ture, emphasising the need to talk 
about racism as it exists in the Arab 
world.

“Discussing issues of dark-
skinned Arabs has increased lately 
in Arab literature,” Mabkhout said. 
“This can be attributed to the rise 
of a new generation of black writers 
following the success of Sudanese 
novelist Tayeb Salih.”

“We’ve also seen a rise in the col-
lective awareness regarding rac-
ism and also the role of the novel 
in giving a voice to the voiceless,” 
he added. “We should never keep 
quiet and we should never overlook 
the mission of literature, which is to 
unveil the reality of our societies.”

Tayeb spoke of racism in his nov-

el and stressed the importance of 
exploring the history of slavery in 
the Arab world.

“People with dark skin are still 
treated as second-class citizens in 
the Arab world,” Tayeb explained. 
“Their representation in movies 
and in books is often pejorative and 
shows the depth of the racist atti-
tude within Arab societies.”

Khouri spoke about issues fac-
ing black communities across the 
country. He commended the fo-
rum for playing an important role 
in changing mentalities through art 
and fiction.

“This forum is unique because 
it tackles an issue that is often si-
lenced, the issue of slavery and the 
issues of the dark-skinned commu-
nities,” Khouri said. “If the ‘Arab 
spring’ has produced anything, 
it has to be the role of culture in 
breaking taboos and tackling the 
real issues of Arab societies.”

Delivering a lecture on “Writing 
the Novel Genre in the Age of Arab 
Pain,” Khouri warned against slav-
ery that he says still exists.

“When we speak of slavery in 
the Arab world, we should not for-
get the fact that we live today [as] 
a slave to oppression,” Khouri said. 
“Slavery is not just a part of our 
past, which is often silenced and 
overlooked. It’s still a present-day 
reality.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Roua Khlifi

Novelists debate racism in Arab literature

Art for change. Lebanese novelist Elias Khouri speaks during 
Tunisia’s Forum of the Arab Novel.                                               (Twitter)

T 

here is an element of 
farce about the big-
otry on display at the 
highest levels of the 
Italian government with 
respect to a song by a 

half-Egyptian, half-Sardinian man 
named Alessandro Mahmoud.

Mahmoud’s song “Soldi” 
(“Money”) won the Sanremo Music 
Festival contest in February. In its 
68 years, Sanremo has launched 
the careers of some of Italy’s 
best-known singers, including 
Andrea Bocelli. The Sanremo seal 
of approval means Mahmoud will 
represent Italy in May’s Eurovision 
song contest in Tel Aviv.

Italian Interior Minister Matteo 
Salvini, however, has been sniffy 
about the merits of Mahmoud’s 
song, which refers to his Egyptian 
father’s imbibing “champagne dur-
ing Ramadan,” smoking “shisha” 
and includes two sentences in 
Arabic. Salvini was derisory about 
“Soldi” on Twitter and referred 
to the singer by his stage name 
“Mahmood.”

He wrote: “#Mahmood…………… 
meh………… The most beautiful 
Italian song?!?”

Soon after, Alessandro Morelli, a 
parliamentarian belonging to Sal-
vini’s anti-immigrant League party, 
proposed a law to limit foreign 
songs on the radio.

What might make Milan-born-
and-bred Mahmoud’s Italian-
language song foreign? It has, as the 
Rome-based online Italics Magazine 
noted, “rap, R ‘n’ B and elements 
of Middle Eastern sounds.” It has 
references to aspects of Arab and 
Muslim culture: Ramadan, shisha.

There are two Arabic lines in 
the song: “Waladi waladi habibi 
ta’aleena/ Mi dicevi giocando, gi-
ocando con aria fiera/ Waladi waladi 
habibi sembrava vera” (“My son, 
my son, darling, come over here/ 
You used to tell me while playing 
with me looking proud/ My son, 
my son, darling, it seemed real.”)

Wiwibloggs, a website devoted 
to the Eurovision contest, de-
scribed the song’s Arabic markers as 
“a first in Sanremo and the first for 
Italy at the Eurovision.”

Finally, there is the singer’s eth-
nicity. He is the son of an Egyptian 

man, who abandoned his Italian 
family five years after Mahmoud’s 
birth.

The controversy over the alleged 
foreign nature of Mahmoud’s song 
challenges the timeless notion that 
music is universal, transcending na-
tional borders and cultural bounda-
ries. Hans Christian Andersen once 
wrote: “Where words fail, music 
speaks.”

