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udan’s protest movement 
pushed General Awad Ibn Auf 
to step down as head of the 
military transitional council 

on April 12, just a day after President 
Omar al-Bashir was ousted after a 
three-decade rule.

As the military raced to gain more 
credibility with protesters, it named 
as Ibn Auf’s replacement General 
Abdel Fattah al-Burhan Abdulrah-
man, a senior figure who seemed to 
enjoy the benefit of the doubt with 
protesters with whom he held direct 
discussions the same day.

The selection of Burhan as new 
chief of the transitional council was 
followed April 13 by the removal 
of Salih Ghosh as head of National 
Intelligence and Security Service, 
which had overseen the crackdown 
on protesters. 

The same day, Burhan announced 
“the restructuring of state institu-
tions according to the law” and 
pledged “to fight corruption and up-
root the regime and its symbols.”

On April 11, the Sudanese Army 
announced it had ousted Bashir, 
formed a transitional military coun-
cil to lead the country and imposed a 
general curfew.

The measures failed to win over 
protesters, who saw the develop-
ments as a “palace coup” aimed less 
at satisfying their demands than at 
maintaining the same political sys-
tem without Bashir and preserving 
the interests of the Islamist move-
ment.

The military seemed to struggle 

with the prevailing notion at home 
and abroad that Bashir’s ouster was 
just another military coup. The mili-
tary council’s political chief, Lieu-
tenant-General Omar Zain al-Abdin, 
was quoted on state television as 
saying: “This is not a military coup, 
but taking the side of the people.”

Demonstrators, however, insisted 
that an interim civilian government 
run the country.

The Sudanese Professionals Asso-
ciation, which has played a leading 
role in the protests, applauded Ibn 
Auf’s departure as “a victory of the 
people’s will” but called on the new 
military council head to “transfer 
the powers of the military council to 
a transitional civilian government.”

“If this does not happen we will 
continue with our sit-in in front of 
the army headquarters and other 
towns,” the association warned.

Demonstrators have been embold-
ened by foreign reactions against the 
military council’s proposal to take 
over and lead the country for at least 
two years.

British Foreign Secretary Jeremy 
Hunt said a two-year transition un-
der the military “is not the answer.”

“We need to see a swift move to 
an inclusive, representative, civilian 
leadership,” he said.

Mounting street pressure seems 
to have accentuated disagreements 
within the army’s top command 

and added to the ambient confusion 
about the process.

Alex de Waal, a Sudan specialist at 
Tufts University, believes “the pow-
er struggle within the security cabal 
that took power… is just beginning.” 
He added, “Bashir had kept their ri-
valries and ambitions in check; his 
removal brings in its wake an unreg-
ulated uncertainty.”

Hani Raslan, a specialist in Su-
danese affairs at Al-Ahram Centre 
think-tank in Egypt, said Sudan’s 
military transitional council suffers 
from “deep schisms,” reflected by its 
quick change in leadership and de-
lay in disclosing the names of coun-
cil members.

Like many other experts, Raslan 
described the developments in 
Khartoum as “a palace coup aimed 
at calming down demonstrators.” 
He said power in Sudan remains in 
the hands of the same senior offic-
ers and leaders of the main security 
agencies, who want to oversee the 
drafting of a new constitution and 
manage the transition phase.

Sudanese political experts are also 
wary about Islamists’ attempts to 
keep their hold on power. They be-
lieve Islamist elements in the armed 
forces are likely to reproduce them-
selves politically and try to cling 
to power, even if free elections are 
held.

Islamist movement members have 
widespread clientelist networks and 
access to financial resources that 
would allow them to influence any 
electoral process and maintain their 
presence in state institutions.

Many Sudanese fear a repeat of 
the “Salvation Revolution” of June 
30, 1989, when Bashir, then an army 
colonel, led a military coup against 

Sadiq al-Mahdi, leader of the Umma 
Party. He eventually kept the coun-
try for three decades under Islamist-
dominated rule.

Sudanese protesters were not ap-
peased by the assurances given by 
Auf, who, like Bashir, has been ac-
cused of war crimes in the Darfur 
genocide, and is also a leading Is-
lamist figure.

Protest leaders are trying to short-
en the country’s military rule. Many 
share the view that the army’s con-
tinued role would be an extension 
of Bashir’s rule and that forming a 
military council is an arrangement 
meant to prolong the regime, disre-
garding protesters’ demands.

Observers in Khartoum see no 
quick way out of the standoff. The 
military does not want to lose con-

trol of the situation but understands 
it cannot impose its will on protest-
ers. Likewise, demonstrators are not 
sure to what extent they can exert 
pressure without reaching a break-
ing point with the military. Opposite 
pressures have led to a moving pro-
cess of give and take.

Sudan’s deputy ambassador to 
the UN, Yasir Abdalla Abdelsalam 
Ahmed, told the UN April 12: “the 
suspension of the constitution could 
be lifted at any point and the tran-
sitional period could be shortened 
depending on developments on the 
ground and agreements reached be-
tween stakeholders.”

 Mohamed Aboelfadl is an
 Egyptian writer.
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ibyan National Army forces 
led by Field-Marshal Khal-
ifa Haftar slowly advanced 
towards Tripoli, encour-

aged by the implicit backing of ma-
jor powers and a more favourable 
climate in Libya and the region.

The Libyan National Army (LNA) 
tried to surprise the forces de-
fending Tripoli by moving swiftly 
across hundreds of kilometres 
from their eastern stronghold. The 
sudden campaign was the continu-
ation of an ambitious strategy by 
Haftar since his formation of the 
LNA in 2014. The group was estab-
lished to thwart a wave of attacks 
against military and security offic-
ers by extremists and later to roll 
back political gains by Islamists, 
enjoying Qatari and Turkish sup-
port.

Momentum for Haftar’s move 
has been building with the emer-
gence of a new regional climate 
after US President Donald Trump 
took office in January 2017 and the 
election of President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi in Egypt in 2014.

The change in Egypt — backed 
by Saudi Arabia and United Arab 
Emirates — and the declining influ-
ence in Libya of Qatar and Turkey, 
which backed the field-marshal’s 
rivals in Tripoli and Misrata, en-
hanced Haftar’s profile as a bul-
wark against Islamic extremism.

The Tripoli-based government of 
Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj has 
struggled to build a credible coun-
ter strategy with few signs of ef-
fective Western support and stark 
European divisions. The Tripoli 
government has received only for-
mal backing, essentially limited to 
pleas for Haftar to halt his cam-
paign.

Haftar’s troops began a major 
military offensive April 4 to cap-
ture Tripoli and “free it of terror-
ists” as they did for Benghazi and 
Derna but the pace of the cam-
paign and its humanitarian reper-
cussions in a city of 1.2 million in-
habitants are likely to be different.

The LNA is painstakingly taking 
its initial advances outside inhab-
ited areas.

Haftar has received the support 
of the parliament, whose speaker, 
Aguila Saleh, said: “The deploy-
ment of the LNA to any place in the 
country does not require an au-

thorisation or order from anyone 
except from the members of the 
House of Representatives.”

France blocked an EU statement 
calling on Haftar to halt his offen-
sive. The draft statement said the 
LNA’s military operation was “en-
dangering the civilian population, 
disrupting the political process 
and risks further escalation with 
serious consequences for Libya 
and the wider region, including 
the terrorist threat.”

Paris seemed to be pre-empting 
language used under French Presi-
dent Nicolas Sarkozy in 2011 and 
which paved the way for NATO-
led raids that wiped out Muammar 
Qaddafi’s armed forces.

French diplomats said they 
had only requested amend-
ments including mentions of mi-
grants’ plight and the presence 
of UN-wanted terrorists among  

anti-Haftar fighters.
The Italians see mercantile mo-

tivations for Paris, then and now. 
Italian Interior Minister Matteo 
Salvini told Radio RTL: “Some 
think that the [2011 NATO-led mili-
tary intervention] in Libya promot-
ed by Sarkozy was triggered more 
by economic and commercial in-
terests than by humanitarian con-
cerns. I hope we are not seeing the 
same film all over again.”

France, which has oil assets in 
eastern Libya, provided military 
assistance in past years to Haftar, 
Libyan and French officials said. 
Italy, the former colonial power 
and another big player in Libya’s 
oil sector, supported Sarraj.

Libya’s oil resources are likely 
to constitute a huge stake in out-
side support to Haftar, considering 
that, in recent months, LNA forces 
have taken control of large parts of 
the sparsely populated but oil-rich 
south.

“It’s not hard to see why the 
White House could be drawn to 
[Haftar]. Libya has the largest oil 
reserves in Africa and the Trump 
administration reportedly sees 
Libya’s oil production as important 
in keeping global prices low,” Fred-
eric Wehrey, a senior fellow at the 

Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace, and Jeffrey Feltman, 
visiting fellow at the Brookings 
Institution and a former UN under-
secretary-general for political af-
fairs, said in an opinion piece in 
the New York Times.

“[Haftar’s] forces have secured 
oil facilities in Libya’s central and 
southern regions, boosting output. 
He has highlighted his role in fight-
ing terrorists, garnering favour 
among parts of the American mili-
tary and intelligence agencies,” 
they wrote.

Analysts said Haftar has the sup-
port of large segments of the Lib-
yan population and is considered 
the “saviour” from chaos and the 
threat of losing Libya as a united 
country.

Libyan analyst Ahmed Fitouri 
described the divide in Libya as 
one between Haftar, who “controls 
the land,” and his rivals who “con-
trol the Central Bank” with too lit-
tle attention paid to the LNA as it 
expands its control over more ter-
ritory.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Benefit of the doubt. Lieutenant-General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan 
Abdulrahman (L), the new chief of Sudan’s Military Council, speaks 
with demonstrators outside the army headquarters in Khartoum,
April 12.                                                                                                        (AFP)

Observers in Khartoum 
see no quick way out of 
the standoff. Opposite 
pressures have led to a 
moving process of give 
and take.
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In deliberate tactic, 
LNA tries to draw GNA 
forces to south Tripoli
Tunis

W 

ithin a week of begin-
ning, the Libyan Na-
tional Army’s offensive 
to take Tripoli, ordered 

by Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar, ap-
peared to have slowed.

Driven by effectively the same 
forces from Tarhouna, south-east of 
Tripoli, that were involved in clash-
es in southern Tripoli in September 
and January, the operation seemed 
after a few days not to be moving be-
yond the same areas where previous 
clashes led to the Tarhounis agree-
ing to a ceasefire and withdrawal.

However, that the clashes re-
mained south of Tripoli was ex-
plained as a deliberate tactic by the 
Libyan National Army (LNA), which 
is said to have several thousand men 
in the area, in addition to members 
of the so-called “supported forces,” 
local units from elsewhere in west-
ern Libya.

LNA sources said the aim was to 
prevent a repeat of the lengthy wars 
of attrition and the destruction that 
happened in Benghazi and Derna 
before the LNA defeated militants 
there. The Tripoli tactic, they said, 
is to draw the Presidential Coun-
cil’s forces out of the city and defeat 
them in undeveloped areas.

Fears were expressed by Libyan 
activists that, while the LNA may 
well take much of Tripoli, well-
armed militias and militants would 
remain holed up in parts of the city. 
It was said that while deals might 
be made with militias interested 
primarily in money and saving 
themselves, fighting with militants 
would continue.

Many went to Tripoli after being 
forced out of Benghazi and Derna 
by the LNA and have nowhere else 
to go. Unlike most militias, they 
and militants from Tripoli, Misrata 
and elsewhere in western Libya, are 
ideologically driven in their strug-
gle against the LNA.

It is thought then, given the size 
of Tripoli, that fighting could con-
tinue for months — possibly six to 
eight months — and with great de-
struction. The LNA has evidently 
recognised that possibility.

The tactic of drawing militants 
out may be working. Several po-
sitions in southern Tripoli have 
changed hands more than once, de-
liberately on the part of the LNA, it 
seems.

Yarmouk barracks, not far from 
the ruined airport, was captured 
by the LNA April 8 but it withdrew 

a few hours later and forces sup-
porting the Government of National 
Accord (GNA) moved in. The LNA 
counterattacked April 10, with-
drawing again a few hours later. 
GNA forces moved back in, claim-
ing they had beaten the LNA. Then, 
early April 11, the LNA moved in for 
a third time, reportedly inflicting 
heavy casualties on the opposition.

Many in the international com-
munity, notably the United Nations, 
the United States and the European 
Union, objected to Haftar’s move, 
not least because UN Special En-
voy to Libya Ghassan Salame had 
to postpone his planned Libyan Na-
tional Conference, on which they 
were pinning hopes for a political 
solution.

Scheduled for April 14-15 in Gh-
adames, the invitations had gone 
out for the conference and prepa-
rations made. It could not happen, 
however, Salame announced, while 
guns were firing and air strikes being 
carried out.

The result has been demands 
from the UN Security Council, the 
United States, the European Union 
and the Group of Seven that the LNA 
withdraw. All have been ignored.

There are international divisions. 
The LNA offensive reopened the di-
vide between France and Italy. Ital-
ian Interior Minister Matteo Salvini 
accused France of trying to block an 
EU statement demanding the LNA 
stop its offensive and EU parliament 
President Antonio Tajani, also from 
Italy, accused Paris of pursuing its 
own interests in Libya.

The Salvini accusation was a mis-
reading of events. The EU demand 
appeared, albeit delayed for a day to 
consider French insistence that it in-
clude reference to the miseries faced 
by the migrants as a result of the of-
fensive, the need to find a solution 
approved by the United Nations 
and the fact that the GNA was using 
fighters sanctioned by the United 
Nations for terrorist activities.

The belief that France was sup-
porting Haftar complicated its rela-
tions with the Presidential Council. 
The French ambassador was sum-
moned by Libyan Prime Minister 
Fayez al-Sarraj to explain Paris’s 
position and French diplomats hur-
riedly claimed France had nothing 
to do with the LNA offensive, was 

not aware of it in advance and had 
sent messages to Haftar to persuade 
him not to move on Tripoli.

That was followed by French Pres-
ident Emmanuel Macron phoning 
Sarraj to reassure him of France’s 
support for the Presidential Council 
and the GNA.

Russia seemed to confirm accu-
sations of its support for Haftar by 
blocking a British-proposed state-
ment in the UN Security Council 
to condemn the LNA’s Tripoli ad-
vance. Even there, questions were 
asked about how much the Russians 
knew in advance. The fact that Haf-
tar phoned Russian Deputy Foreign 
Minister Mikhail Bogdanov on April 
5, the day after the operation began, 
to brief him suggests that Moscow 
was not fully in the know.

Tripolitans, fearful that this could 
be a long and deadly conflict with 
food and fuel shortages, have been 
leaving the city in large numbers.

The city’s only functioning airport 
was forced to close April 8 after an 
LNA air strike against GNA military 
aircraft.

The United Nations said at least 
8,000 people had left. The figure 
may be an underestimate. There 
were visibly fewer people in Tripoli, 
residents said. Usually congested 
with too much traffic, Tripoli has 
been much quieter.

The LNA indicated it was moving 
forces camped at the massive Jufra 
airbase in central Libya to open a 
second front near Sirte, to capture 
the town and draw Misratan forces 
from Tripoli.

Questions are being asked why 
Haftar decided to attack when 
the planned national conference 
seemed likely to confirm his domi-
nance of the Libyan political scene 
and produce a political road map 
acceptable to him  — a new govern-
ment under his control, reunifica-
tion of national institutions and 
elections, which, in such circum-
stances, would likely be won by 
those backing him. He seemed to 
have preferred to strangle his Tripoli 
rivals first.

The battle for Tripoli is seen as 
a fight to the finish, an existential 
struggle for both Haftar and the 
militias and militants in Tripoli and 
western Libya.

It may take months and it may end 
up with Haftar doing a deal with Sar-
raj, which would almost certainly be 
accepted by the international com-
munity. Haftar, however, cannot af-
ford not to be seen winning control 
of Tripoli.

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

L
ibyan Field-Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar’s push to 
Tripoli can only be 
interpreted as a develop-
ment intimately con-
nected to the structural 

change in international stances 
towards the crisis in Libya.

Targeting the Libyan capital, 
headquarters of the internationally 
recognised Libyan government 
headed by Fayez al-Sarraj, cannot 
be analysed by just referring to local 
realities.

The situation must be understood 
within the context of international 
tendencies that favour the creation 
of realities that would end the 
incomprehensible chaos in Libya, 
chaos that has become a burden for 
all world capitals concerned with 
Libyan affairs and security in the 
Mediterranean Basin.

However, the imposition of a fait 
accompli does not necessarily mean 
that it would be achieved through 
Haftar’s military tools only. Some 
countries — the United States, Italy, 
the United Arab Emirates, France 
and Britain — quickly reacted to 
Haftar’s move by declaring that the 
solution in Libya must remain 
political.

This indicates that the goal of the 
military operation in Tripoli was 
not intended to undermine the 
UN-organised national conference, 
which had been scheduled for this 
month in Ghadames. Its intent was 
— and still is — to push this kind of 
conference, whenever one takes 
place, to adopt resolutions that 
would end the conflict in  
Libya by considering recent military 
developments in the  
area of Tripoli.

Someday, it may be discovered 
that Haftar’s move was a necessity 
for the United Nations’ political 
initiatives, even if it wasn’t planned 
that way.

To understand developments in 
Libya, there needs to be an exami-
nation of the international changes 
that created the new circumstances 
and gave Haftar the green light to 
advance on Tripoli.

All external efforts have been 
unable to produce a breakthrough 
in the Libyan impasse. The Skhirat 
Agreement in Morocco failed. The 
French effort to work out a rap-
prochement between Sarraj and 
Haftar led nowhere. Rome wanted 
to counter French efforts in Libya 
under the pretext that the latter is 
part of Italy’s strategic space but 
the unprecedented tension 
between Paris and Rome produced 
no change on the Libyan chess-
board.

Similarly, efforts by neighbouring 
countries, although with multiple 
agendas and carried out according 
to strict diplomatic rules, failed to 
have any effect on the internal 
balance of power or budge the 
absurd status quo of a divided 
country with a recognised govern-
ment in Tripoli in the west and a 
legitimate parliament in Tobruk in 

the east.
While Libyans and the rest of the 

world have a pretty good idea of the 
identity, rhetoric and agenda of 
Haftar’s forces, it is a futile exercise 
trying to figure the same about 
anti-Haftar forces. It’s a smorgas-
bord of regional militias, govern-
ment militias, Muslim Brotherhood 
militias and militias connected with 
al-Qaeda, the Islamic State and 
other jihadist groups.

Regardless of the outcome of the 
hit-and-run operations in Tripoli 
and subsequent changes in the map 
of influence there, there has been a 
new development in the general 
balance of power in Libya. Haftar’s 
relations with Russia, Egypt and the 
United Arab Emirates, as well as his 
recent visit to Riyadh, reveal 
international and regional trends 
that support him. Turkey and Qatar 
are also not hiding their direct 
support for Libyan groups affiliated 
with political Islamist currents.

Thus, Haftar’s military moves 
may be implicitly related to the 
conflict in the region between the 
Arab Quartet — Saudi Arabia, Egypt, 
the United Arab Emirates and 
Bahrain — and Qatar since June 2017 
and the subsequent pro-Doha 
Turkish position.

Libya is no longer an urgent 
priority for Algeria, which is itself in 
an unprecedented protest move-
ment. Before the current protests, 
Algeria had hinted that it rejects 
Haftar’s growing role in Libya and 
would oppose his extending his 
influence westward.

Libya is no longer a primary 
concern for Sudan, either. There, 
too, the regime is struggling with 
popular protests demanding the 
departure of President Omar 
al-Bashir and his regime. Khartoum 
has been accused of smuggling 
weapons of Qatari and Turkish 
origin into Libya.

Haftar’s move came a few days 
after local elections in Turkey that 
suggested a weakness in the 
influence of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s Justice and 
Development Party. Ankara will 
have to reconsider its foreign policy 
options and that would include its 
choices in connection with the 
Libyan crisis.

However, Haftar’s assessment of 
the realities of the regional coun-
tries involved in the Libyan conflict 
may not be far from the same 
assessment made by the United 
States, Europe, Russia and other 
international players. Those players 
no longer feel obliged to live with 
the eternal chaotic conditions in 
Libya and would like to push for a 
change in the rules of the game 
there.

Haftar’s move can only make 
sense in the context of a new reality 
that is encouraging him to take 
steps that could lead to interna-
tional statements that do not 
outright support them but will not 
condemn them, either. As sug-
gested by the Guardian newspaper 
in Britain, Europe no longer sees 
Libya except through the prism of 
Tripoli’s role in halting immigra-
tion, fighting terrorism and 
producing oil.

In this regard, UN Secretary-Gen-
eral Antonio Guterres’s willingness 
to meet with Haftar to discuss 
Libya’s future indicates the 
international community’s readi-
ness to treat Haftar as a real 
component of the solution in 
Libya.

The world is intervening to deal 
with the anomalous situation in 
Libya and it is precisely this 
convergence of outside interests 
that may impose a solution in Libya 
in which Haftar would be a partner 
who imposes his conditions. He 
might do so, this time, from 
Tripoli.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Haftar’s move did not 
occur in a vacuum

Viewpoint

Mohamad Kawas

Guterres’s 
willingness to meet 
with Haftar to 
discuss Libya’s 
future indicates the 
international 
community’s 
readiness to treat 
Haftar as a real 
component of the 
solution in Libya.

Michel Cousins

LNA sources said the aim 
was to prevent a repeat of 
the lengthy wars of 
attrition and the 
destruction that happened 
in Benghazi and Derna. 

Moving up. Smoke rises from an air strike behind a tank belonging to forces loyal to Libya’s
Government of National Accord, during clashes in the suburb of Wadi Rabie, south of Tripoli.        (AFP)
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What does Russia stand to gain in Libya?

Getting out of the Libyan impasse

A
s the Libyan National 
Army offensive 
moves towards 
Tripoli, US troops 
have been with-
drawn, leaving 

UN-supported Prime Minister 
Fayez al-Sarraj and his Govern-
ment of National Accord largely 
on their own.

Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar, 
the former army chief aligned 
with Qaddafi regime loyalists, 
after amassing power and 
resources in eastern Libya began 
an offensive to wrest control of 
Tripoli, from the Government of 
National Accord (GNA). Russia has 
been a key supporter of Haftar and 
his Libyan National Army (LNA).

Libya’s unrest encapsulates the 
rash consequences of NATO’s 
October 2011 campaign of air 
strikes supporting insurgents 
seeking to overthrow the govern-
ment of Libyan leader Muammar 
Qaddafi, a move strenuously 
opposed by Russia in the UN 
Security Council.

Following the NATO onslaught 
and Qaddafi’s death, Libya 
descended into anarchy with no 
functioning government as 
competing militias and militants 
established control over large 
parts of the country. The largest 
groups formed separate govern-
ments — a Tobruk-based one 
supported by the LNA in 
eastern Libya and the 
western UN-backed 
GNA in Tripoli.

The bifurcated 
power-sharing 
resulted in an 
uneasy truce as 
one side mar-
shalled resources 
to contest control 
for uniting the 
country, an idea 
whose time Haftar, 
who has assiduously been 
courting Russia for years, 
apparently thinks has come. In 
November 2016, Russia first 
hosted Haftar in a series of three 
visits with Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov. Haftar 
consistently received a warm 

reception from the Russians.
Amid rising violence in Libya, 

the international community 
sought to forge a unified response 

as concerns that Russia, as it 
did in Syria, might take 

advantage of the chaos to 
reprise its role as poten-

tial kingmaker.
Washington’s 

small troop 
contingent had 
been in Libya to 
assist local forces 
in combating the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 

and al-Qaeda 
militants, as well as 

to protect diplomatic 
facilities. The US 

military’s exit came as the 
international community seeks 

a diplomatic solution in Libya, 
even as reports surface of Russian 
mercenaries there.

On April 7, Russia prevented the 
adoption of a UN Security Council 
statement calling on the LNA to 

halt military activities. Russia 
insisted that the declaration 
should include wording urging all 
parties to the conflict to cease 
fighting even as Moscow sup-
ported the Security Council’s 
statement that called on Libyan 
combatants to end hostilities and 
search for a political solution to 
the crisis.

The next day, Kremlin spokes-
man Dmitry Peskov urged all sides 
“to avoid any actions that could 
provoke bloodshed and the death 
of civilians” but Moscow refrained 
from condemning Haftar’s 
campaign.

One element in Haftar’s agenda 
that has won plaudits from foreign 
governments despite his record of 
opposing the GNA is his fight 
against Islamist forces, including 
those aligned with ISIS.

The struggle against ISIS is one 
of the Kremlin’s highest priorities, 
as demonstrated in Syria. With 
ISIS losing its self-proclaimed 
caliphate in Syria and Iraq, 

Moscow fears the chaos in Libya 
could allow an ISIS resurgence in 
North Africa.

Thousands of Russians flocked 
to Syria to train and gain combat 
experience, many of whom 
subsequently returned to Russia 
and carried out terrorist incidents. 
Haftar’s battle against Islamic 
militants is a central element in 
Moscow’s cautious support.

Libya is where Moscow can capi-
talise on opportunities provided 
by the West’s indecisiveness to 
acquire leverage amid the chaos 
without having to commit too 
much to exert that influence.

Russia isn’t fully committed to a 
Haftar victory and consequently 
maintains communications with 
all the political factions. As for 
Moscow’s longer-term agenda, it 
seems likely that Russia will look 
to improve business and invest-
ment relations with Libya while 
increasing its political influ-
ence.

One ace in the hole that Russia 

can offer whatever government 
prevails in Libya is its expertise in 
assisting the revival of the 
country’s battered hydrocarbon 
industry.

A second would be supplying 
weaponry to any new Libyan 
administration at a fraction of the 
cost of Western ordnance. Russia’s 
arms sale footprint in MENA is 
steadily increasing. Algeria and 
Egypt are top buyers of Russian 
weaponry and NATO member 
Turkey is to take delivery of 
Russian S-400 antiaircraft 
systems, much to the consterna-
tion of its alliance allies.

Events in Libya are further proof 
for the European Union and the 
United States, if any is needed, 
that Russia is expanding its MENA 
footprint, a political reality to 
consider for the foreseeable 
future.

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

W
hen will they 
ever learn? 
Libyan strong-
man Muammar 
Qaddafi so riled 
Western 

powers during his long rule that 
when the opportunity presented 
itself to remove him from power, 
they jumped on the occasion.

The NATO-led military cam-
paign in 2011 led to Qaddafi’s 
ouster and death in Libya. It was 
a historic opportunity to intro-
duce the democratic system they 
so much promoted. It turned out 
to be a historic opportunity all 
right, albeit a missed one. In 
certain regards, it was an oppor-
tunity doomed to be missed.

One of the campaign’s fatal 
flaws was French President 
Nicolas Sarkozy’s role in mobilis-
ing the international community 
in favour of military interven-
tion.

Sarkozy is suspected of a 
personal vendetta against 
Qaddafi, who had failed to fill 
business and military orders 
from France. Italian Interior 
Minister Matteo Salvini said 

recently that the Sarkozy-led 
drive for war in Libya “was 
triggered more by economic and 
commercial interests than by 
humanitarian concerns.”

Another possible consideration 
was Sarkozy’s embarrassment 
over Qaddafi’s threats to disclose 
Libyan illicit financing of 
Sarkozy’s presidential cam-
paign.

Democracy in Libya was the 
last concern on the French 
president’s mind. Only destroy-
ing Qaddafi and his regime 
seemed to matter.

With US President Barack 
Obama “leading from behind,” 
NATO launched air raids that 
eventually toppled the Libyan 
regime but not before causing 
much “collateral damage” — in 
other words, heavy civilian 
casualties.

The campaign achieved its 
objective but at what price?

It left Libya in shambles with 
no post-combat plan and a 
gaping leadership void. What 
ensued was worthy of Dante’s 
worst vision of hell. After 
unleashing all the demons they 
could muster on the country, the 
allies upped and left.

It was not just a leadership void 
that ensued but Libya found 
itself without any real institu-
tions and no real army standing. 
Post-Qaddafi Libya became a 

large weapons and ammunition 
depot. It was pillaged by all 
would-be militiamen who 
eventually took the country 
hostage.

That explains, at least par-
tially, how the country was left 
awash in unsecured weapons 
and at the mercy of lawless 
militias, the type of which 
UN-backed Libyan Prime 
Minister Fayez al-Sarraj has 
relied on and that made his 
position so precari-
ous.

By the time 
Europe snapped 
off its victory-lap 
mode in Libya, 
the North Africa 
country had 
already become a 
huge transit zone 
for human traffick-
ers and jihadists.

Then an old name 
popped up, former Libyan 
Army officer who spent more 
than 15 years in the United 
States — Khalifa Haftar.

Amid the chaos and mayhem 
that Libya went through, hard-
line Islamists were executing mili-
tary and police officers from the 
Qaddafi era. Haftar put together a 
small military group to meet the 
threat. Then his ambition grew to 
form a national army.

Haftar’s self-styled Libyan 

National Army (LNA), which 
took control of large parts of 
eastern Libya and the oil-rich 
south before moving towards 
Tripoli, appears to be advancing 
on two fronts, from the south 
and south-east of Tripoli. 
Coastal roads east and west of 
the city are defended by fighters 
loyal to Sarraj’s Government of 

National Accord.
The LNA’s advances on 

Tripoli will not come 
without a cost in 
property and in 

human lives. 
Ironically, NATO, 
with its record of 
high human toll 
in Libya eight 
years ago, said it 
is “deeply 

concerned” by the 
escalating violence 

in Libya, as declared 
April 10 by NATO 

Secretary-General Jens 
Stoltenberg.
The tired Libyans are unlikely 

to be impressed by NATO’s 
concern for the humanitarian 
situation in their country. They 
are not likely to be impressed 
neither by European countries 
jostling over Libya’s oil riches.

It was essentially NATO and 
the West’s rash engagement in 
Libya without a proper exit 
strategy, as well as their leaders’ 

lack of foresight about the need 
to help Libyans rebuild their 
country after the fall of Gadhafi, 
that contributed to making Libya 
the mess it is today.

At least for lack of other 
alternatives, many Libyans are 
tempted to bet on Haftar, 
hoping that when or if he wins 
he does not block the political 
process leading to a final 
settlement. So are the French 
and the Russians. French 
diplomats are betting on Haftar 
gaining the upper hand in the 
military showdown or in his 
being driven by war fatigue to 
seeking a peaceful resolution. 
All stakeholders in Libya, 
including Haftar, will eventually 
have no choice but to return to 
the negotiating table.

Stoltenberg, who insisted 
“there is no military solution to 
the situation in Libya” and 
called on all parties to pursue 
the political path, should 
remember that NATO did not 
heed such wisdom when it was 
in command of Libyan opera-
tions eight years ago.

It will be up to the Libyans 
now to chart their country’s 
course. Hopefully, they will do 
so but in the right direction.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab 
Weekly.

John C.K. Daly

Long-term ambitions. A 2018 file picture shows Russian military officials during their meeting with Libyan Field-Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar in Moscow.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              (AP)
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F
or nearly two months, 
the ritual of mass 
demonstrations across 
Algeria every Friday 
has been respected. 
Millions of Algerian 

men and women marched 
peacefully through the streets in 
towns and villages in the vast 
country asking for radical 
changes in the way they are 
governed.

“The system,” as Algerians call 
the coalition of often hidebound 
interests that holds power in 
Algiers, has not gone but it has 
made concessions. Algerian 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
resigned April 2 and will not 
stand for a fifth mandate.

His once-powerful brothers 
have been arrested. Prime 
Minister Ahmed Ouyahia has 
been dismissed. He was replaced 
by Interior Minister Noureddine 
Bedoui, whose team is even more 
lacklustre than its predecessor. 
The key foreign and energy 
portfolios are in the hands of two 
senior servants who lack interna-
tional gravitas.

Thirty years ago, Algerians 
would dismiss their government 
as “houkoumat Mickey” — a 
Mickey Mouse government. No 
government was more deserving 
of this sobriquet than the one 
that has taken on the task of 
governing Algeria.

General Mohamed Mediene, 
the former all-powerful head of 
security (1990-2015), has lost 
much of his influence because of 

his — and the president’s brother 
Said’s — attempt to push former 
President Liamine Zeroual as 
interim president.

Mediene’s successor at the 
Department of Intelligence and 
Security, which had de facto been 
attached to the presidency since 
2015, General Athmane Tartag, 
reputedly close to the French, has 
been sacked.  This came about in 
part because of strong pressure 
from middle-ranking army 
officers.

Former Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Ramtane Lamamra, whom 
Paris and Washington would have 
welcomed as interim president, 
has vanished into thin air.

The controversial head of 
Sonatrach, Abdelmoumen Ould 
Kaddour, is rumoured to be on his 
way out.

The interim presidency lies in 
the hands of a faithful Bouteflika 
man, Abdelkader Bensalah, who 
is 77 and has presided over the 
Council of the Nation, the upper 
chamber of parliament, for 17 
years. He is mere putty in the 
hands of Chief of Staff General 
Ahmed Gaid Salah, who was very 
close to the Bouteflika clan until 
he decided, late last month and 
under pressure from his army 
peers, to pull the rug from under 
Bouteflika. Gaid Salah holds the 
key pieces on the chessboard of 
Algerian politics.

The regime’s facade has been 
brought down but not the regime 
itself. How much further change 
takes place will depend on 

whether demonstrators have the 
stamina to come out every Friday 
in the weeks ahead.

Every attempt to divide 
Algerians along Berber versus 
Arab or Islamists versus non-
Islamists lines has failed but 
others will occur, spearheaded by 
groups among the security forces 
or close to the chief of staff.

Some business cronies close to 
Bouteflika have had their pass-
ports taken from them or are 
under arrest; others are free to 
use their considerable funds to 
manipulate different groups.

Using common criminals or 
youngsters who are drugged are 
time-honoured methods in 
authoritarian systems to split the 
opposition and create confusion. 
The arrest of human rights lawyer 
Salah Debouz does not bode well. 
It adds to the tension and uncer-
tainty in Algiers.

The economic and financial 
situation demands attention it is 
not getting. The publication of 
the annual report of the Bank of 
Algeria has been delayed. Its 
governor, Mohamed Loukal, has 
been appointed minister of 
finance.

Loukal is the very symbol of the 
deeply corrupt ways of the 
Bouteflika system. His career at 
the Banque Exterieure d’Algerie, 
where he worked before being 
appointed governor, was one of 
systematic accommodation with 
the capital evasion and kickbacks 
on foreign contracts practised by 
senior army commanders and 

leaders of Sonatrach — methods 
that have so deeply corrupted the 
Algerian system of governance 
these past 20 years.

Algeria must confront the 
turmoil in Libya over which it has 
little influence. That said, its 
military no doubt sought guaran-
tees about the Libyan-Algerian 
border from Libyan National 
Army Field-Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar.

Senior officers remain vigilant 
about the stability of their 
eastern neighbour Tunisia with 
whose security forces they 
collaborate closely in their 
common fight against Islamist 
groups in the frontier between 
the two countries.

They also follow developments 
in Mali but there is no suggestion 
internal political developments 
in Algeria in any way impair the 
army’s will, let alone capacity, to 
guard the country’s very long 
borders.

Those same developments do, 
however, clip the wings of its 
diplomacy, which has been 
weakened over two decades by a 
president who never had much 
love for the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, which he ran from 
1965-77. Restoring that ministry 
to the envied position it held for 
decades after independence is 
one of the challenges that awaits 
Algeria’s next president.

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

Algeria has an interim president, so what’s next?
Viewpoint

Francis Ghilès

Abdelkader Bensalah 
is mere putty in the 
hands of Chief of 
Staff General Ahmed 
Gaid Salah, who was 
very close to the 
Bouteflika clan.

Algerians keep up 
protests amid calls 
on army chief to quit

Tunis

T 

ens of thousands of protest-
ers rallied in Algiers and oth-
er main cities for an eighth 
successive Friday on April 

12, reiterating their demands that 
former President Abdelaziz Boutef-
lika’s aides relinquish power.

Demonstrators called for the oust-
er of the country’s interim leader, 
Abdelkader Bensalah, who replaced 
Bouteflika about two weeks ago, and 
the entire ruling elite.

For the first time, authorities 
seemed ready to use heavy force 
against demonstrators as protest 
leaders called on the powerful army 
chief to quit.

Authorities deployed US-manu-
factured anti-riot vehicles, which 
human rights activists described as 
“lethal” means. Police squads also 
briefly occupied La Grande Poste — 
a central point of protests in Algiers 
— an indication they were prepared 
to close the area off to protests in the 
future.

Daily street protests were met 
with tear gas and rubber bullets, 
driving concerns among the coun-
try’s leaders that escalating tensions 
could deter credible candidates from 
taking part in presidential elections 
scheduled for July 4 that could end 
the crisis.

“Allah Allah ya baba jinaa anahi-
you al Isaaba” (We come to remove 
the gang) chanted protesters in Al-
giers, a reference to Bensalah. The 
“gang” also includes Prime Minister 
Noureddine Bedoui, whose govern-
ment will organise the elections, and 
the head of the Constitutional Coun-
cil, Tayeb Belaiz, who will validate 
the results.

“No to Bensalah,” “No to the gang” 
were the main slogans held up by 
protesters in Algiers and other cities, 

including Annaba and Constantine 
in the east, Oran and Tlemcen in the 
west, Bejaia, Bouira and Tizi Ouzou 
in the centre and Tamanrasset and 
Adrar in the south.

Bedoui, who served as interior 
minister until Bouteflika appointed 
him prime minister on March 11, has 
promised an independent electoral 
commission to oversee the elec-
tions.