In January 2018, Samuel Mehr 
and Manvir Singh of Harvard pub-
lished research that provided cred-
ible evidence that music permitted 
the communication of simple ideas 
between people even when they 
have no language in 
common. Their 
research included 
playing for 750 
online volunteers 
from 60 countries 
musical excerpts 
drawn at random from 
around the world.

The music was clearly 
unfamiliar to the vol-
unteers and they didn’t 
understand the lyrics 
and yet they were able 
to accurately deduce — 
from its sound — that 
the song was meant 
“for dancing” or “for 
soothing a baby.”

This seemed to 
confirm something 
we have long 
known in our 

bones — music is a social glue, sans 
language or ethnicity.

So what’s with an Italian gov-
ernment minister appearing to 
question the logic of praising (or 
God forbid, singing) a song by 
a half-Italian man? What’s with 
denying Mahmoud, who describes 
himself as “an Italian guy, 100%,” 
the simple and unquestioned right 
to belong to — and represent — the 
country in which he was born? Is 
the son-of-the-soil theory to now 
extend to music? And food? Is 
literature to be parsed for “foreign” 
impurities, references that reach 
beyond a country’s borders?

Salvini’s response to Mahmoud’s 
angst-ridden song about his absent 

father is another ugly attempt by 
Europe’s new breed of national-
ist politicians to divide people 

along previously unmarked lines.

It’s worth noting that Mahmoud, 
who does not speak Arabic, only 
used in his song fragments from 
memory of his brief time with his 
father. He doesn’t, like fellow Mil-
anese singer Ghali Amdouni, who’s 
ethnically Tunisian, make explicit 
reference to any sense of being 
foreign to Italy.

In his song “Cara Italia,” Amdouni 
describes himself as “a bit Italian 
and a bit Tunisian” and mentions 
US President Donald Trump and 
a politics and media environment 
that talks of “foreigners,” He adds, 

“When they tell me: ‘Go back 
home!’ / Oh eh oh, I reply: ‘I’m 
already here’.”

Few would say Amdouni is 
any less Italian than Mahmoud 
but Mahmoud does seem less 
inclined to raise questions 
about identity and belonging. 
Until Salvini, who has called it 
all into question.

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.

What’s foreign and Arab about Italy’s Eurovision entry?
Viewpoint

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall

The controversy over 
the alleged foreign 
nature of Mahmoud’s 
song challenges the 
timeless notion that 
music is universal.

Casualty of intolerance. Italian singer Alessandro Mahmoud celebrates on stage after winning the 
69th Sanremo Italian Song Festival at the Ariston Theatre in Sanremo, last February.                           (AP)

Salvini’s response to 
Mahmoud’s song is 
another ugly attempt 
by Europe’s new 
breed of nationalist 
politicians to divide 
people along 
previously unmarked 
lines.
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Sharjah

I 

f anyone wants to delve into the 
fascinating subject of air travel 
and its beginnings in the Gulf, 
the best place to start would be 

Al Mahatta Museum in Sharjah.
The museum is in Sharjah’s first 

airport building, the first aero-
drome in the region. Built in 1932, it 
was initially used as a staging post 
for commercial flights between 
Britain and India.

One can hardly miss the distinc-
tive place with the nose cone of a 
huge plane jutting from the side 
of the modest period building that 
served as a hangar. In the courtyard 
opposite the hangar is a structure 
in the unmistakable shape of an 
airport control tower.

Not only is the museum, in the 
heart of the city, easily accessible to 
the public, visitors are transported 
to the 1930s. It will take some time 
for a visitor to envisage that what is 
now a busy, bustling part of the city 

was where the first planes landed 
in the Gulf.

Facilities at Al Mahatta Airport 
consisted of the control tower, 
ground services centre, aircraft 
service centre, maintenance work-
shops, a hangar and the sandy de-
sert runway from the present King 
Faisal Grand Mosque to Sharjah 
Club.

The first plane — a Hanno HP40 — 
landed at Al Mahatta on October 5, 
1932, piloted by Captain Horsy with 
11 passengers. The airport func-
tioned at that location until 1976 
when the growth of Sharjah neces-
sitated the relocation of the airport 
to its present site 10km outside the 
city.