As authorities deployed more po-
lice and paramilitary troops than on 
previous Fridays in Algiers, protest-
ers frantically repeated “Silmiya, 
Silmiya” (peaceful, peaceful), “Po-
lice, Chaab Khawaa, Khawaa) (Police, 
people are brothers) and “Djeich, 
Chaab Khawaa, Khawaa) (the Army 
and the people are brothers).

But the protesters and their lead-
ers also pressured the army and its 
chief to dismiss Bensalah, Bedoui 
and Belaiz.

“Ya Djeich Bladi ya Assass, al Her-
ak houwa al assass,” (The army of 
my homeland, the protests are the 
basis) chanted protesters while oth-
ers waved signs reading, “The peo-
ple is the source of power and the 
army must oblige.”

Demonstrators and their leaders 
argue polls cannot be free and fair 
if they are held under the same ju-
dicial framework, institutions and 
personnel that existed during Boutef-
lika’s regime.

Bensalah, however, has received 
the implicit support of the army, 
whose chief General Ahmed Gaid 
Salah was instrumental to ousting 
Bouteflika April 2.

Gaid Salah has defended Algeria’s 
existing institutions and said pro-
testers’ demands to sweep away the 
whole ruling elite are “unrealistic.”

“With the beginning of this new 
stage and the continuing protests, 
we have unfortunately witnessed 
attempts of foreign parties with 
their known historical background 
towards our country pushing some 

people to the front in order to im-
pose them as representatives of the 
people and leaders of the transition 
so to execute their plans aimed at 
undermining stability and sowing 
strife,” said Gaid Salah.

Here he seemed to refer to former 
colonial power France, which exerts 
significant political and cultural in-
fluence and maintains vast econom-
ic and strategic interests in Algeria.

Gaid Salah said the unnamed 
France-backed activists are pushing 
for “demands that are not possible to 
satisfy in order to create a constitu-
tional vacuum.”

The army chief and other officials 
hope that holding elections within 
three months — as stipulated under 
the constitution — will ensure the 
continuity of state institutions and 
maintain stability.

But protesters fear a quick turna-
round will only resuscitate Boutef-
lika’s regime despite the ailing lead-
er’s ouster.

“The point of contention between 
the street and the army is the way to 
manage the transition,” said politi-
cal writer Makhlouf Mehenni. “The 

people do not trust the Three Bs, 
who are in their positions only be-
cause of their loyalty to Bouteflika. 
The army has its hands tied by the 
constitution stipulating the Three Bs 
play their roles in this transition.”

“Gaid Salah is driving home the 
message that firing the Three Bs and 
others will empty the state institu-
tions and create a vacuum with se-
vere consequences for stability,” he 
argued.

Lawyer Mustapha Bouchachi dis-
missed the Gaid Salah-backed tran-
sition plan.

“Political ethics and simple ethics 
require that the three men have no 
role in the transition. Ethics require 
them to leave immediately,” he said.

“These men had been workers of 
the ex-president Bouteflika and later 
of the gang around him,” he added.

Protest leaders and opposition fig-
ures want Gaid Salah, 79, to quit too.

“General Gaid Salah, it is time for 
you to leave because you are old 
and the regime you had backed has 
failed,” said main secularist opposi-
tion figure Said Saadi.

“The question is not whether you 

should quit or not but how and when 
this will happen,” he added.

“What is taking place in Algeria 
is a global event. You must see that 
new and inevitable horizons and 
prospects are opening up for the 
country,” he said.

Independence war veteran Loui-
sette Ighilahriz, 82, also took to the 
streets and called on Gaid Salah to 
quit.

“He must leave. He has become 
threatening towards the protesters 
in a break with his smooth and hon-
eyed words and statements in recent 
weeks,” she said.

The shift in discourse coincided 
with mounting tensions on the 
streets.

At Audin Square, a centre of week-
ly protests near Algiers university, 
some protesters threw rocks and 
bottles at police for the first time, 
with police responding with tear gas 
and later with what appeared to be 
rubber bullets.

Police repeatedly used water can-
nons on huge crowds as they headed 
towards La Grande Poste, which has 
become symbolic for the movement.

Lamine Ghanmi

Patience running thin. A protester gestures to police officers during clashes at a demonstration 
against the country’s leadership in Algiers, April 12.             (AP)
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Despite Sisi’s warm White House welcome, 
Egypt-US ties facing hurdles, threat of sanctions

Cairo

E 

gyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi’s 3-day visit to the 
United States placed the fu-
ture of US-Egyptian relations 

into sharp focus.
Sisi received a warm welcome 

April 9 from US President Donald 
Trump at the White House. Trump 
said US-Egyptian relations had never 
been better and that Sisi was doing a 
“great job.”

However, reports indicated there 
were points of contention between 
the US and Egyptian sides, not least 
Arab disquiet at Trump’s decision 
to unilaterally recognise the Golan 
Heights as being under Israeli sov-
ereignty as well as US concern at 
reports Cairo ordered dozens of Rus-
sian Su-35 fighter jets.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
told the US Senate that Cairo could 
face sanctions under the Counter-
ing America’s Adversaries Through 
Sanctions Act if the Su-35 order is 
completed.

Reports indicate that Cairo agreed 
to purchase more than 20 aircraft 
and weapons from Russia worth $2 
billion at the end of 2018, part of a 
broader policy to diversify the sourc-
es of weaponry used by the Egyptian 
armed forces.

While Washington warned against 
the deal, Cairo has seen military aid 
withheld by the United States in re-
cent years, including following the 
ouster of Islamist President Muham-
mad Morsi in 2013. The US Congress, 
earlier this year, gave preliminary 
approval of measures that could 
hold back $300 million in military 
assistance to Egypt, citing questions 
about democracy and human rights.

Given that Egypt is engaged in a 
nationwide military operation to 
fight terrorism, including the Islamic 
State in the Sinai Peninsula, reports 
in Cairo said Egypt does not want 
to be depending on Washington for 
military assistance.

“This is why I think the Su-35 deal 
will move ahead as planned and 
agreed between Cairo and Moscow,” 
said Akram Badr Eddine, a political 
science professor at Cairo University.

The multirole fighter jets would 
significantly bolster Egypt’s air de-
fence and comes not long after Cairo 

completed the acquisition of 12 Ra-
fale fighter jets from France.

During his news briefing with Sisi, 
Trump declined to answer questions 
on Egypt’s reported purchase of the 
Russian fighter jets.

Tensions between Egypt and 
Washington may increase over the 
Palestinian-Israeli peace process, 
with the so-called “Deal of the Cen-
tury” expected to soon be released 
following Israel’s elections.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu is expected to emerge 
with a new government and ques-
tions remain whether any peace is vi-
able. Netanyahu celebrated Trump’s 
decision to recognise Israeli sover-
eignty over the Golan Heights and, 

in the final days of his campaign, 
said he would annex West Bank set-
tlements. Instances such as these 
leave many wondering whether any 
US deal is dead before it is even an-
nounced.

“There are pressures, no doubt, 
especially by Israel on the United 
States,” said Gamal Salama, a politi-
cal science professor at Suez Canal 
University. “Relations between the 
United States and Israel are inter-
twined since the establishment of 
the state of Israel in 1948.”

An Egyptian diplomat, speaking 
on the condition of anonymity to 
the state-owned Al-Ahram newspa-
per, said Sisi’s US visit was important 
because it was the first meeting be-

tween Trump and an Arab head of 
state since the Arab League unani-
mously rejected Washington’s deci-
sion on the Golan Heights.

“We will not be able to say the 
visit has been fruitful unless we see 
clear US proposals based on the Arab 
Peace Initiative,” the diplomat said. 
That plan calls for a two-state solu-
tion and Israel’s withdrawal from the 
Golan Heights and the West Bank.

Sisi publicly called for a “just 
and lasting” solution to the Pal-
estinian-Israeli conflict during his 
meeting with White House senior 
adviser Jared Kushner, Trump’s 
son-in-law and who was tasked with 
drawing up the Israeli-Palestinian  
peace plan.

However, during Sisi’s meeting 
with Trump, both leaders publicly 
sought to prioritise bilateral relations 
over regional tensions. Before leav-
ing the United States, Sisi described 
his talks with Trump as “fruitful” at 
all levels, although details remained 
sparse.

“I talked with President Donald 
Trump about extremely important 
issues of common interest,” Sisi 
wrote on Facebook on April 10. “We 
agreed on strengthening coopera-
tion mechanisms between our two 
countries on different regional and 
international issues.”

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

Egypt’s security establishment divided over ISIS returnees

Cairo

S 

ecurity analysts are divided 
on whether Egyptian Islamic 
State fighters, in the custo-
dy of the US-backed Syrian 

Democratic Forces (SDF) in eastern 
Syria, should be allowed to return 
to Egypt for trial.

Islamic State (ISIS) returnees, an-
alysts said, would represent a major 
threat to Egyptian national security 
at a time Cairo is fighting an ISIS 
branch in the Sinai Peninsula.

“This is why they should not be 
allowed to return,” said Egyptian 
retired police General Farouk Me-
grahi.

After liberating the city of Bag-
houz, the last ISIS stronghold in 
eastern Syria, in March, the SDF 
said nearly 5,000 ISIS fighters were 
in custody. There are also approxi-
mately 9,000 ISIS widows and chil-
dren in camps controlled by the 
Kurdish fighters in eastern Syria.

With limited financial resources, 
the SDF along with Washington 
called for countries to repatriate 
ISIS fighters and their families.

There is no official estimate 
of the number of Egyptians who 
joined ISIS or those in custody in 

Syria but unofficial estimates put 
the number in the low hundreds. 
However, even if there is a relative 
low number of Egyptian nationals 
in custody, there are fears about the 
effects that battle-hardened jihad-
ists could have in Egypt, even from 
prison.

“These people can never be rein-
tegrated into society,” Megrahi said. 
“If they are put in jail, they will rad-
icalise other prisoners, which will 
double or even triple the number of 
radicals in the jails.”

Many terrorists attacking army 
troops and police in Egypt are said 
to have been radicalised in Egyp-
tian jails.

Egypt has a rehabilitation pro-
gramme, known as “Ideological Re-
visions,” which involves moderate 
imams, psychologists, sociologists 
and former jihadists working to 
de-radicalise extremists. However, 
the programme has had few major 
successes since its efforts in the late 
1990s when hundreds of members 
of the Islamic Group renounced po-
litical violence.

There have been calls for the pro-
gramme to be expanded to include 
members of the Muslim Brother-
hood, which was designated a ter-
rorist organisation in 2013.

Many of ISIS’s Egyptian fight-
ers are believed to have travelled 

to Syria during the early days of 
ISIS’s existence, when the Muslim 
Brotherhood regime in Cairo was 
encouraging its supporters to join 
the fight against Syrian President 
Bashar Assad. This suggests that 
many Egyptian jihadists captured 
in Syria might be extremely battle-
hardened.

Egypt has a complicated history 
with accepting the return of foreign 

fighters. In 1989, Egypt allowed 
hundreds of its nationals who had 
joined in the resistance against the 
Soviet occupation of Afghanistan to 
return home after the withdrawal 
of Soviet troops. Authorities closely 
monitored Afghanistan veterans, 
fearing that they could stage at-
tacks at home.

Some returnees were accused 
of terrorist attacks and attempts 

to overthrow the regime of former 
President Hosni Mubarak. They 
include Muhammad al-Zawahiri, a 
brother of al-Qaeda leader Ayman 
al-Zawahiri.

Even so, the policy should be ap-
plied to ISIS fighters in custody in 
eastern Syria, analysts said.

“The ISIS fighters should be al-
lowed to return and put on trial 
here,” said Sameh Eid, a specialist 
on Islamist and terrorist groups. 
“They can be an important source 
of information about ISIS.”

While Egypt is fighting an ISIS 
branch in Sinai, there are fears the 
group could be revitalised by re-
turning jihadists fleeing the col-
lapse of ISIS in Syria.

If there is a contingent of ISIS 
fighters seeking a new front line, 
Egypt wants to make sure it does 
not gravitate to the Sinai Peninsula 
or neighbouring Libya. However, 
captured Egyptian ISIS fighters 
could also be an important source 
of intelligence, analysts said.

“Those prisoners can give local 
security agencies valuable informa-
tion about the terrorist organisa-
tion,” Eid said. “They can also pro-
vide information about those who 
had left Iraq and Syria and might be 
on the way back to Egypt to stage 
attacks or join their group members 
in Sinai.”

Amr Emam

Security concerns. Members of the Egyptian Army stand guard 
in the Red Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh.                                          (AFP)

Amr Emam

Mixed signals. US President Donald Trump (L) welcomes visiting Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi to the White House in 
Washington, April 9.                                                                                                                                                                                                                            (AP)
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Corruption and clientelism undermined 
political stability in the region

I
sraeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu is 
expected to lead Israel’s next government 
following elections April 9.

The victory by Netanyahu’s Likud party 
and its allied right-wing factions was wel-
comed by the US administration but it fuelled 

the anguish of the Palestinians. Senior Palestin-
ian official Hanan Ashrawi said Israeli voters 
chose to entrench “the status quo of oppression, 
occupation, annexation and dispossession.”

Palestinian fears stemmed from Netanyahu’s 
remarks about Palestinian rights and the pledges 
he made on the eve of the elections to annex large 
parts of the West Bank.

“I will impose sovereignty but I will not 
distinguish between settlement blocs and 
isolated settlements,” Netanyahu told Israel’s 
Channel 12 television station.

“From my perspective, any point of settlement 
is Israeli and we have responsibility as the Israeli 
government. I will not uproot anyone and I will 
not transfer sovereignty to the Palestinians,” he 
added.

Palestinian leaders and international mediators 
have counted on the dismantling of “isolated 
settlements” as part of a partition plan that could 
lead to the creation of an independent Palestinian 
state in the West Bank.

The Israeli agency in charge of settlement 
construction recently approved plans for more 
than 3,600 new West Bank homes. More than 
400,000 settlers already live in the West Bank in 
the midst of 2.9 million Palestinians.

Israel’s Peace Now, a non-governmental 
organisation that advocates a two-state solution, 
expressed concern over the move, saying: 
“Netanyahu has decided, officially or unoffi-
cially, to annex the West Bank to Israel, otherwise 
one cannot explain the promotion of thousands 
of units for Israelis in the occupied territories.”

Continued Israeli construction of settlements 
and Netanyahu’s claim of sovereignty over all 
settlement areas could preclude the implementa-
tion of a two-state solution to end the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict.

An additional concern is the reluctance of US 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, during congres-
sional testimony last week, to stand up for the 
two-state solution as basis of a resolution of the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

Coming after Washington’s recognition of 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and of Israeli “sover-
eignty” over occupied Golan Heights, uncertainty 
about the US position on the Palestinian issue can 
only increase tensions as the region waits to see 
what the US “Deal of the Century” will look like.

T
he forthcoming elections for European 
Parliament, scheduled for May 23-26, 
are mobilising right-wing populists in 
Europe.

Far-right figures such as France’s 
Marine Le Pen, leader of the National 

Rally, Italian League’s Matteo Salvini and others 
are trying to unify their ranks and win larger 
representation in the 751-seat European Parlia-
ment.

The issue of immigration is one that galvanises 
the far right, even if advocated prescriptions 
differ from one party to the other with some 
calling for outright bans on new arrivals and 
others for their redistribution among European 
countries.

Beyond its political and electoral expediency, 
the issue of migration that polarises Europe 
cannot be resolved without a real solution to the 
violence and instability gripping many countries 
in the Middle East and North Africa.

Libya is a case in point. The chaos there since 
the fall of the Qaddafi regime has fuelled the 
emergence of armed gangs and militias as powers 
to be reckoned with. However, dealing with them 
as a way to stem the flow of illegal migrants, 
guarantee access to oil resources or buttress 
government authority is a temporary fix at best.

A durable solution would not be possible 
without ending the chaotic situation in the North 
African country that followed the 2011 NATO-led 
military campaign there. That would require 
restoring authority to a functional state and 
keeping arms in the hands of legitimate armed 
forces alone.

Salvini, Italy’s Interior minister, has a different 
take on the events in Libya eight years ago. 
“Some think that the (2011 NATO-led military 
intervention) in Libya promoted by (former 
French President Nicolas) Sarkozy was triggered 
more by economic and commercial interests than 
by humanitarian concerns,” he said.

The strife, violence and displacement in the 
Middle East and North Africa, Libya included, 
unleashed an unprecedented wave of illegal 
migration towards European shores.

Events in Libya, Algeria and Sudan have 
elicited measured responses in Europe, where 
leaders seem to have drawn the lessons of the 
instability and chaos that followed the 2011 
uprisings.

Electoral calculations of the far right excepted, 
Europe has reason to see its own stability and 
security closely connected to that of North 
Africa.

Editorial
Prospects after 
Netanyahu’s win

Europe and events 
in North Africa

Governments in Tunisia and Egypt have tried to wage war on 
corruption. The results, however, were less than expected.

I 

t is possible to find fat cats 
all over the Arab world. In 
the Arab context, the expres-
sion refers to those who 
benefit from the corruption 
of regimes and control key 

positions in various institutions 
to serve their personal goals and 
to defend their interests by hook 
or by crook.

Algerian President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika is depicted as the latest 
victim of this system after he was 
forced to step down by public pro-
tests. Among the first demands 
of the protesters was getting rid 
of the circle of “gangsters” who 
surrounded Bouteflika and dam-
ming the general corruption in 
the country. 

Sudanese protesters decried 
corruption in Sudanese President 
Omar al-Bashir’s inner circle. 
They accused him and his col-
laborators of using the ruling 
National Congress party, the 
Islamic Movement and various 
governments put in place to serve 
their private interests.

The Sudanese regime has tried 
to deflect blame for its obvious 
mistakes and economic failures 
onto other accused parties but the 
protesters were not duped and 
stood fast in their demands. They 
knew that getting rid of the pe-
ripheral elements involved in cor-
ruption would keep the regime’s 
corrupt foundations safe. 

In Algeria, the Bouteflika re-
gime had become a symbol of na-
tional cohesion and the ability to 
absorb most political hues. It led 
the country to safety during many 
crises but its downfall began 
with the growth of a network of 
interests woven by businessmen 
and former army officers and the 
National Liberation Front.

Those people broke through 
many barriers in powerful institu-
tions of government and created 
a web of interests and relations 
that allowed them to amass great 
wealth. This is why they have 
been striving for the survival of a 
regime whose head was obviously 
ill and no longer capable of stem-
ming the flow of funds into their 
pockets. 

Algerians took to the streets 
because they’d had it with the 
corruption that was pushing to 
keep Bouteflika in power for a 
fifth term despite his chronic 
illness. The corrupt circles tried 

to arrange for the safety of their 
interests until the last minute. In 
the end they’ve failed.

Corruption in Algeria was born 
from systematic clientelism. Its 
main figures laid their hands 
on the various aspects of life in 
Algeria. They enlisted in their 
enterprise Bouteflika’s brothers 
as well as many business figures 
and former army officers, through 
whom they ran the country.

These aspects surfaced when 
Algerian authorities confiscated 
the passports of 12 individuals 
and prevented many of those 
with links to powerful circles in 
government from leaving the 
country. The whole gang was 
subjected to investigations on 
charges of unlawful practices.

The powerful military estab-
lishment in Algeria finds itself 
confronted with unravelling and 
neutralising fat cats and those 
who joined them for personal 
gain to at least morally 
make up for its previous 
silence about the situ-
ation. By doing so, the 
army stands to gain 
support from the coun-
try’s angry streets.

In Algeria, the 
regime’s economic and 
social mistakes became 
intertwined with political 
ones, such that one cannot dis-
tinguish one type from the other. 
The pressure from the street was 
mounting rapidly. Protesters were 
adamant about getting rid of the 
regime set up by Bouteflika and 
his cronies and want to seize the 
moment to settle the scandal of 
the hidden system that under-
mines the state and its prestige.

The situation of the Algerian 
regime was like that of former Tu-
nisian President Zine el-Abidine 
Ben Ali nine years ago, in that an 
inner circle of corrupt business 
people and government officials 
achieved considerable illicit gains 
by being close to the centre of 
power. Ben Ali was not the victim 
of just uncontrolled popular 
rejection. He was the victim of 
the boundless greed of his rela-
tives and friends who legitimised 
unbridled greed and corruption to 
lay their hands on a large portion 
of the country’s wealth.

A similar situation existed in 
Egypt where vested interests 
closely intertwined with the cen-

tral power contributed to the fall of 
Hosni Mubarak’s regime. The quick 
rise to economic, political and secu-
rity power of members of that group 
and the formation of a court system 
around Mubarak’s son Gamal to 
make sure that the group’s decisions 
went unchallenged provoked the 
anger of a huge part of the Egyptian 
people, who refused to return to 
their normal lives until the regime’s 
fall and after promises of retaliation 
against those who had spoiled the 
country’s wealth.

Subsequent governments in Tu-
nisia and Egypt have tried to wage 
war on corruption and made great 
efforts in that direction. The results, 
however, were less than expected 
because the web of interests created 
through corruption cleverly suc-
ceeded in making corruption deeply 
rooted.

Egyptian authorities brandished 
pompous slogans about tackling 

corruption at the level of the “deep 
state.” However, none of the 

announced anti-corruption 
measures worked against the 
gigantic empires built by le-
galising corruption, which, 
incidentally, is back with 
renewed economic fitness.

The biggest challenge 
to the Algerian state is the 

powerful lobbies that benefited 
from it. The Algerian military is 

trying to avoid making the same 
mistakes of the Tunisian and Egyp-
tian experiences but it is faced with 
a tough test.

Will it be capable of counter-
ing entire networks that fuelled 
widespread bribery, nepotism and 
clientelism, even in the security ser-
vices where some members offered 
considerable leverage to business 
lobbyists.

The Algerian people excel at 
learning from mistakes made by 
neighbouring countries. They also 
refuse to fall into the trap of pallia-
tives being offered. They want ur-
gent measures for fixing the affairs 
of state and insist on the military’s 
role in ensuring the country’s secu-
rity and stability.

Their sights have not been set on 
the political administration of the 
country and this administration’s 
role in providing a cover for the fat 
cats. The Algerian case is another 
illustration that the root cause of 
the disasters that befell several Arab 
regimes is the destructive role of fat 
cats.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Mohamed Aboelfadl

The Algerian
 case is another 

illustration that the 
root cause of the 

disasters that befell 
several Arab regimes 

is the destructive 
role of fat cats.
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Erdogan’s version of democracy
is one in which only he wins

Communication divide fuelled 
Algeria’s protests

Perhaps most galling for Erdogan is that Istanbul, a city that he almost 
single-handedly modernised, has turned against him. 

Algerian youth’s new virtual cafe provides greater space for freedom of expression, 
while official and unofficial political discourse refuses to change.

Stephen Starr

Boumediene Bouzid

D 

espite Turkish 
President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan’s 
long-standing 
insistence that 
elections in his 

country have been free and fair, 
his sudden challenge of the 
Istanbul mayoral election result 
calls into question just what the 
president’s idea of democracy 
is.

The ruling Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP) has filed an 
extraordinary appeal seeking a 
rerun of the Istanbul vote be-
cause “events” directly affected 
its outcome. The Higher Elec-
tion Board had already rejected 
the AKP’s appeal of the results 
throughout Istanbul’s electoral 
districts.

The opposition Republican 
People’s Party’s (CHP) Istanbul 
mayoral candidate Ekrem Ima-
moglu is believed to have won 
the coveted race by a margin of 
approximately 15,000 votes — 
out of more than 8 million cast 
— defeating AKP heavyweight, 
former Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim.

Erdogan had said he’d accept 
whatever outcome the Supreme 
Electoral Council reached but 
he has changed his tune and the 
outcome left Erdogan fuming, 
claiming the result involved “an 

element of robbery” and that 
“there was some theft at the 
ballot box,” without elaborating 
on his claims.

The AKP’s response led Ima-
moglu to label the AKP “bad los-
ers,” adding: “Up until yesterday 
(April 3), the government and 
the ruling party were claiming 
that Turkey had the most credi-
ble voting system and they were 
giving it the highest praise… If 
there was any suspicious activ-
ity, they would record it and 
make a written report.”

While few independent 
observers would claim that 
elections in Turkey are even 
remotely fair — independent 
media have largely been wiped 
out since the failed July 2016 
coup attempt, with Erdogan and 
his minions overwhelmingly 
dominating print and broadcast 
outlets — they have, for the 
most part, been free of direct 
political interference.

Over the years, election 
observers from the European 
Union and the Organisation for 
Security and Co-operation in 
Europe have sent representa-
tives to thousands of voting 
centres to monitor the voting 
process. While there have been 
irregular reports of incidents, 
particularly in more recent 
polls, the monitors largely 

returned reporting to have wit-
nessed free election processes. 
Pointedly, Erdogan had never 
called into question the veracity 
of any previous poll — all elec-
tions and referendums that he 
and his party won.

Opposition parties in the 
past called for recounts and 
international monitoring groups 
warned of minor irregularities. 
Amid the 2017 constitutional 
referendum as the anti-Erdogan 
“No” side began to cut into 
the president’s lead, it was 
unexpectedly announced that 
unstamped ballots would be 
accepted. Having secured a 
close victory that day, Erdogan 
immediately brushed aside 
his opponents’ demands and 
concerns.

However, his calling for a 
recount of the Istanbul mayoral 
vote shows the Turkish public 
that the president clearly 
doesn’t see the same laws ap-
plying to him and his party as to 
his rivals.

Perhaps most galling for 
Erdogan is that Istanbul, the city 
he led as mayor in the 1990s, 
a city that he almost single-
handedly modernised and that 
gave him a political career, 
has turned against him. That’s 
likely because it has been urban 
dwellers who are worst affected 

T 

he peaceful popular 
protests in Algeria 
plus the demonstra-
tions by students, 
professors, lawyers 
and journalists 

represent a turning point in the 
political activism of the Algerian 
youth who, until recently, were 
apparently unconcerned with 
matters of governance.

Even the phenomenon of il-
legal migration in the so-called 
suicide boats was considered by 
authorities as the reflection of a 
desire to seek a job and a liveli-
hood in places beyond the sea. In 
reality, risking one’s life in that 
manner was driven by dreams 
of starting a new life and not 
necessarily by the desperation of 
earning one’s daily bread.

These dreams were driven 
by feelings formed in the last 
20 years or so. A new psycho-
logical and cultural make-up 
has emerged because of virtual 
realities created by social media. 
Most young Algerians have 
already migrated virtually since 
Facebook became their main 
source of information, happiness 
and desire.

Algerian youth’s new virtual 
cafe has no boundaries and pro-
vides greater space for freedom 
of expression, while official and 
unofficial political discourse 
refuses to change.

The peaceful protest explosion 
in Algeria can be described as an 
unexpected shock. The Algerian 
government has done a lot for 
young people. It built thousands 
of affordable housing units, 
created jobs and facilitated bank 
loans to encourage young people 
to invest and start their own 
businesses. Even before the pro-
tests began February 22, Algerian 
officials were considering forgiv-
ing the bank debts of young 
Algerian men and women.

Still, the Algerian opposition 
described the government’s 
policy as “buying social peace” 
even if it was the continuation 
of a pattern of social justice 
found in Algeria’s history since 
independence.

When the names of Algerian 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s 
election team were revealed, it 
was taken by people as an insult. 
The political and economic fig-
ures of that team became fodder 
for ridicule, joking and rejection.

The jokes that followed the 
announcement of Bouteflika’s 
candidacy for a fifth term are 
an interesting example of the 
communication failures by the 
government. That announce-
ment came February 9, at the 
Olympic Hall in Algiers during a 
huge rally and hoisting of a large 
framed picture of Bouteflika.

Facebookers immediately 
dubbed the event as “the con-
gress of the frame.” The choice 
of the means used revealed a 
lack of appreciation of its com-
municative effect on the part of 
the organisers.

The coming days are going to 
usher in a new political class. 
Considering new international 
conditions, the rapid develop-
ment of public connectivity 
and communication and the 
disappointing failure of the tra-
ditional political class, both the 
one in power and the one in the 
opposition, Algeria will be facing 
a new political map.

Of course, ideological align-
ment will still play a major role, 
especially among the Islamists.

The left in Algeria, however, 
and since its emergence during 
French occupation, still cannot 
wean itself from the French left, 
both in terms of vision and of 
thinking.

As to the nationalistic trend, 
it used up its historical capital 

and has nothing to offer be-
sides its frozen discourse. The 
National Liberation Front party 
is no more, especially in light 
of the coming reforms that the 
Algerian regime will surely 
undertake or of the outcomes of 
the inevitable negotiations and 
open choices. Bouteflika himself 
promised profound reforms 
in response to the February 22 
rallies.

In short, we have a wave of 
uprisings against the traditional 
political establishment that does 
not understand current youth 
culture and mass communica-
tion. In this context, every 
young man and woman with 
a smartphone and an internet 
connection has become a politi-
cal activist, a journalist and an 
analyst.

Officials have yet to realise 
the dangers of not heeding the 
power of the new communica-
tion media, of not paying atten-
tion to the basic principles of 
effective communication. Some 
of them crave daily public expo-
sure and they don’t realise that 
that can damage their image and 
the image of the authorities they 
represent.

It was an official communica-
tion mistake in certain events to 
hand out as awards the pictures 
of the president in lieu of his 
appearance in person. The 
president has a formal, historical 
and national symbolic signifi-
cance but reducing his person 
to frozen portraits and handing 
them out in official ceremonies 
as if celebrating the memory of 
a dead person send the message 
that we’re talking about an ab-
sent president.

In a social culture where the 
presence of the leader is crucial, 
the portrait subterfuge served 
only to drive a wedge between 
the authorities and citizens.

by crushingly high interest 
rates and rising unemployment 
stoked by an economic crisis 
that emerged last summer.

It presents the AKP and Erdog-
an with very difficult questions: 
What does it mean that Imamo-
glu, a rank outsider with little 
in the way of a track record, can 
defeat, even by a close margin, a 
former prime minister who ran 
with wall-to-wall media cover-
age? Without Ankara, which was 
won by CHP candidate Mansur 
Yavas, and Istanbul, what does 
the future hold for the AKP?

Most authoritarian leaders be-
come more vicious as the threat 
to their grip on power grows. 
The consequences of Erdogan’s 
questioning of the electoral 
process could be dire because 
it is the only political process in 
Turkey that maintains any sem-
blance of democratic credence.

Losing Turkey’s economic 
and political capitals in one fell 
swoop represents a significant 
turning point in the country’s 
modern history. The question 
on the lips of many Turks is: 
What lengths will the govern-
ment go to hang on?

Stephen Starr is the author of 
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to 
the Uprising” and has lived in 
Syria and Turkey since 2007.

The dilemma of members of 
the official political class is that 
they have relied on traditional 
methods to mobilise the citizen-
ry and pass on their messages. 
The cause of the popular anger 
about the fifth term is, in fact, 
this communication failure, in 
addition of course to the success 
of activists in mounting public 
anger against all traditional par-
ties and blaming them for all ills.

Realising their failure, some 
party figures chose to pull out 
of the presidential race or resign 
from their parties.

The reality in Algeria is more 
complex than what can be 
said by words. Politicians and 
intellectuals are gripped by the 
compound fear of two spectres: 
falling back to the bloody decade 
of the 1990s or meeting the same 
sorry fate of some countries of 
the “Arab spring.” These fears 
are shared by the rest of society 
and make analyses and predic-
tions difficult to make.

Could the wave of peaceful 
protests free Algeria of this 
compound fear? Will it free the 
country from the traditional 
political class? Or could it be just 
an enthusiastic Facebook upris-
ing that will push the regime to 
quickly reorganise its internal 
affairs?

If it goes unchecked or geared 
by reason, this spontaneous 
wave may soon peter out. We 
like to think of the unknown as 
our long-awaited redeemer but 
he may never materialise, per-
haps because we failed to make 
the required sacrifices and that 
would be the perfect illustration 
of the old adage: “A horrible des-
pot is better than a lasting fitna 
(sedition).”

Boumediene Bouzid is an 
Algerian university teacher 
and researcher.
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Baghdad

M 

any Iraqis said they 
were happy to see im-
provement of trade ties 
between Iraq and Saudi 

Arabia and hope strengthening 
relations between Baghdad and 
Riyadh would make Iraq less vul-
nerable to Iranian influence.

Saudi Minister of Commerce and 
Investment Majid bin Abdullah al-
Qasabi led a delegation of some 
100 businessmen and govern-
ment officials during a 2-day visit 
to Baghdad, during which he an-
nounced that Riyadh would pro-
vide Iraq with $1 billion in loans, 
$500 million to boost exports and 
an offer to build a 100,000-seat 
sports stadium as a gift.

Qasabi inaugurated a new Saudi 
consulate in Baghdad, amid plans 
to open three other branches 
across Iraq.

“We have started a new phase in 
relations between Iraq and Saudi 
Arabia,” said Qasabi. “There’s no 
doubt that this exchange, this dis-
cussion, is a two-way street that 
will strengthen these ties.”

Saudi Arabia cut ties with Bagh-
dad after Iraq invaded Kuwait in 
1990. Diplomatic relations be-
tween the two countries resumed 
in 2015 but without consulate ser-
vices. “Today, our brothers in Iraq 
can acquire a visa in Baghdad di-
rectly, without having to suffer a 
trip abroad,” said Qasabi.

Present at the consulate ceremo-
ny was Iraqi Foreign Minister Mo-
hamed Alhakim, who helped raise 
the Saudi flag over the building.

“This visit comes as a practical 
indication of enhancing commu-
nication between Baghdad and 
Riyadh and the keenness of the 

two brotherly countries to facili-
tate consular services and provide 
facilities to those wishing to visit 
the holy cities in the kingdom for 
pilgrimage and umrah, as well as 
visiting holy shrines in Iraq and fa-
cilitating the procedures of labour 
movement and trade exchange 
between the two countries,” read 
a statement posted on the website 
of the Iraqi Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs.

Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-
Mahdi hailed the improvement of 
ties and announced he would soon 
visit Riyadh.

“We are pleased that relations 
are developing positively with the 
neighbour Saudi Arabia… We will 
go with a large delegation that in-
cludes officials and businessmen 
to the kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
within the next two weeks,” he 
said.

The warming of ties received 
welcome in the Iraqi street, par-
ticularly in Basra.

“I think it is a good step for Iraq 
to strengthen ties with Saudi Ara-
bia. It is a way to counter external 
influence,” said Basra resident 
Ahmed Ali, in an apparent refer-
ence to Iran.

Another Basra resident, Abdul 
Hameed Ali, was more straight-
forward, saying: “The Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia gave Iraq a sports 
stadium with capacity of 100,000 
spectators. Tell me, what has Iran 
offered to Iraq other than drugs, 
militias and paralysing the Iraqi 
economy?”

Mohammed Hamed al-Silawi, a 

university student in Basra, said: 
“The time of war is over. Iraq 
must be open to relations with the 
whole world, not just stick to the 
Iranian side.”

Hani al-Basri, a legal expert from 
Basra, said he supported the im-
provement of trade ties between 
Iraq and all countries and said 
he welcomed “Saudi investors  
to our city.”

Iraqis from other southern Shia-
majority provinces welcomed the 
Saudi delegation’s visit.

“Relations with the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia will help Iraq in the 
economic and security sectors. 
This is what Iraq urgently needs 
nowadays,” said Kareem Majeed, 
a resident of Muthanna province.

Muneer Ahmed, from Nasiriyah 
province, said he hoped the visit 
“would help Iraq reclaims its sov-
ereignty,” in a veiled dig at Iran.

Diyaa al-Hindi, a political activ-
ist from Karbala, said he hoped 
improving economic ties with 
Saudi Arabia would deprive Iraqi 
officials from giving excuses re-
garding Iraq’s trade and energy 
dependence on Iran. He added 
that, while the Saudi projects 
would help Iraqi markets and in-
crease employment, Iran’s rela-
tionship with Iraq had exhausted 
the Iraqi economy.

“The Saudi delegation brought 
many projects to help Iraq recover 
economically. I hope these visits 
continue in more intensively until 
we will get rid of Iran’s influence,” 
said Hindi.

That view was shared by Saad 
Mohammed al-Dulaimi in the 
northern city of Mosul. “There is 
no comparison between a neigh-
bour that sends you militias, like 
Iran, and a neighbour that sends 
you businessmen, like Saudi Ara-
bia,” he said.

Iraqi analyst Mohammed al-Qai-

sy pointed out the Saudi delega-
tion visit came while the United 
States is pressuring Iraq over its 
ties to Iran. “The United States 
wants to weaken the Iranian in-
fluence in the Abdul-Mahdi cabi-

net because Iran had a role in the 
formation of his government,” he 
said.

Azhar Al-Rubaie is a freelance 
journalist in Iraq.

Iraqis welcome closer ties with Saudi 
Arabia in face of Iranian influence
Azhar Al-Rubaie

T
he question of 
Iranian dominance 
in Iraq’s domestic 
political landscape 
and, in turn, Iraq’s 
dependence on Iran 
is back in the media 

spotlight while domestic con-
cerns from Iraq’s crumbling 
infrastructure to endemic 
corruption take a back seat.

Caught between Iranian 
encroachment and a bottomless 
pit of domestic quandaries, the 
likelihood of Iraq standing on its 
own appears slimmer than ever. 
Iran, as one of two leading 
hegemons in Iraq alongside the 
United States, has demonstrated 
tenacity and persistence in 
exercising unprecedented power 
over Iraqi Prime Minister Adel 
Abdul-Mahdi’s government. Those 
intentions were unveiled follow-
ing Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani’s recent visit to Iraq.