The Al Mahatta Museum was es-
tablished by Sharjah Ruler Sheikh 
Sultan bin Muhammad al-Qasimi 
and opened its doors on March 14, 
2000. It functions under the Shar-
jah Museums Authority.

Visitors normally start at the first 
hall, which is the hangar where one 
can see at close hand five original 
airplanes with distinguished ser-
vice records: Douglas DC3 C-47, de 

Havilland Comet 2 (1952), de Hav-
illand DH 114 Heron, Avro Anson 
G-AKVW and the de Havilland DH 
104 Dove.

Visitors can look into the cock-
pit and interior of the de Havilland 
Comet. There is also a cockpit sec-
tion in the hangar where one can 
try out aircraft controls. The origi-
nal British Petroleum tanker that 
was used to refuel the planes at Al 
Mahatta Airport is also stored in 
the hangar.

In November 2016, the Vick-
ers Super VC10 (1962), nicknamed 
“The Queen of the Skies,” was 
added to the permanent exhibits. 
The front 12 metres of the plane ar-
rived by ship from the United King-
dom to Khor Fakan port before be-
ing transported through the Hajar 

mountains to Sharjah.
The next hall is the Photo Gal-

lery, consisting of black-and-white 
photos providing a comprehensive 
picture of life in and around the 
airport. A scale model of the Hanno 
HP40 is displayed here.

In 1940, the runway at Al Ma-
hatta was lengthened and, in 1960, 
it became a base for training pilots. 
There are a Pilot Log Book and 
training manuals among the exhib-
its.

The Technical section of the 
museum displays an aircraft wing, 
cross-section of a plane’s tyre and 
navigation and radio instruments 
of the time. Other items include the 
“black box,” cockpit control instru-
ments, the pilot’s seat, along with 
the oxygen mask, control shaft and 
ejection mechanism.

A training engine and working 
models of the de Havilland and 
Rolls Royce jet engines are also dis-
played.

In the fourth hall is the section 
called “Miracle of Flight,” which 
depicts the history of flight from 
the animal kingdom to man. The 

displays show man’s first attempts 
to fly to the landing on the moon. 
Engines of the Airbus 320 and Air-
bus 380 are displayed in this sec-
tion.

A short black-and-white film de-
picting daily life at the airport and 
Sharjah town during the 1930s pro-
vides a fitting finale

Al Mahatta is not only the place 
that launched aviation in the Gulf 
region. Adjacent to the spot is also 
where the first cinema in the Gulf 
— Paramount Cinema — was estab-
lished in 1945. The open-air cinema 
used to show short documentaries 
and comedies. Visitors to the cin-
ema sat on empty kerosene steel 
drums half filled with sand.

The airport served as the first 
meteorology office for the United 
Arab Emirates and Oman, with re-
cords collected from 1934-76. One 
of the important exhibits at the 
museum is the Met Data Book dat-
ing to 1960.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Preserving history. Vintage aircraft on display at Al Mahatta Museum.                                 (Sharjah Museums Authority)

Museum showcases history, modern 
evolution of aviation in Gulf region

Moroccan artist tries to repair ‘imperfect’ 
world in ‘Black Light’ solo exhibition

Not only is the museum, 
in the heart of the city, 
easily accessible to the 
public, visitors are 
transported to the 1930s.

Casablanca

M  

oroccan contempo-
rary artist Mohamed El 
Baz explores the effect 
of black light in his 

solo exhibition “Lumiere Noire” 
(“Black Light”), running through 
April 13 at L’atelier 21 art gallery in 
Casablanca.

El Baz, who splits his time be-
tween Casablanca and the French 
city of Lille, is showcasing a new 
series in the exhibition as part of 
his project “Bricoler l’incurable” 
(“Tinkering the Incurable”), 
which he has been working on 
since 1993.

Seemingly innocuous black 
light reveals a form of artistic ex-
pression that is otherwise invis-
ible.

“The black light means that we 
are perhaps in a situation where 
we need a special light to reveal 
some things such as love, poetry 
and death,” El Baz said. “The only 

dark thing in my exhibition is the 
carpet portrait of my mother. She 
is the only one whose eyes are 
closed.”

“The idea of the dark light is to 
highlight the disarray of a person 
who is trying to walk through ob-
scurity and find a place towards 
light,” he added.

The artist’s work opens viewers 
to a range of emotions and possi-
ble artistic interpretations, which 
El Baz said he embraces.