The decision to scrap visa fees 
between both countries offers a 
glimmering example. The loss of 
potential visa-generated income 
cannot be viewed as anything but 
colossal for Iraq whose holy 
shrine cities draw millions of 
visitors annually.

By agreeing to this move, 
Baghdad backpedalled on 
promises of stimulating favour-
able growth in its religious 
tourism sector. “The Iraqi side,” 
as Rohani stated during a news 
conference in Baghdad, “prefers 
for visas to remain… but it accepts 
that no fees will be charged.”

Despite the reassurances, the 
greatest loss will be incurred by 
Iraq, in yet another display of the 

flagrant imbalance of power 
between the two allies.

The visa move drew criticism 
from Ahmad Hama Rashid, a 
member of the parliamentary 
Finance Committee. “Ultimately, 
changes to existing procedures 
favour the Iranian side only,” 
Rashid told the Anadolu Agency. 
He argued that far more visitors 
are welcomed by Iraq than Iran. “A 
quarter of the numbers we greet 
visit Iran annually,” he said.

Even if Iraqi politicians are 
swayed or find Iran’s policies 
appealing, public cynicism at 
home cannot be washed over with 
diplomatic handshakes, smiles 
and flowery promises. Even 
citizens with the greatest admira-
tion for Iran recognise the move as 

economically deft and counter-
intuitive in a country that wel-
comes millions of tourists from 
neighbouring Islamic states.

There was an even more brazen 
request by Rohani, who called on 
his Iraqi allies to expedite the 
dredging of a border river to 
regulate flood levels along the 
Shatt Al-Arab River, which forms 
the boundary between Iran and 
Iraq, following deadly floods that 
left entire Iranian provinces 
submerged.

An important detail was 
omitted, however. Iran’s dam con-
struction which, like Turkey’s, 
significantly reduced river flows 
to Iraq. This strategy has back-
fired in the context of the recent 
floods but, once more, Iran turns 

to Iraq in ways reminiscent of the 
relationship between countries 
and their former colonies.

These are decade-old issues 
that have grown progressively 
worse but remain unremedied.

Although an agreement to 
revive the 1975 Algiers Accord, 
which regulates use of shared 
waterways, was reached, it lacks 
legislation without which nothing 
is implementable. Then, like now, 
the agreement has been driven by 
personal efforts but rarely 
translated into applicable laws. 
Without accompanying legisla-
tion, the demarcation of the 
invisible boundary that splits the 
shared water canal fairly is not 
possible.

Other trade and border agree-
ments that include the removal of 
restrictions of Iranian goods 
entering Iraq will continue to cost 
Iraq its independence. In the face 
of an emboldened Iran, Iraqi 
politicians have displayed a 
greater tendency to acquiesce to 
its demands, instead of defending 
Iraqi sovereignty.

On the one hand, Iran professes 
friendship and a “deep connec-
tion that no third party can sever” 
but, on the other, it pursues an 
aggressive foreign policy towards 
its neighbour. If the Baghdad 
government fails to act, Iraq will 
forever find itself locked into a 
subordinate position from which 
it will be difficult to break free.

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

Iraq between domestic quandaries and regional concerns
Viewpoint

Nazli Tarzi

Trade and border 
agreements that 
include the removal 
of restrictions of 
Iranian goods 
entering Iraq will 
continue to cost Iraq 
its independence. 

Checkmate? An Iraqi street currency exchanger and a customer 
count Iranian banknotes in Baghdad, March 16.                               (AP)

A new phase in relations. Iraqi Foreign Minister Mohammad Ali 
al-Hakim (C-L) raises the Saudi flag alongside Saudi Trade and 
Investment Minister Majid al-Qasabi (2nd-R) during the inauguration 
of the Saudi consulate compound in Baghdad, April 4.                        (AFP)

Iraqi Prime Minister Adel 
Abdul-Mahdi hailed the 
improvement of ties and 
announced he would soon 
visit Riyadh.
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U 

S troops marched into 
Baghdad 16 years ago, ful-
ly occupying the city and 
ending 24 years of Saddam 

Hussein’s rule. The 36,000 Republi-
can Guard soldiers stationed to pro-
tect the city crumbled at advances 
of US forces, which were making 
1,000 air sorties per day.

Images of Saddam’s statue, 
erected one year earlier to mark the 
dictator’s 65th birthday, being torn 
down in Firdos Square made world 
headlines.

US troops entered Saddam’s 
hometown of Tikrit on April 15, 
2003, after overrunning his lavish 
palaces and airport in Baghdad. 
The Iraqi National Library was 
set on fire and the country’s na-
tional museum was looted, most 
of its 170,000 priceless artefacts, 
some 7,000 years old, stolen or 
smashed.

The horrific event had a tremen-
dous effect on all those who lived it 
but many hoped that it would ush-
er in a new period of democracy, 
state-building and rule of law. They 
were grossly disappointed — to say 
the least — as Iraq collapsed into 
lawlessness and sectarian strife, 
suffering from chronic corrup-
tion at every level of government, 
plagued with the rise of al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic State (ISIS).

For years, death squads roamed 
the streets of Baghdad, blowing up 
shrines and mosques, assassinating 
mosque preachers, scientists and 
community leaders. The results 
of the “liberation of Baghdad,” as 
many called it in 2003, could not 
have been worse for the people of 
Iraq.

Saddam had created an elaborate 
network of tunnels and safe hous-
es, packed with weapons and ex-
plosives to be used in the event of 
an Iranian invasion. It was a coun-
ter-insurgency underground that 
the Ba’athists knew inside out but 
ending up using to wage war not 
against Iran but at the Americans, 
launching the then-called Sunni 
insurgency with al-Qaeda, which 
later morphed into ISIS.

Saddam’s troops threw off 
their military fatigues, grew their 
beards and pledged the oath of al-

legiance first to al-Qaeda founder 
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi and then 
to self-styled ISIS caliph Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi. Under his command 
and thanks to the high number of 
Ba’athists among his ranks, ISIS 
swept into Mosul in 2014, quickly 
overrunning Falluja, west of Bagh-
dad, and Baiji in the Iraqi north. 
Tikrit soon succumbed without a 
fight.

The post-Saddam Iraqi Army, 
which cost the Americans $41.6 bil-
lion to build, collapsed at the feet 
of ISIS in just 100 days. Iraqi Prime 
Minister Nuri al-Maliki tried to po-
sition himself as a champion of the 
fight against ISIS, although many 
blamed him for the fall of Mosul 
and Tikrit.

In return for ridding them of ISIS, 
Iraqi citizens had to cope with ex-
tremely poor governments that 
failed to provide security, electric-
ity, water and job opportunities.

“For content’s sake, 50% of Ira-
qis have no personal memory of 
Saddam’s era,” said Iraqi analyst 
Abbas Kadhim. “For these Iraqis, it 
is meaningless to blame any short-
comings on the previous regime. 
Saddam surely did terrible harm 
to Iraq but they had 16 years and $1 
trillion US to fix the country. They 
failed to do much.”

Kadhim, author of the seminal 
work “Reclaiming Iraq,” added: 
“That is not to say that we sweep 
the sins of the past regime under 
the rug. It simply means we do not 
mix the fields of history and gov-
ernance. Sixteen years after its col-
lapse, a regime must be viewed as 
a chapter of history, no matter how 
injurious its legacy may be.”

“Collective agreement among 
Iraqis says that they have moved 
from former regime to a corrupt-
ed one,” says Iraqi analyst Safaa 
Khalaf. “They have given up on 
reforming the ‘new’ regime, whose 
entire legitimacy is now at stake, 
due to its gross failure at building 
a state of institutions and ridding 
itself of both Iranian and US tute-
lage.”

That, he claims, has “ruined the 
entire experiment.”

“Even elections are no longer ap-
pealing, as all they do is recreate 
the existing regime.”

When asked why some Iraqis are 
romanticising the Saddam era, he 
explained: “This is out of ill feel-
ings for the current regime and not 
a call for a return of the Ba’athists. 
It’s due to the colossal failure of 
the present regime — in all sectors 
— triggered by despair. Excessive 
optimism has led to excessive de-
spair.”

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

How failures 
of successive 
governments led 
Iraqis to utter despair
Sami Moubayed

Spotlight 16 Years after Baghdad’s Fall             

Washington

P 

olls in Iraq indicate people 
worry they can’t trust any-
one and they say the govern-
ment is corrupt. Experts in 

Washington said that could lead to 
another opportunity for an extrem-
ist stronghold in Iraq.

“This is one of the most worrying 
issues in Iraq for me — the distrust 
in others,” said Munqith Dagher, 
CEO of the Independent Institute 
for Administration and Civil Society 
Studies in Baghdad. “Right now, no 
one trusts no one.”

The latest poll stated that 11% of 
Iraqi respondents said they could 
trust other Iraqis, down from 40% 
in 2013 before the attempted takeo-
ver by the Islamic State (ISIS).

Also in the 2019 survey, 93% of 
polled Iraqis said corruption has 
spread. In addition, 33% of respond-
ents said they trust the prime min-
ister, 29% expressed trust in the 
president and 17% said they trust 
the judicial system. Fewer than 20% 
of those asked said they believe Iraq 
has a democratic system.

Both the distrust and the corrup-
tion leave a gap for extremist reli-
gions to gain a foothold in Iraq and 
for terrorism to increase, said An-
thony Cordesman, Arleigh A Burke 
chair at the Centre for Strategic and 
International Studies, a think-tank 
in Washington.

“One of the key warning signs is 
corruption,” Cordesman said. “The 
higher the rating of corruption, the 
higher the correlation in the rise of 
terrorism.”

Cordesman and Dagher spoke 
about the poll April 8 in Washing-
ton.

Dagher and his team have con-
ducted thousands of face-to-face 
interviews in Iraq since soon after 
the removal of Saddam Hussein 
from power in 2003.

He said Iraqis have generally had 

a negative attitude about the US-led 
invasion in 2003, which meant the 
new government couldn’t gain the 
trust of the Iraqi people. This led 
to a political vacuum and the only 
groups able to step in were religious 
in nature.  Iraqis, however, lost faith 
in religious organisations as politi-
cal leaders when sectarian violence 
increased and led to the attempted 
takeover by ISIS.

The latest survey indicated that 
that 78% of Iraqi asked said the 
country was going in the wrong di-
rection. In 2005, 62% of Iraqis said 
the country was going in the right 
direction.

Though some Iraqis initially saw 
promise with the end of Saddam’s 
regime, things quickly changed. 
“They thought they would be an 
oasis of democracy,” Dagher said. 
“‘We will be State 51.’ There was a 
lot of hope.”

However, polls soon indicated 
that 53% of respondents said the 
United States wanted to “occupy 
Iraq and plunder its wealth,” while 
25% stated the United States want-
ed to fight Islam, 15% said the Unit-
ed States wanted to divide Iraq and 
15% said the United States wanted 
to achieve democracy. By 2004, 
84% of Iraqis participating in the 
survey said they considered the 
United States an “occupying force.”           

In 2005, almost 50% of Iraqis 
polled said the country’s situation 
was better without Saddam and in 
2019, 47% stated the same opin-
ion. In 2005, 27% said the country 
was worse without Saddam; now, 
35% do. This makes it difficult for 
the Iraqi government to build trust, 
Dagher said.

Dagher and his team said that 
since Iraqis lived through the public 
executions, crucifixions, kidnap-
pings and slavery of ISIS, they say 
they are more likely to want a secu-
lar government.

In 2004, most Iraqi respondents 
said they wanted law to be based on 
sharia but in 2019, 87% of Sunnis, 
69% of Kurds and 68% of Shias sur-
veyed said it was better to separate 
religion from politics.

“This is a good sign,” Dagher said.
Overall trust in religious institu-

tions dropped from 80% to 41%, 
poll data indicate.

Iraqis said they are less worried 
about security. In 2004, 72% of Ira-
qis asked said security was their 

main concern. In 2019, 21% cited 
security as their main concern. In-
stead, 47% cited corruption, fol-
lowed by 32% of Iraqis concerned 
about unemployment. That’s a 
significant and important change, 
Dagher said.

In 2009, 97% of Shias and 90% 
of Sunnis asked said they felt safe 
in their neighbourhoods; in 2014, 
10% of Sunnis said they felt safe in 
their neighbourhoods, while 77% of 
Shias stated that they felt safe.

“This is why Daesh [an Arabic 
acronym for ISIS] was able to take 
over these neighbourhoods,” Dagh-
er said, adding that ISIS, using bru-
tal methods, could bring safety to 
Sunni areas.

In 2018, Dagher’s team said 88% 
of both Sunni and Shia respondents 
said they feel safe in their neigh-
bourhoods.

“Security is improving in a very 
good way in the last couple of 
years,” he said.

Trust in Iran as a reliable partner 
sits at 32% overall, the poll results 
indicated, down from 50% two 
years ago. However, 49% of Shias 
asked said they trust Iran. Con-
versely, 40% of Shias said the Unit-
ed States is a reliable partner, with 
42%, including 72% of Kurds, saying 
they overall trust the United States.

Until recently, Dagher said Iraqi 
officials had no interest in his polls. 
Today, they are “happier with the 
methodology when it makes them 
look good” but they’re willing to 
listen.

“This is one of the blessings of 
Daesh: The government started to 
listen to us,” he said. “Right now, I 
am going to Baghdad every month 
to present some of the data. It’s ear-
ly to say they are listening but they 
receive some of the red flags.”

Kelly Kennedy is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Iraqis’ state of mind 16 
years after US invasion
Kelly Kennedy

Endless frustration. A demonstrator holds a frame as others gather during a protest in front of the 
governorate building in Basra, March 7.                     (Reuters)

Disenchantment. Unemployed men looking for jobs in Baghdad.    (AP)

Both the distrust and the 
corruption leave a gap for 
extremist religions to 
gain a foothold in Iraq 
and for terrorism to 
increase.

“One of the key warning signs 
is corruption. The higher the 
rating of corruption, the higher 
the correlation in the rise of 
terrorism.”

Anthony Cordesman, 
Arleigh A Burke chair at 
the Centre for Strategic and 
International Studies 

In return for ridding them of 
ISIS, Iraqi citizens had to 
cope with extremely poor 
governments that failed to 
provide security, electricity, 
water and job opportunities.
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P 

ro-Syrian demonstrations 
were staged in Beirut on 
April 7, celebrating the 72nd 
anniversary of the Ba’ath 

Party founding. An assortment of 
vehicles promenaded through the 
streets, carrying Ba’ath Party flags 
and photos of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

It was the first such show of its 
kind since the forced exodus of Syr-
ian troops from Lebanon in 2005. 
Syrian loyalists made it a point to 
drive through pro-Hariri neigh-
bourhoods of Beirut, coming short 
of saying: “We’re back.”

“Although Syrian soldiers left the 
country in 2005, Syria’s political 
influence continued to be strongly 
felt,” said political analyst Fadi Ak-
oum.

He pointed to a wide assortment 
of political parties, including Hez-
bollah, Amal, the Syrian Social Na-
tionalist Party, the Marada Move-
ment, the Lebanese Ba’ath Party 
and the Free Patriotic Movement of 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun, 
that remained loyal to Syria, groups 
seemingly always ready to help re-
store Damascus’s influence.

“This is the team that rules Leb-
anon today. They are the biggest 
supporters of the Syrian regime,” 
Akoum said.

In the cabinet that was formed in 
January, Syrian supporters got 18 
of the 30 seats, including powerful 
portfolios such as foreign affairs, 
defence, economy, justice and refu-
gee affairs.

The two Shia parties most strong-
ly affiliated to Syria — Amal and 

Hezbollah — were given a total of 
six seats in government. The pro-
Syrian team directly controls 61 of 
the 128 seats in parliament and both 
the presidency and the speaker-
ship of parliament are also in their 
hands. Collectively they have been 
pushing for the re-establishment of 
ties with Syria, severed at the start 
of the conflict there in 2011.

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri had refused such engage-
ment before the toppling of As-
sad took place. He instructed his 
ministers to refrain from travelling 
to Syria but those from Amal and 
Hezbollah ignored his instructions 
and so did Lebanese Foreign Min-
ister Gebran Bassil, who sat down 
with Syrian Foreign Minister Walid 
Muallem, at the United Nations last 
September.

Despite his rhetoric, Hariri has 
frequently looked the other way. He 
did so during the pro-Syrian dem-
onstrations April 7, realising that 
he needed the pro-Syrian parties, 
which he never liked, to survive.

There was very little he could do 
to silence them or force them to 
change their ways. No cabinet can 
be formed without them because of 
their numerical mass and political 
influence.

Last year, Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah made it 
clear that his party would not join 
the Hariri cabinet unless all its po-
litical demands were accommodat-
ed. Constitutionally, Hariri could 
not form a government unless all 
sects and parliamentary blocs are 
properly represented.

It was Hezbollah, Amal and the 
Aounists who walked out on Hari-
ri’s first cabinet in January 2011, 
ejecting him from office in the mid-
dle of a visit to the White House. He 

returned to power five years later 
after reaching a deal with Hezbol-
lah, in which, in exchange for his 
comeback, Hariri would endorse 
the presidential bid of Aoun, a Syr-
ian favourite for the Lebanese pres-
idency.

The Hariri-led March 14 Alli-
ance, which engineered the Syrian 
exodus of 2005, has largely disin-
tegrated and become toothless but 
the Hezbollah-led March 8 Alliance 
remains intact, despite differences 
among its members.

In October 2017, Hariri was forced 
to swallow his pride, appointing 
a Lebanese ambassador to Syria, 
despite his insistence on non-en-
gagement with Damascus. Three 
months ago, he relinquished the 
portfolio of refugee affairs, which 
deals mainly with the 1.5 million 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon, to the 
pro-Syrian coalition.

When held by a member of his 
Future Movement, Hariri had used 
the ministry to obstruct the return 
of Syrian refugees, claiming that 
death or arrest awaited them in Syr-
ia. Hezbollah accused him of want-
ing them to stay so Hariri could 
feed off the large amounts of donor 

money streaming into Lebanese cof-
fers from UN agencies.

Hariri’s supporters argued that 
Hezbollah wanted them out be-
cause most of them were Sunni 
Muslims, whose integration into 
Lebanese society — through work 
or marriage — would eventually tip 
the delicate sectarian balance in 
Lebanon against Shia Muslims.

The portfolio of refugee affairs is 
held by Saleh al-Gharib, an Aounist 
who is coordinating closely with 
the Russians for the refugees’ col-
lective repatriation in Syria. Last 
February, Gharib visited Damascus 
to arrange for their return. Hariri 
looked the other way.

A handful of Lebanese business 
figures have been going to Damas-
cus to establish real estate devel-
opment companies, hoping to take 
part in the country’s reconstruc-
tion, whenever it kicks off.

Hariri would have plenty to gain 
for his own business empire if he 
made such an overture towards the 
Syrians but that would require the 
lifting of international sanctions 
on Syria and a green light from the 
Saudis, both of which seem far-
fetched at this stage.

Until that happens, however, pro-
Syrian statesmen will continue to 
push for engagement and normali-
sation, resorting to provocation 
when needed to get their message 
across, just as they did April 7.

The pro-Syrian rally raises fears 
that members of the March 8 Alli-
ance will eventually try to restore 
the statues of Hafez Assad that 
were brought down ahead of Syria’s 
troop withdrawal in 2005. Only one 
monument — the one near the Ku-
waiti Embassy — named after the 
former Syrian president remained.

Famously removed were bronze 
statues of Assad in Baalbek, Qana, 
Qabb Ilyas and Halba and one of his 
son Bassel in the town of Chtaura 
built during the era of Rafik Hariri 
in 1995. They were dismantled ei-
ther by Lebanese authorities or Syr-
ian troops before leaving Lebanon.

Lebanese statesmen who had 
overseen their construction were 
seemingly eager to have them re-
moved, especially those who had 
defected to the anti-Syrian camp 
and wanted to erase any memory 
of their collaboration with the Syr-
ians. Many of them are MPs today, 
running on anti-Syrian tickets.

Syria political 
influence beats 
the odds, again, 
in Lebanon
Sami Moubayed

A strong comeback. Members of the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party carry a poster of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad and Hezbollah leader Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah in southern Lebanon.                              (Reuters)

W
ith Syria’s 8-year 
war waning, 
attention is 
shifting to the 
ticking time 
bombs Iran has 

planted in the form of militias that 
threaten to destabilise the country 
for years to come.

Following the United States’ 
designation of the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps (IRGC) as a 
terrorist organisation, Iran’s 
proxies are expected to act more 
aggressively towards the US 
presence in Syria and the greater 
Middle East.

Scattered across Syria, Iran-
aligned fighters have proven 
effective for Iran in gathering intel-
ligence and assisting in counterin-
telligence operations and deter-
rence. Through their entrenched 
presence on the ground, the 
militias are difficult for the United 
States to counter, both militarily, 
because they often engage in 
unconventional warfare, and 
economically, due to their com-
plex funding networks.

Despite Iran’s initial denials of 
involvement in the Syrian conflict, 
a pile of evidence, collected by 
civil society groups and journal-
ists, proved that Tehran was active 
in the country from the very 
beginning, providing significant 
logistical, technical, financial, 
training and combat support to 
Damascus.

After Tehran’s role in Syria was 
made public, the country claimed 

its presence there was aimed at 
protecting Shia holy sites. The 
United States and its allies obvi-
ously did not buy those claims, 
maintaining that Tehran’s main 
goal is destabilising the country 
and expanding its influence.

Tehran’s aggressive posture in 
Syria can be understood as an 
attempt to replicate the Hezbollah 
model in Lebanon, forming 
militias that include not only 
Syrians but Iraqi Shia fighters and 
foreign recruits from Afghanistan 
and Pakistan.

At the apex of the conflict, the 
militias were directed to provide 
security and social, political and 
economic services for the popula-
tion. The aim was to garner support 
or at least acceptance for Iran’s 
involvement in Syria. However, 
activists and civil society groups 
repeatedly warned that Iran-
aligned proxies are used to advance 
Tehran’s agenda and pose a serious 
threat to civilians and national 
security.

Iran’s proxies have also created a 
headache for Washington. During 
the battle for Aleppo (2012-16), 
Iran-backed militias played a key 
role in countering US-backed 
Syrian Democratic Forces, fighting 
alongside Syrian and Hezbollah 
forces in eastern Syria to capture 
territory for Syrian President 
Bashar Assad. The US-led coalition 
was pushed to retaliate, targeting 
militia positions in what was 
described as “defensive” air 
strikes.

One of Iran-backed militias 
operating in Syria, the Baqir 
Brigade, threatened attacks against 
US personnel in April 2018. That 
announcement, which would not 
have been made without approval 
from senior Iranian officials, set a 
dangerous precedent, indicating 
that US forces in Syria would 
eventually become targets.

Despite its significant losses in 
Syria and the heavy cost of its 
intervention, Tehran has sought to 
maintain its presence, especially 
after Washington abruptly 
announced in December 2018 a 
plan to withdraw US troops from 
northern Syria.

Just after that announcement, 
Iran embarked on a diplomatic 
blitz aimed at hammering out an 
agreement with Turkey and Russia 
over Syria’s future.

Of course, the US administration 
delayed its withdrawal, realising 
that any hasty move would 
empower Iran not just in Syria but 
across the region.

This is especially true given that 
the area of north-eastern Syria 
where US troops are deployed is 
highly coveted by Iran. Apart from 
being rich in oil, the area is near 
the border with Iraq, through 
which Iran has been sending in 
fighters from the Iraqi Popular 
Mobilisation Forces under the 
guise of fighting the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

The presence of US forces near 
the Syrian-Iraqi border has 
severely limited the militias’ 

movement and blocked Iran’s 
access to oil fields and other 
possible sources of revenue that 
could help Tehran offset economic 
losses following the United States’ 
reimposition of sanctions.

Now, with the IRGC’s ban, the 
militias’ wings can be further 
clipped as Iran comes under 
further financial pressure.

However, the battle against 
Iran’s tentacles has just begun and 
could prove more difficult and 
complex. Beyond militias’ activi-
ties, Iran has sought to indoctri-
nate young minds on a sectarian 
basis, particularly foreign fighters 
from Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
amplifying its influence and 
making it more unpredictable.

While most foreign fighters were 
convinced to join the battle 
through financial incentives, 
indoctrination also plays a big 
part. By letting go of these fighters 
in times of dire economic condi-
tions, Tehran could exacerbate the 
problem by scattering its ticking 
time bombs outside Syria.

How the United States deals with 
this threat could be much trickier 
than its fight against ISIS. Sure, US 
decisions to reimpose sanctions 
against Iran and blacklist the IRGC 
are helpful, if long overdue, moves 
but more needs to be done to 
ensure Syria and the region move 
towards stability and away from 
Iran’s orbit.

Iman Zayat is Managing Editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Iran’s ticking time bombs in Syria could prove difficult to uproot
Viewpoint

Iman Zayat

How the United 
States would deal 
with the threat of 
Iran-backed militias 
could be much 
trickier than its 
fight against ISIS. 



11April 14, 2019

London

T 

he United Arab Emirates, a 
leading member in the Arab 
coalition fighting Houthi 
rebels in Yemen, called for 

progress towards a political solu-
tion to the conflict, now entering its 
fifth year.

During meetings with UN offi-
cials April 10, UAE Minister of State 
for Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash 
stressed the coalition’s commit-
ment to implementing the Stock-
holm Agreement and its support for 
UN Special Envoy Martin Griffiths.

“On Yemen, reaffirmed coalition’s 
commitment to the political process 
and implementation of Stockholm 
Agreement.” Gargash said on Twit-
ter. “Onus now on Houthis to end 
their obstruction and honour com-
mitments to withdraw from (Hodei-
dah) city and ports & let aid reach 
those in need,” he added.

The UAE drive supporting peace 
efforts comes when the Iran-allied 
Houthi rebels have not fulfilled 
their end of the deal reached in 
Sweden in December.

The Houthi militia and the Yeme-
ni government agreed to a ceasefire 
in the port city of Hodeidah and to 
exchange prisoners. They were to 
withdraw their forces from the city 
and its ports, handing control to the 
United Nations. Several deadlines 
for the withdrawal passed without 
action from both sides and reports 
of sporadic fighting have been on 
the rise.

Gargash told UN officials that, 
while the UAE is cautiously opti-
mistic about the Stockholm Agree-
ment, it is concerned about its im-
plementation and about violations 
of the agreement by the Houthis. He 
urged the international community 
to pressure the Houthis and their 
Iranian backers to end obstructing 

the political process.
“Since the start of the Yemen 

conflict, the Houthis have, time 
and again, pledged to accept inter-
national mediation efforts and the 
resulting agreements but have then 
failed to implement, have ques-
tioned what was agreed and have 
eventually demanded new conces-
sions,” Gargash said.

Gargash spoke of Iran’s interfer-
ence and its military backing of the 
Houthis, which has enabled the mi-
litia to further its military campaign 
in defiance of UN Security Council 
resolutions.

Gargash called on the Security 
Council to enforce international law 
by disrupting the flow of Iranian 

arms into Yemen and to condemn 
Iran’s role in fuelling the conflict.

Gargash emphasised that the im-
mediate and unhindered delivery 
of humanitarian assistance, in close 
cooperation with the United Nations 
and other humanitarian partners, is 
a key priority for the coalition, even 
in Houthi-controlled areas.

He stressed, however, that the 
Houthis continue to loot humani-
tarian aid for sale on the black mar-
ket, raise funds for their war effort, 
threaten civilian shipping lanes in 
the Red Sea and smuggle Iran-sup-
plied weapons into the country.

Gargash said the UAE and Saudi 
Arabia, which is leading the Arab 
coalition in Yemen, would allocate 

$200 million in relief assistance for 
Yemenis for Ramadan, which starts 
May 5.

The aid package was announced 
during a news conference by UAE 
Minister of State for International 
Cooperation Reem bint Ibrahim al-
Hashimi April 8 in Abu Dhabi.

“The situation in Yemen contin-
ues to be difficult and the UAE and 
Saudi Arabia are, through joint ef-

forts, trying to eliminate the hu-
manitarian suffering of Yemenis,” 
Hashimi said.

“The money will also be focused 
on malnourished children, preg-
nant and nursing women,” Hashimi 
said, adding that $40 million would 
be allocated to focus on those par-
ticular segments.

The UAE-Saudi relief efforts will 
work with the World Health Organi-
sation, contributing $20 million to 
combating the spread of cholera, 
Hashimi said.

Since 2015, the UAE has provided 
$5.4 billion in assistance to Yemen, 
reaching out to some 17.2 million 
individuals, including 11.2 million 
children.

UAE works to safeguard UN peace efforts in Yemen
The Arab Weekly staff

News & Analysis Gulf

London

T 

he classification by the US 
State Department of Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps as a terrorist 

organisation was welcomed by most 
Gulf Cooperation Council countries, 
particularly those significantly af-
fected by the group’s activities.

Saudi Arabia described the US 
move as a “practical and serious 
step” in efforts to combat terrorism.

The US decision “translates the 
kingdom’s repeated demands to 
the international community of 
the necessity of confronting ter-
rorism supported by Iran,” a Saudi 
Foreign Ministry source was quoted 
as saying by the official Saudi Press 
Agency.

In October 2018, in a joint coun-
terterrorism initiative with the Unit-
ed States, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, 
the United Arab Emirates and Ku-
wait placed Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC) high-ranking 
members, including al-Quds Force 
commander Major-General Qassem 
Soleimani and IRGC officers Hamed 
Abdollahi and Abdul-Reza Shahlai, 
on a sanctions list.

The sanctions, which fall under 
Saudi Arabia’s Terrorist Financ-

ing Targeting Centre, included the  
IRGC’s al-Quds Force, which has 
been active in many regional hot 
spots, including the war in Yemen 
and the civil war in Syria.

Riyadh has long been on a target 
al-Quds Force’s destabilising activi-
ties, including efforts to politicise 
the haj pilgrimage. The US govern-
ment said al-Quds was involved in 
a plot to assassinate Saudi Minister 
of State for Foreign Affairs Adel al-
Jubeir in Washington in October 
2011 when he was Riyadh’s ambas-
sador to the United States.

Al-Quds Force, through one of its 
regional proxies, was determined to 
be responsible for the 1996 Khobar 
Towers bombing that killed 19 US 
military personnel and wounded 
500 others.

A 2001 US government indict-
ment stated that 13 members of the 
Saudi-branch of Hezbollah, with 
support from an unnamed member 
of the Lebanese branch of the move-
ment, conducted surveillance on US 
operations as early as 1993 with the 
help of Iranian military and gov-
ernment officials and planned the 
bombing to drive Americans from 
Saudi Arabia.

In 2006 a US federal judge ruled 
Iran responsible for the operation 
and ordered Tehran pay $254 mil-
lion to the families of the Americans 
killed in the attack.

IRGC support for the Houthis in 
Yemen has helped the militia up-
grade its military capabilities. The 
Gulf coalition and the internation-
ally recognised Yemeni govern-
ment fighting the Houthis say Iran 
has violated a UN arms embargo by 
supplying the rebels with advanced 
surface-to-air missile systems.

Bahrain, which has regularly ob-
jected to Tehran’s activities within 
its borders, including support of 
Shia opposition groups and the 
arming of terror cells, expressed 
gratitude over the designation of 
the IRGC as terrorists.

The Bahraini Foreign Ministry 
stressed the importance of the deci-
sion in addressing “the dangerous 
role played by the IRGC as a destabi-
lising force and the main contribu-
tor to the spread of violence and ter-
rorism across the Middle East and 
the entire world.”

In the United Arab Emirates, de-
spite the government not issuing 
public statements on the US desig-
nation, state-controlled media sup-
ported the development.

“Iran’s Revolutionary Guards 
have been the main actors when it 
comes to the regime in Tehran pro-
moting its sectarian agenda from 
the Bab el Mandeb to the Mediterra-
nean Sea. Its far-reaching influence, 
its structure, its ability to act within 
that regime as a virtual state-with-
in-a-state — one in which its tenta-
cles reach through every facet of 
Iranian society — have been all too 
obvious,” an editorial in Dubai daily 
Gulf News said.

“This designation should serve 
notice that Iran’s interference 
across the region must come to an 
end,” the editorial added.

Qatari Foreign Minister Moham-
med bin Abdulrahman al-Thani 
condemned the move by the US 
State Department. Thani, on an of-
ficial visit to Ankara, was joined 
by Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu in saying the designa-
tion would create “instability” in  
the region.

Thani said disagreements over 
the Iranian military’s behaviour or 
that of any other army should not 
be solved by imposing sanctions, Al 
Arabiya reported.

Doha, because of its expanding 
economic and military ties with 
Iran and suspected support of Is-

lamist terrorist groups, saw Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, 
Bahrain and Egypt cut diplomatic 
and economic ties with Qatar in 
June 2017.

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

IRGC’s terrorist designation 
welcomed by the GCC
Mohammed Alkhereiji

A running battle. A 2012 file picture shows Bahrainis taking part in 
a rally in Manama to denounce Iran’s involvement in their country’s 
affairs.               (Reuters)

Bahrain, which has regularly 
objected to Tehran’s 
activities within its borders, 
expressed gratitude over the 
designation of the IRGC as 
terrorists.

The UAE drive supporting 
peace efforts comes when 
the Iran-allied Houthi rebels 
have not fulfilled their end 
of the deal reached in 
Sweden in December.

A push for stability. Members of the UAE Red Crescent walk along the docks near the container cranes in Aden Port, last August.        (AFP)
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mmediately after Israel’s April 
9 election, both Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
and his main challenger, Ben-

ny Gantz, gave victory speeches 
to supporters. The next morning, 
however, it was Netanyahu who 
had emerged victoriously and 
Gantz conceded.

Netanyahu’s Likud party se-
cured 36 seats in the Knesset 
while Gantz’s Blue and White par-
ty won 35. Projections showed a 
right-wing bloc led by Likud could 
muster 65 seats in the 120-seat 
Knesset, passing the threshold of 
61 parliamentarians to form a gov-
ernment.

Parties will present recommen-
dations on who should lead the 
next government to Israeli Presi-
dent Reuven Rivlin and Netanya-
hu is expected to receive the most 
nominations. Foreign officials, 
among them US President Donald 
Trump and Indian Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi, congratulated Ne-
tanyahu on his victory.

Most observers saw the elec-
tions as a referendum on Netan-
yahu, who is facing allegations 
of corruption. If he does form 
the next government, Netanyahu 
would become the longest-serving 
prime minister in Israel’s history, 
overtaking David Ben-Gurion, the 
country’s first prime minister, in 
July.

In a late effort to rally sup-
port on the right, Netanyahu 
said he would annex Jewish set-
tlements in the occupied West 
Bank, a move that would un-
dermine remaining chances of a 
peace deal with the Palestinians 
and the establishment of an au-
tonomous Palestinian state. He 
also said Trump’s recognition of 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and 
Israeli sovereignty over the Syr-
ian Golan Heights were among  

Netanyahu’s achievements.
Reaction from Palestinian of-

ficials to the election results was 
swift. Saeb Erekat, the secretary-
general of the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation, said Israelis “have 
said no to peace and yes to the oc-
cupation.”

Netanyahu’s promise to annex 
Jewish settlements was one of the 
few points during the campaign in 
which Palestinian issues took cen-
tre stage.

“None of the parties has offered 
any real path forward for resolv-
ing Israel’s conflict with its Pal-
estinian neighbours,” said Hugh 
Lovatt, a policy fellow at the Euro-
pean Council on Foreign Relations 
think-tank. “No one is seriously 
talking about ending the occupa-
tion.”

Journalist Gideon Levy said the 
issue of Gaza was not discussed 
during the campaign.

Palestinian citizens of Israel 
are eligible to vote and form po-
litical parties. The election results 
indicate that two Arab parties — 
Hadash-Ta’al and Ra’am Balad — 
passed the electoral threshold and 
will be represented in the Knesset. 
Palestinians living in the occupied 
West Bank and the Gaza Strip do 
not have any voting rights in Is-
rael.

Lovatt said Netanyahu had 
“once again exploited anti-Arab 
sentiment for political gain and 
Palestinian territory as an elector-
al bargaining chip.”

Before the 2015 elections, Ne-
tanyahu warned that Arab vot-
ers were heading to the polls “in 
droves,” threatening a right-wing 
government. Many condemned 
his comments as racist.

Hanging over Netanyahu’s ap-
parent election victory are cor-
ruption allegations that could see 
the prime minister face the courts. 
Israeli Attorney General Avichai 
Mandelblit has said he intended 
to indict Netanyahu on bribery, 
fraud and breach of trust charges. 
Pre-indictment hearings, in which 
the prime minister can plead his 
case, are to take place within three 
months.

The corruption allegations 
were not a straightforward issue 
in Likud strongholds, said Israeli 
journalist Peggy Cidor. Some of 
Netanyahu’s supporters reject the 
idea that he is corrupt, saying the 

left and the media were after him. 
Others, an even larger segment of 
his base Cidor said, acknowledge 
Netanyahu might be corrupt but 
support him nevertheless due to 
his achievements for the country 
and because, in their view, all pol-
iticians were doing similar things 
anyway.

Likud Knesset Member Miki Zo-
har said Mandelblit should drop 
plans to indict Netanyahu, citing 
the prime minister’s election vic-
tory. There is speculation that Ne-
tanyahu might ask the Knesset to 
pass a law granting him immunity 
from prosecution. He is not legally 
required to step down unless he is 
convicted.

An important reason the right-
wing bloc around Netanyahu ap-
pears to have been successful is 
that “the social fabric in Israel has 
changed over the last 20 years,” 
Cidor said. Many immigrants to 
Israel during this time period are 
right-wing and religious, bolster-
ing Netanyahu’s support base.