“I like when I make skirmishes,” 
he said. “We manage to see strata. 
I think we have an example here. 
There is a beginning, there is a 
sequel. There is not necessarily a 
logic of a beginning and an end. 
There are several elements that 
juxtapose and that ultimately give 
an ambiance.”

Exploring an artist’s role in soci-
ety is at the core of El Baz’s recent 
work, which he said took years to 
create.

The inspiration for his series is 
Franz Kafka’s novel “The Trial” 
and its film adaptation by Orson 
Welles, both of which explore 
how social norms shape and con-
trol our lives.

“‘The Trial’ is a novel that I have 
read many times. It is so complex 
that we could spend our entire life 
reading it,” said El Baz.

Like Kafka, the Moroccan art-
ist reacts through his work to the 
complexity and hostility he views 
in society.

Among his works are a dozen 
portraits called “Black Rain,” 
which depict men and women 
crying in a swimming pool.

“The portraits are a photo shoot 
session that I organised with my 
friends in a swimming pool. I in-
vited them to cry with me for 
the right reason. I simply offered 
a space where they can cry,”  
said El Baz.

“Everyone was in their own 

world. These are people who are 
addressing us but in the same 
time are distant.”

El Baz also shares observations, 
freezes on frames and on his 
practice, exploring how the latter 
resonates with life and the world 
around us. Through references to 

society, family and culture, El Baz 
creates a patchwork in which he 
reflects on his conflicting relation-
ship with society.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.

Saad Guerraoui

Exploring an artist’s role 
in society is at the core of 
El Baz’s recent work, 
which he said took years 
to create.

A peculiar dimension. Visitors go through a booklet at the solo 
exhibition of Moroccan contemporary artist Mohamed 
El Baz in Casablanca.                (Saad Guerraoui)
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We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Palestinian territories: 
Through April 13

The 11th Palestine Festival of 
Literature takes place in differ-
ent cities across the Palestinian 
territories, including in Jeru-
salem, Bethlehem, Ramallah, 
al-Khalil, Haifa, Nablus and 
Birzeit. The festival includes free 
public events, such as readings, 
workshops, music performances 
and debates, meetings with 
authors and artists and visits to 
historic sites.

Beirut: 
Through April 14

The Beirut International Plat-
form of Dance, considered one 
of the most important dance 
festivals in the region, brings to 
the stage local and international 
dance companies.

Tunis: 
Through April 14

The 14th Jazz a Carthage, an 
annual music festival, brings 
together renowned international 
and local musicians for concerts, 
lectures, exhibitions and nightly 
jam sessions. Concerts take 
place in Gammarth, Tunis, Sidi 
Bou Said and La Marsa.

Merzouga Desert: 
Through April 15

The Marathon des Sables is one 
of the most gruelling ultramara-
thons. Runners must endure ex-
treme weather conditions in the 
Sahara on a 250km run through 
sand dunes and elevations in 
southern Morocco.

Manama: 
Through May 15

“The Bahrain National Museum: 
A 30th anniversary retrospec-
tive” exhibition traces the 
history of the Bahrain National 
Museum and highlights major 
milestones.

Marrakech: 
Through May 16

The Marrakech Biennale is a 
festival with the mission to 
build bridges between cultures 
through the arts. The seventh 
edition is taking a multidisci-
plinary approach to introduce 
artists and works primarily from 
the Arab world, the Mediter-
ranean region and sub-Saharan 
Africa.

Douma

T 

he winding road leading to 
Douma in northern Leba-
non offers dramatic views 
of valleys and steep moun-

tains as it climbs up more than 
1,000 metres from the coast. Set 
in the heart of the Batroun Moun-
tains, Douma bears all the hall-
marks of a traditional Lebanese 
village, with stone houses with 
red-tiled roofs, noise-free streets 
and a charming souk.

It is among the few places in 
Lebanon not spoiled by disorgan-
ised development and rampant 
urbanisation. Boasting more than 
200 houses built in traditional Le-
vantine architecture style, an old 
market with arcaded stone shops 
and ancient monasteries and 
churches, the village is much as it 
was centuries ago.

“It has simply preserved its 
genuine old features. That is why 
it is called the ‘Bride of all Villages’ 
,” said Douma Mayor Joseph Maal-
ouf. “Almost all its houses are built 
in the traditional style. New hous-
es are built according to strict con-
struction regulations that impose 
stone and red tiles.”