For Palestinians, it will be cru-
cial to see if Netanyahu’s com-
ments on annexation of parts of 
the West Bank were merely cam-
paign rhetoric or whether actions 
will follow. The prime minister has 
blocked several moves to annex 
Jewish settlements but he could 
face renewed pressure from the 
right to act on his latest promise.

Writing before the elections, Mi-
chael Omer-Man, editor-in-chief 
of the left-wing +972 magazine, 
said “a creeping, de facto annexa-
tion is already taking place and 
will continue to progress even if 
Netanyahu isn’t elected.”

US national security adviser 
John Bolton said after the elec-
tions that the Trump administra-
tion would release its Middle East 
peace plan in the “very near fu-
ture.” The rollout of the plan could 
inflame tensions with Palestinians 
who have rejected the plan even 
before it has been released and 
cut political engagement with the 
United States after Trump’s Jeru-
salem announcement.

Despite corruption allegations 
and rocket fire from Gaza, Netan-
yahu staved off his challengers. “It 
is a night of colossal victory,” he 
told supporters on election night.

Manuel Langendorf is a writer 
focusing on the MENA region.

Netanyahu wins Israeli 
vote, Palestinians’ 
prospects uncertain
Manuel Langendorf

Record tenure. Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu shakes hands with a supporter at Likud 
party headquarters in Tel Aviv, April 10.            (AFP)
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For Palestinians, it will 
be crucial to see if 
Netanyahu’s comments 
on annexation of parts of 
the West Bank were 
merely campaign 
rhetoric or whether 
actions will follow. 

B
etween the constant 
and the variable in the 
results of the Israeli 
elections and their 
implications, observ-
ers will find that the 

balance that had governed Israeli 
politics for decades has shifted in 
favour of more extreme right-
wing elements.

Parliamentary elections in 
Israel paved the way for Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu to serve for a fifth 
term after his Likud party formed 
a coalition with small, right-wing 
parties to secure a majority in the 
Knesset.

The Israelis are leaning 
towards a populist right-wing 
government that adopts gener-
ally extremist rhetoric. With a 
hard-line programme with 
promises such as permanently 
hoisting the Israeli flag on the 
dome of al-Aqsa Mosque and 
building a temple in its sanctu-
ary, the Netanyahu bloc success-
fully wooed voters.

Other indicators point to a 
different attitude among Israeli 
citizens towards officials 
suspected of corruption. Accusa-
tions of corruption against 
Netanyahu and his close associ-
ates to end his time as prime 
minister obviously failed.

This is a change in the mood of 
Israeli society. Israelis seem to 
be willing to live with a sus-
pect government if it 
implements ideas and 
projects that 
strengthen Israel’s 
grip on the ground. 
This was exactly 
what Netanyahu 
had in mind.

Observers expect 
Netanyahu will not 
waste much time in 
getting a law passed that 
would protect him from 
continued legal investiga-
tions even if more evidence 
and witnesses come to light. He 
campaigned hard and fiercely 
because he realises that being in 
the political arena and prime 
minister for 13 years might allow 
him to obtain immunity from 
prosecution and give him an 
advantage over prosecution 
witnesses — and even over the 
entire system.

Some observers said Netan-
yahu succeeded in using the “cry 
wolf” strategy to rally voters, 
just as he had done in previous 
elections. He sounds the alarm 
about Arab voters taking ballot 
boxes by storm to elect a leftist 
prime minister who would trade 
off the rights of Israelis for 
Palestinian rights.

What the election results 
revealed also was the continuing 
meltdown of the Israeli left. The 
Israeli Labour Party and the 
Meretz party finished with 
humiliating results — six seats in 
the Knesset for the former and 
four for the latter. Labour was 
the ruling party in Israel until the 
coming of Menachem Begin as 
the first right-wing prime 
minister in 1977. Through the 
1980s and 1990s, power switched 
between the left and the right.

Gamal al-Refa’i, professor of 
Zionist thought at Ain Shams 
University in Cairo, said Israel is 
witnessing a marked increase in 
the strength of the right-wingers, 
especially religious ones, which 
signals further extremism in 
society and political trends and, 
consequently, implies the 
impossibility of arriving at fair 

solutions in the region.
Refa’i pointed out the develop-

ments are related to security 
because every time security 
conditions deteriorated, the 
leftist camp in Israel became 
stronger since it was the most 
likely to go for a comprehensive 
peace treaty that could provide 
stability. However, while 
security exists on the ground, 
there is no need for the left, 
according to the logic of the 
Israeli street.

The right can exploit the 
absence of the Palestinian and 
Arab camp due to other priorities 
to reap more political gains and 
expand territorially.

The waning of Arab voices in 
the Knesset is the natural and 
predictable result of the failure 
of the 1948 Arabs to stop the 
racist Israeli nationality law or 
any of Israel’s other expansionist 
settlement moves in Jerusalem, 
as well as their failure to obtain 
equal rights and budgets.

This was translated in a call for 
an election boycott and a split of 
votes between two lists that 
succeeded by a narrow margin, 
rather than reach the 24 seats in 
the Knesset in proportion to the 
population and the right to 
vote.

The dramatic decline of the 
third most powerful party in 
Israel in the previous elections 
shocked many Arab analysts, 
especially since no rival bloc has 
coordinated with the Arab 
parties.

There has been no project for 
a possible coalition that would 

benefit from support of 
Arab voters. Haaretz 

newspaper attributed 
the fear of reaching 

towards Arab 
voters to Netan-
yahu’s fiery 
anti-Arab incite-
ments in the 2015 

elections and the 
sense of exclusion 

and despair that has 
gripped a large segment 

of the 1948 Palestinians who 
have the right to vote.
The calls for boycott greatly 

affected voter turnout and 
results. It would have been more 
efficient to have had a total 
boycott of the elections or at 
least a united list but that did not 
happen.

Despite the Likud’s decisive 
victory, the growing strength of 
the ultra-Orthodox parties will 
permit more blackmail and the 
possibility of having power shift 
at any time to Netanyahu’s rival 
camp.

The chances of the new 
government’s downfall are there 
right from the start, on the 
backdrop of divergent views 
regarding the military draft law 
or authorising religious authori-
ties and religious courts to 
conclude marriages and divorces 
and many other controversial 
issues that relate only to the 
opinions of the rabbis and not to 
a fixed election programme.

All these considerations 
impose new parameters that will 
make negotiations with any 
Israeli government contingent 
on the ideas and opinions of a 
faction of the religious camp, 
which is competing with a rival 
current at the expense of vital 
Arab interests that focus and 
depend on negotiating with 
secularists. Given the rising birth 
rate among the religious camp in 
Israel, one should expect a 
similar increase in the religious 
Knesset members in the future.

Ahmed Fouad Anwar is an 
analyst specialising in Israeli 
studies.

The significance of Israeli 
voters’ shift to the right

Viewpoint

Ahmed 
Fouad Anwar

Some observers 
said Netanyahu 

succeeded in using 
the “cry wolf” 

strategy to rally 
voters, just as he had 

done in previous 
elections.
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I 

sraeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu’s election win is 
poised to inflame tensions in 
an increasingly volatile Middle 

East and statements by Lebanese of-
ficials indicate wariness about the 
trajectory of regional politics.

Hezbollah Secretary-General Has-
san Nasrallah said Netanyahu’s vic-
tory would likely herald even closer 
ties between Israel and the United 
States and put Lebanon “before a 
major juncture” related to its bor-
ders.

“Netanyahu will likely form a 
new right-wing Zionist government 
and we are before a new stage of un-
precedented cooperation between 
America and Israel represented in 
Netanyahu and [US President Don-
ald] Trump,” Nasrallah was quoted 
as saying by Lebanese news site Na-
harnet.

Trump’s decision to recognise Is-
rael’s sovereignty over the occupied 
Golan Heights, seized from Syria in 
1967 and annexed in 1981, caused 
concern in Lebanon that it would 
mean also recognising the occu-
pied Shebaa farms and nearby Kfar 
Chouba Hills.

The territorial dispute over who 
controls the Shebaa farms dates to 
the French colonial period, when 
France drew maps of the area with-
out officially demarcating the bor-
der.

Following an 18-year occupa-
tion, Israel withdrew from southern 
Lebanon in 2000 but retained con-
trol of the Shebaa farms. Hezbollah 
claimed the withdrawal to be in-
complete and, with support of the 
Lebanese government, demanded 
that Israel continue the withdrawal.

Israel rejected the demands, say-
ing the land was Syrian when it was 
captured in 1967. Syria, however, 
has held an ambiguous position and 
generally refuses to demarcate the 
border before Israel withdraws from 
the Golan.

The United Nations, which 
doesn’t recognise Israel’s sover-
eignty over the Golan, has said Leb-
anon’s claim is to be settled along 
with the Golan’s fate.

However, there remains conten-

tion over the territory, even among 
the Lebanese themselves.

Although most Lebanese agree 
the Shebaa Farms and Kfar Chouba 
Hills are part of their country, anti-
Syrian politicians suggested the ter-
ritory has served as an excuse for 
Hezbollah to keep its weapons.

The anti-Syria camp also called 
for the demarcation of the Leba-
non-Syria border, a demand backed 
by Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri April 10, despite referring to 
the territory as Lebanese.

The latest Lebanese politician to 
join the heated debate was Presi-
dent Michel Aoun.

“Lebanon strongly refuses any 
attempt by the United States to 
recognise Israel’s sovereignty over 
Shebaa Farms or Kfar Chouba Hills, 
which are part of the Lebanese 
territories,” Aoun was quoted by 
the presidency website as saying  
April 12.

“Lebanon has the right to restore 

its occupied territories using all pos-
sible means,” Aoun added.

Other statements by the Leba-
nese president over possible coop-
eration with Israel in the eastern 
Mediterranean indicated that the 
aftermath of Netanyahu’s elector-
al victory would undoubtedly be 
marred by tension and deteriora-
tion of their already strained rela-
tionship.

Speaking at a news conference 
with Greek President Prokopis Pav-
lopoulos, after talks at Baabda Pal-
ace, Aoun affirmed Lebanon’s right 
to extract oil and gas within its ex-
clusive economic zone. However, 

he stressed Lebanon’s refusal to join 
any forum or cooperation mecha-
nism in which Israel participates, 
especially the East Mediterranean 
Gas Forum.

Seven Mediterranean countries, 
including Cyprus, Egypt and Israel, 
agreed to form the Eastern Medi-
terranean Gas Forum to establish a 
regional gas market that serves the 
interests of its members.

Although gas exploration in the 
eastern Mediterranean has raised 
hopes about an economic transition 
that could consolidate partnerships 
in the region, there have been con-
cerns about potential tension over 
disputed territorial waters, such as 
the case between Lebanon and Is-
rael.

Beirut has supported a summit 
between Lebanon, Greece and Cy-
prus, which would be hosted by Cy-
prus, to consolidate various aspects 
of cooperation.

Though bold in appearance, the 

statements of Aoun, a Hezbollah 
ally who became head of state in 
2016 with the support of the Shia 
movement, were in step with his 
previous stances and in line with 
Hezbollah’s positions.

Since he took office, Aoun has 
staunchly defended the Shia group, 
its political agenda for Lebanon, as 
well as its approach to regional and 
international affairs.

In March, Aoun, who in 2017 de-
fended Hezbollah’s possession of 
weapons, spoke in defence of the 
Shia group, telling visiting Brit-
ish Foreign Office Minister Alistair 
Burt that Hezbollah’s allegiances in 
the region had not affected internal 
Lebanese politics.

Aoun’s office quoted him as say-
ing that Hezbollah was part of the 
Lebanese people, represented in 
both the cabinet and parliament.

Faith Salama is a Lebanese 
journalist.

Lebanon’s wariness over Netanyahu’s re-election
Faith Salama

Bone of contention. A Lebanese soldier uses a pair of binoculars in the Shebaa area of southern Lebanon as he looks towards a position 
near the border with Israel.                  (Reuters)

O
ne year has elapsed 
since the Lebanese 
government 
appealed to the 
international 
community at the 

CEDRE conference in Paris to 
kick-start the country’s stagger-
ing economy.

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri pledged his government 
would undergo structural 
reforms that would allow it to 
receive $11 billion in grants and 
investment pledges.

While Hariri and the Lebanese 
political establishment pro-
nounced CEDRE a victory, 
portraying it as a lifeline for the 
country’s economic salvation, 
many analysts, including this 
writer, were extremely sceptical 
of the ability of the government 
to deliver on its promises, mainly 
because of a lack of vision and 
political resolve.

The adoption of the new 
electricity master plan is ample 
proof of the incorrigible nature of 
the Lebanese political elite, who 
dress up their corruption as 
reform and good governance.

The electricity crisis in Lebanon 
has been a chronic one, which, 
since the end of the civil war in 
1990, has cost the state around $2 
billion annually yet has failed to 
provide the Lebanese with 24-hour 
service. Some regions outside 
Beirut experience more than 20 

hours of blackouts each day.
Following a long and arduous 

tug-of-war between the various 
factions, the Hariri government 
announced it had initiated a plan 
that would theoretically resolve 
the electricity problem and settle 
this matter. This so-called 
electricity salvation plan theo-
retically proposed the build-
operate-transfer and the public-
private partnership model, which 
aims to privatise the sector.

On the surface, this plan looks 
acceptable with ostensible signs 
of reform and transparency but 
closer inspection confirms this is 
a red herring that masks corrup-
tion at its core.

During his latest visit to 
Lebanon, Pierre Duquesne, the 
French inter-ministerial delegate 
for the Mediterranean in charge 
of following up on the implemen-
tation of CEDRE, underscored the 
need for the setting up or popu-
lating three essential regulatory 
committees: telecommunica-
tions, energy and civil aviation. 
These much-needed commis-
sions encourage transparency 
and efficiency and invite invest-
ments into their respective 
sectors.

In the case of the electricity 
plan, the electricity regulatory 
committee has not been estab-
lished; instead the authority to 
oversee the bidding process of 
the multimillion-dollar project 

falls to the Ministry of Energy and 
Water, which, for the last decade, 
has been controlled by Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun’s son-in-
law, Foreign Minister Gebran 
Bassil.

Hariri’s ironclad alliance with 
Bassil allowed them to derail the 
establishment of this essential 
regulatory body and permit them 
theoretically to control the 
outcome of the bidding process.

As soon as the cabinet 
adjourned, Hariri requested 
parliament Speaker Nabih Berri to 
include in the next parliamentary 
session a proposed amendment 
to Law 288.

This exceptional law, passed in 
2014, gave the Lebanese cabinet, 
for a period of two years, the 
power to grant permits to pro-
duce electricity, a law that was 
extended twice before expiring in 
2018.

The Hariri cabinet’s two-
pronged amendment however is 
no mere procedural matter. Its 
second article is an explicit 
breach of government and legal 
procedures.

Alarmingly, Article 2 of these 
proposed amendments stipulates 
that “no laws that pertain to 
general accounting and the norms 
of the bidding process shall apply 
to the bids that pertain to the 
electricity projects which are the 
subject of this law.”

Such an amendment erodes 

government transparency and 
grants the cabinet and more 
importantly the Ministry of 
Energy and Water unmitigated 
power over the bidding process 
and allows both Bassil and Hariri 
to rig its outcome.

To conceal this major legal 
violation, the electricity master 
plan authorises the Committee 
for Administration of Public 
Tenders to lead the process. 
However, the proposed amend-
ment to Law 288, which will most 
probably pass in parliament, 
would render this committee 
useless.

For anyone convinced of the 
governments promises of 
providing 24-hour electricity, be 
wary that the same “public 
servants” who celebrate feats, 
which are part and parcel of their 
constitutional mandates, have 
been in power for decades and 
this is not their first and certainly 
their last unicorn-like promise.

The electricity master plan will 
go down in Lebanon’s history as 
another case of corruption that 
was awkwardly dressed up as 
reform, a dark tragedy that no 
future plan will redeem.

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

No pie in the sky will lead Lebanon out of dark tunnel
Viewpoint

Makram Rabah

The same “public 
servants” who 
celebrate feats have 
been in power for 
decades and this is 
not their first and 
certainly their last 
unicorn-like promise.

Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah 
said Netanyahu’s victory 
would likely put Lebanon 
“before a major juncture” 
related to its borders.
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W 

ith local elections be-
hind him, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan is turning his 

attention to Syria, renewing a pledge 
to send troops over the border to 
create a buffer zone and push back 
Kurdish fighters.

The 65-year-old leader has been 
saying for months that his troops are 
ready to move against the Syrian-
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) militia that Ankara regards as 
a terrorist group and whose presence 
on the Syrian side of the border is de-
scribed as a “terror corridor” by Er-
dogan and other Turkish politicians.

“With the steps that we have 
taken, we have shown to those who 
wanted to bring us to our knees with 
a terror corridor that this is not pos-
sible,” Erdogan said April 10. “Very 
soon we will send a new message 
to those who still cling to the same 
scenario in a language that they un-
derstand.”

The pro-Erdogan Takvim news-
paper said that, with his speech, Er-
dogan had signalled the impending 
start of a military operation east of 
the Euphrates River in Syria.

Even in his first comments after 
local elections March 31, Erdogan 
had said that Turkey faced the task 
of “clearing away terrorist structures 
east of the Euphrates and [the city 
of] Manbij, bringing order to Syria 
and making sure [Syrian] refugees 
can return home.”

Starting last year, the Erdogan 
government has pushed a plan to set 
up a buffer zone under its control in 
north-eastern Syria. The YPG, a part-
ner of the United States in the fight 
against the Islamic State, opposes 
the Turkish plan because it would 
force Kurdish fighters to withdraw 
from Kobane and other cities on the 
Turkish border.

Turkey has staged two previous 
interventions into Syria west of the 
Euphrates, in Jarabulus in 2016 and 
in Afrin last year, occupying territory 
previously held by the YPG.

Observers said the Afrin opera-
tion was a step by the government to 
boost support for Erdogan ahead of 
parliamentary and presidential elec-
tions that took place a few months 
after the intervention.

Some say a new operation east of 
the Euphrates could serve a similar 
purpose in case Erdogan wants a 
rerun of local elections in Istanbul 
after his party’s narrow defeat in the 
city March 31. No decision for a rerun 
has been announced.

Erdogan’s announcements about a 
forthcoming push into north-eastern 
Syria came as relations between the 
government and the legal Kurdish 
party in Turkey deteriorated.

Acting on a complaint by Erdog-
an’s Justice and Development Party 
(AKP), the Supreme Electoral Coun-
cil in Ankara disqualified half a doz-
en freshly elected mayors from the 
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP). The mayoral posts that 
were to be filled by HDP politicians 
will be held by AKP representatives.

Mehmet Tiryaki, an HDP repre-
sentative on the election board, said 
the decision against his party was 
against the law. The move against 
the HDP mayors was “a political de-
cision,” Tiryaki said by telephone.