Historians say the name “Dou-
ma” is of Phoenician origin mean-
ing “tranquillity,” “rest” and 
“calm.” The village is also called 

“Douma El Hadid” (“Iron Douma”) 
due to the abundance of iron in its 
soil and the superior craftsman-
ship of its blacksmiths.

Its strategic location turned 
Douma into a site guiding con-
voys through what was known as 
Damascus Road, connecting it to 
Syria via Baalbek and Hermel in 
the Bekaa Valley.

“At the turn of the last cen-
tury, Douma’s souk was called ‘El 
Bandar’ because it was the trade 
centre for the whole region. Cara-
vans of no less than 60 mules used 
to converge on the souk carrying 
goods from Damascus and the 
Bekaa. They would go back load-
ed with local produce like grains, 
fruits and vegetables,” Maalouf 
said.

“There were tailor shops, shoe-
makers, woodcarvers, furniture 
manufacturers and a flourishing 
arming industry. Douma was an 
unavoidable stop for brides-to-be 
buying their trousseau,” Maalouf 
said.

Douma’s location also made it a 
passageway for the transport of ce-
dar trees to the coast, where Phoe-
nicians used them to build ships.

In the town square sits a fourth-
century sarcophagus bearing a 
Greek inscription that this was the 
burial place of Castor, who died in 
317.

During the Greek and Roman 
eras, Douma witnessed a prosper-
ous period marked by the con-
struction of many places of wor-
ship. One of these is the Asclapeo 
temple, stones of which were later 
used in building Saint Dumyat 
church. The lantern of the temple’s 
priest, Asclapeos, sits at the en-
trance of the old market

Strolling in the souk’s nar-
row alleys, one can imagine the 
hustle and bustle of buyers and 
traders and caravans unloading  

merchandise.
Today, the renovated souk is 

mostly quiet. Many shops are 
closed but the few that are open 
offer goods that are a feast for the 
palette. Homemade fig and apricot 
jams, orange and blueberry syrups, 
wild thyme, olives and olive oil 
and tannour bread, all prepared in 
the old-fashioned way, are among 
local specialties on display.

The Heritage Museum, near 
the souk, showcases the village’s 
history through pictures of immi-
grants from Douma, local handi-
crafts, traditional artisan works 
and traditional clothes and acces-
sories.

Many of Douma’s inhabitants 
emigrated to the Americas during 
the great famine in the early 20th 
century. The remittances they sent 
back helped invigorate the village 
economy. Old houses were reha-
bilitated, new ones were built and 
modern infrastructure established.

Maalouf recalled that one im-
migrant who visited in the 1940s 
and found that electricity had not 
reached Douma paid from his own 
pocket to install utility poles and 
bring power to the village.

“Immigration was valuable for 
Douma and Lebanon in general, as 
much as the discovery of oil for the 
Gulf countries,” Maalouf said, add-
ing, “Unfortunately second and 
third generations of immigrants 
are losing their ties to the native 
land.”

The Christian town boasts sev-
eral old monasteries and churches. 
Some, like Saint Nohra Sanctuary 
and Saint Dumyat church, are be-
lieved to have been built on the ru-
ins of ancient temples.

For a genuine village experience 
one can stay at Beit Douma, an 
18th-century mansion turned into 
a guest house where traditional 
meals cooked by Douma’s women 
are served.

Less than a 10-minute drive 
from Douma is the village of As-
sia, where the tradition of pottery-
making is still alive. One can learn 
about the craft from local artisans 
and discover items their families 
have been making for generations.

“Douma is one of those places 
that if you visit once, you always 
want to return,” said Maalouf.

Lebanon’s Douma village where 
Levantine traditions survive
Samar Kadi

One of Douma’s old houses in northern Lebanon.               (Samar Kadi)

The old souk in Douma in northern Lebanon.(Samar Kadi) A shop at the old souk in Douma.                    (Samar Kadi)

A general view of old houses in Douma.                                                                              (Samar Kadi) An aerial view of Douma in northern Lebanon.                           (Samar Kadi)

The Heritage Museum, near 
the souk, showcases the 
village’s history through 
pictures of immigrants from 
Douma, local handicrafts, 
traditional artisan works 
and traditional clothes and 
accessories.