Syrian Kurdish leader Salih Mus-
lim said Turkey’s attitude towards 
the Kurds made talks with Ankara 
impossible.

“Turkey views us as terrorists 
and it continues to threaten Kurds 
in south-eastern Turkey as well as 
northern Syria,” Muslim, a former 
chairman of the Democratic Union 
Party, the YPG’s political mother 
organisation, told Kurdistan24, a 
broadcaster in northern Iraq.

“Unless Turkey changes its view 
on the Kurdish people, I don’t be-
lieve there can be an opportunity for 
dialogue,” he said.

Istanbul

T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan has not 
accepted his party’s defeat 
in local elections in Istan-

bul and may call for a rerun of the 
vote in a high-risk move that could 
undermine his 16-year grip on the 
country.

Official results indicate that Er-
dogan’s Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) narrowly lost the may-
oral race in Istanbul during coun-
trywide municipal elections March 
31 against the opposition Republi-
can People’s Party (CHP).

Ekrem Imamoglu, the CHP can-
didate, defeated the AKP’s Binali 
Yildirim by less than 20,000 votes 
in a city with 10 million registered 
voters.

The loss was a bitter blow for 
Erdogan, whose rise to power be-
gan when he was elected may-
or of Istanbul 25 years ago. The 
65-year-old president has refused 
to concede, arguing that foul play 
by the opposition distorted the re-
sult. Some analysts said Erdogan’s 
stance could become costly for the 
AKP because many of its voters 
would be hard to motivate for an-
other election.

Speaking during the return trip 
from Moscow, Erdogan said elec-
tion regulations had been violated. 
“Our colleagues have established 
this. Naturally all this casts doubt. 
If they take a sincere view, this will 
lead to annulment,” he said.

AKP Deputy Chairman Ali Ihsan 
Yavuz called for new elections in 
Istanbul, which would probably 
take place in June, news reports 
said. The decision to schedule a 
new election rests with Turkey’s 
Supreme Electoral Council (YSK). 
There has been no announcement 
by the board that an official request 
for new elections had been made.

Erdogan met his political partner, 

Devlet Bahceli, leader of the right-
wing Nationalist Movement Party, 
April 10 but did not say whether 
the AKP would ask the YSK to re-
new the Istanbul vote.

A repeat election could produce 
an even worse result for the AKP 
because people were critical of Er-
dogan’s decision not to accept the 
outcome of the March 31 poll. 

CHP leader Kemal Kilicdaroglu 
said the YSK should reject efforts 
by the AKP to change the election 
outcome in Istanbul. “The YSK 
must stand up to the leaders of 
the government who want a Tur-
key without elections instead of 
democracy,” he said. A decision by 
the YSK on new elections in Istan-
bul would “lead Turkey towards 
the light or throw it into chaos.”

Reports said there was unease 
within the AKP regarding a pos-
sible rerun. Some party officials 
were reportedly concerned that 
Imamoglu would present himself 
as the victim of AKP pressure dur-
ing a new election campaign, the 
opposition Cumhuriyet newspaper 
said. Kemal Ozturk, a columnist for 
the pro-Erdogan Yeni Safak news-
paper, wrote that the opposition 
would be “unbelievably motivat-
ed” in a rerun election.

If the YSK does schedule a new 
election in Istanbul, Erdogan 
would lead the AKP into a new 
campaign in the middle of an eco-
nomic crisis. Turkey’s economy is 
in recession and facing rising un-
employment and inflation as well 
as jittery investors. There are also 
rising tensions with the United 
States over Erdogan’s plan to buy 
a Russian missile defence system 
that Washington say could make 
NATO military assets vulnerable to 
Russian spying.

Turkish Finance Minister Berat 
Albayrak, a son-in law of the presi-
dent, has presented an economic 
reform programme that includes 
stronger state support for the bank-
ing sector.

However, the government may 

be powerless to prevent an even 
worse economic downturn if a de-
cision to renew the Istanbul elec-
tion triggered a negative response 
by the international community 
and by investors concerned about 
growing authoritarianism in Tur-
key.

“There will be reactions by the 
US and the EU and there will be re-
actions by the markets,” Emre De-
liveli, a Turkish economist, said by 
telephone. 

Deliveli said efforts by the Turk-
ish government to prop up the 
economy before the March 31 elec-
tions by asking companies not to 
raise prices and other measures 
were not sustainable. “They were 
trying to hold the economy to-
gether before the election,” he said. 
“They cannot keep that up for an-
other few months without risking a 
wave of bankruptcies.”

Given those risks, observers 
said Erdogan might not be prepar-
ing a formal call for a new vote in 
Istanbul.

Instead, the president’s state-
ments could serve the purpose of 
creating a “narrative of victim-
hood,” said Kristian Brakel, Turkey 
representative of the Heinrich Boll 
Foundation, a think-tank close to 
Germany’s Green party. It was pos-
sible that Erdogan was trying to 
present the AKP as a victim that 
has been cheated by its political ad-
versaries, Brakel said by telephone. 
“After all, Erdogan has been using 
the narrative of victimhood for 
years.”

Some observers wondered 
whether Erdogan, who has domi-
nated Turkey since the AKP’s first 
election victory in 2002, has lost 
his touch.

Rusen Cakir, a respected jour-
nalist and expert on the AKP, said 
Erdogan made a series of strategic 
mistakes, the most important of 
which was to polarise society with 
his sharp rhetoric.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent.

After elections, 
Erdogan turns his 
attention to Syria

In high-risk move, Erdogan calls for 
Istanbul election to be annulled Thomas Seibert

Thomas Seibert

Sore loser. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Istanbul prior 
to his departure for Russia, April 8.                                                                 (AP)

T
urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan stands 
at a decisive moment in 
his political career but 
he insists on not giving 
in an inch of his 

ambitions, preventing Turkish and 
Kurdish aspirations for the return 
to democratic order and rule of 
law.

Although two weeks have 
passed since critical municipal 
elections, the voters of the 
opposition blocs are left nervously 
wondering whether Erdogan will 
let go of Istanbul and whether 
Kurdish politicians of the Peoples’ 
Democratic Party be given 
approval to rule in provinces they 
have won.

Turkey’s extremely centralised 
and authoritarian administrative 
system is generously implemented 
in both cases. The Supreme 
Electoral Council has given in to 
the series of breaches of the law by 
dragging the process in the 
direction indicated by Erdogan 
and his circle.

As a result, the gap between the 
people’s will and the totalitarian 
obstinacy of the current power 
structure has widened. Every 
erratic move by Erdogan — sup-
ported by adventurers nested in 
bureaucracy — deepens the crisis 
in the country to the point of 
ungovernability. There is no sign 

of a diversion from that path.
Does Erdogan know the magni-

tude of the problems his adminis-
tration piled up and postponed 
over the years? Given the mental 
arsenal of assessments, the answer 
could be “yes.” His road map these 
days may be covered by a thick 
fog.

Turkey’s iron ruler may be 
estimating that keeping or giving 
away Istanbul is a crucial moment 
for his political survival, that he 
has all the state leverages at his 
disposal to maintain a reign of 
fear. However, he must be aware 
also of the fact that external 
developments — out of his control 
— may have started to be set in 
motion, that they on their own 
may weaken and shorten his 
rule.

One is the decline of the econ-
omy that makes Turkey needy of 
the International Monetary Fund. 
The second is the rapidly gather-
ing storm in Washington over 
Erdogan’s insistence on buying 
Russia’s S-400 air defence missile 
systems, opening the gates in slow 
motion about a sanctions regime 
over his government.

The third one, which seems to 
have entered unexpectedly, has 
existential marks written all over 
it. It was the ouster of Omar 
al-Bashir, the Islamist ruler of 
Sudan, by military force. Coupled 
with developments in Libya, the 
disruptive change in Sudan is 
doomed to be the strongest 
element of preoccupation in 
Ankara. The change in Khartoum 
is existential because al-Bashir’s 

fall delivers a severe blow to those 
who dreamed of a political rule 
dominated by religion.

”As Sudan turns a new chapter in 
its history after the removal of 
al-Bashir, it puts an end to the 
three-decade-long political Islam 
project that proved to be a failure. 
That Islamist project resulted in 
several crises in Sudan, divided 
the country and led to civil wars 
that still have an impact and create 
agonies,” said political analyst 
Ghassan Ibrahim.

Islamic history expert Rasheed 
al-Khayoun said: “A new strong-
hold of Islamist parties is dimin-
ishing. States and key figures have 
expressed their unease, and their 
frustration has appeared, because 
their Muslim Brotherhood project 
has deteriorated.”

Sources from Erdogan’s party, 
the ruling Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP), did not hide the 
fact that the ambition of their 
leader was to establish himself at 
the top of the hierarchy in the 
Islamic sphere, dominated by the 
Muslim Brotherhood doctrine. 
However, the AKP has been facing 
the fact that if ruthless majoritari-
anism is coupled with hyperinfla-
tion in lands ruled by Islamists, 
the path turns into a cul-de-sac.

Seeing that the severe decline in 
Sudan’s economy was the real 
reason for al-Bashir’s fall, Erdogan 
certainly must be concerned. His 
project, which has abandoned all 
ethics and morality over the years 
and depended on low-educated 
cadres of his party, is heading for 
failure.

The vote results in Istanbul, 
which turned out to be a night-
mare for Erdogan and his cronies, 
has become strong proof of AKP’s 
shortcomings.

As Turkish scholar Pinar 
Tremblay wrote in the Jerusalem 
Post: “AKP, representing Turkish 
Ikhwan, or Muslim Brotherhood, 
invested heavily in reversing the 
secular curriculum into an 
Islamic one. It backfired.

“Now Istanbul has a youth 
bulge with little to no skills for 
the job market… The elites 
struggle to justify their corrupt 
rags-to-riches stories along with 
pious morals to the youth. The 
youth are fed up with the govern-
ment’s hyped-up Islamic rhetoric 
and ever-growing lavish life-
style…

“Different religious order 
leaders are coaxed to openly 
endorse Erdogan but they are not 
sufficient to convince the youth 
that political Islam is a viable 
path. ‘Dawa [Islamic cause] 
traded in for iPhone’ is a common 
sentiment. Islamists, particularly 
young, expected-to-be Islamists, 
are disillusioned.”

So, the claim that Erdogan is 
instilled with fear by the domes-
tic opposition may not explain his 
current state but the tremors 
keep the Islamic geographies 
uncertain. In Khartoum, his men 
see darkness mirroring their 
destructive adventures.

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

Events in Sudan deal blow to Turkish AKP project
Viewpoint

Yavuz Baydar

Erdogan’s stance could 
become costly for the AKP 
because many of its voters 
would be hard to motivate 
for another election.
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Spotlight US Move Against IRGC

Istanbul

T 

he decision by the United 
States to designate Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps a foreign terrorist 

organisation raised tensions in the 
Gulf region and could lead to a mili-
tary confrontation, analysts said.

The move by US President Don-
ald Trump, announced April 8, 
marks the first time Washington 
has branded part of a foreign gov-
ernment a terrorist group, meaning 
anyone who deals with the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
could face prosecution in US courts.

“The IRGC is the Iranian govern-
ment’s primary means of directing 
and implementing its global ter-
rorist campaign,” Trump said in a 
statement.

Washington has long seen al-
Quds force, the IRGC’s foreign arm, 
as a terrorist outfit but the latest 
action to widen the designation to 
the entire IRGC marks another step 
fuelling hostility between the two 
countries.

The United States withdrew 
from the 2015 international nuclear 
agreement with Iran under Trump 
and has pressured Tehran with 
crippling economic sanctions. The 
United States said its “maximum 
pressure” campaign against Tehran 
was designed to force Iran to end 
its aggressive policies in the Mid-
dle East. US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo told a Senate committee 
“that President Trump will con-

tinue to ratchet up the pressure on 
the Islamic Republic of Iran so that 
[its] behaviour will change.” Critics 
said the administration’s real aim is 
regime change.

Arash Azizi, a writer on Iranian 
affairs, said neither Iranian Su-
preme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei nor Trump was looking for a 
military escalation but “Trump 
seems to be playing a dangerous  
game of brinksmanship, aimed at 
bringing Iran to some sort of a ne-
gotiating table, just as he did with 
North Korea,” Azizi added via e-
mail.

He pointed to “elements in the 
Trump administration, chiefly 
[national security adviser] John 
Bolton, who have always sought a 
violent regime change in Iran, in-
cluding via military attacks. They 
seem to be getting the upper hand 
as the terrorist designation of IRGC 
has long been one of their de-
mands.”

Maysam Behravesh, an Iran ex-
pert at Lund University in Sweden, 
said he did not expect a “major 
confrontation” between the Iran 
and the United States because of 
the IRGC designation. “Since it fu-
els already heightened tensions, it 
can trigger small-scale clashes that 
could lead to military confronta-
tion,” Behravesh wrote in response 
to questions. “Another risk at a 
more systemic level comes from 
the increasingly closing windows 
of diplomacy, which helps set both 
sides on a collision course in the fu-
ture.”

News reports said US military 
leaders advised against Trump’s 
decision to put the terrorist label 
on the IRGC because of concerns 
over retaliatory attacks by Iranian 
forces against US troops in the Mid-
dle East. However, the White House 
decided there was no real risk, Po-
litico, a Washington publication, 
quoted a former administration of-
ficial as saying.

Behravesh agreed with Azizi in 
that hard-line presidential aides in 
the United States were after an es-
calation with Iran. “Trump doesn’t 
seem to be adequately aware of all 
the consequences of some of his 
decisions other than its impact on 
his domestic electoral profile and 
relations with allies but his hawk-
ish advisers, such as Bolton and 
Pompeo, are well aware of the im-
plications and war with Iran seems 
to be what they’re seeking,” he 
wrote.

IRGC commanders have repeat-
edly said US bases in the Middle 
East and US aircraft carriers in the 
Gulf, a crucial shipping route for 
global oil trade, are within range 
of Iranian missiles. Tehran has also 
threatened to disrupt oil shipments 
through the Strait of Hormuz if the 
United States tries to strangle Iran’s 
economy by halting its oil exports.

The United States has a consid-
erable military presence in Gulf 
countries near Iran, with an esti-
mated 46,000 US troops as well as 
air force and naval units in the re-
gion from Iraq to the United Arab 
Emirates. The aircraft carrier USS 

John C. Stennis arrived in the Per-
sian Gulf in April. US troops are also 
active in Afghanistan, Iran’s east-
ern neighbour.

Tehran responded to the US de-
cision against the IRGC by naming 
the US Central Command (CENT-
COM) a terrorist organisation and 
the US government a sponsor of 
terror. The Iranian armed forces’ 
general staff, Iran’s most senior 
military body that also oversees 
the IRGC, said it would “use all its 
means to fight” CENTCOM.

An IRGC commander warned 
the US Navy to keep its distance. 
“Mr Trump, tell your warships 
not to pass near [IRGC] boats,” 
ISNA news agency reported a  
tweet from Mohsen Rezaei as say-
ing. Khamenei said America’s 
“vicious move” against the IRGC 
would fail.

One of the countries that could 

be affected by the US move is Iran’s 
western neighbour Iraq, which has 
been trying to have good relations 
with both Tehran and Washington 
and which hosts US troops as well 
as Iran-backed militias.

Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-
Mahdi said he had tried to prevent 
Washington from condemning the 
IRGC. The decision “could have 
negative repercussions on Iraq and 
the region,” he said. Any escalation 
“would make us all losers.”

Azizi said the Iranian leadership 
would probably try to avoid pro-
voking the United States. “At the 
same time, elements in the IRGC 
will be clamouring for at least some 
punitive attacks on US forces in the 
region,” he wrote.

Iraq was a place where such at-
tacks could happen. “Such moves 
would be much more dangerous in 
the Gulf, where things could esca-
late quickly,” Azizi said.

Turkey, a NATO ally of the Unit-
ed States and a partner of Iran and 
Russia in the Syrian conflict, was 
also critical of the US decision but 
Iran’s regional rival Saudi Arabia 
applauded Trump’s move.

US slaps terrorist 
label on Iran’s 
IRGC amid 
rising tensions
Thomas Seibert

Heightened pressure. Members of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps march during a ceremony 
in Tehran, last February.                              (AP)

One of the countries that 
could be affected by the US 
move is Iraq, which has been 
trying to have good relations 
with both Tehran and 
Washington.

Some experts say Trump’s 
real aim is regime change, 
even “violent regime 
change.”

A
s US Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo 
announced the State 
Department’s 
designation of the 
Islamic Revolution-

ary Guard Corps and its extrater-
ritorial operations al-Quds Force 
as a foreign terrorist organisa-
tion, he found himself at loss 
explaining what exact changes 
the designation bring about.

“Will you treat them like [the 
Islamic State] ISIS and al-Qaeda,” 
Al Arabiya TV’s Nadia Bilbassy 
wanted to know. Pompeo refused 
to comment and deferred to the 
US Defence Department.

Pompeo’s evasive answer is 
understandable. For all his and US 
President Donald Trump’s talk of 
coercing Iran to change its 
behaviour and forcing third 
parties to abide by US sanctions, 
it is not obvious how the designa-
tion can add to the existing body 
of sanctions in a meaningful 
way.

On October 25, 2007, the US 
Treasury Department designated 
al-Quds Force for providing 
material support to US-desig-
nated terrorist organisations. 
The Comprehensive Iran Sanc-
tions, Accountability and 
Divestment Act of 2010 imposed 

sanctions against Iran and the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC). Those sanctions 
were reimposed in May 2018, 
following the US withdrawal 
from the Iran nuclear deal.

If the United States believes 
the existing body of sanctions 
was unable to coerce Tehran to 
abandon “its malign and outlaw 
behaviour,” as expressed by 
Trump, why should the designa-
tion bring about such a change in 
the regime’s behaviour?

In the same vein, why should 
third parties not deterred from 
engaging in business relations 
with Iran under existing sanc-
tions be deterred by the designa-
tion?

There is no obvious answer to 
those questions but the designa-
tion may reflect a struggle over 
Iran policy in the White House 
and policy objectives not 
expressed by the president and 
his secretary of state.

On July 30, 2018, Trump 
declared his readiness to meet 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
“anytime they want to” without 
preconditions. The designation 
effectively closes the path of 
negotiations and indicates the 
victory of the likes of Pompeo 
and John Bolton, Trump’s 

national security adviser, who 
have long advocated a tougher 
line towards Tehran.

The designation may also be an 
attempt by the Trump adminis-
tration to provoke Iran to 
withdraw from the nuclear deal, 
formally known as the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA).

Should the Iranian regime, in 
an angry reaction to the designa-
tion, declare the nuclear deal 
null and void and restart its 
nuclear activities, the gap 
between Iran and other parties 
adhering to the JCPOA would 
widen. This leaves Tehran 
isolated and more vulnerable to 
Washington’s “maximum 
pressure” policy.

In its first reaction to the 
designation, Iran’s Supreme 
National Security Council 
designated the US Central 
Command a terrorist entity. It is 
yet to be seen if the IRGC will act 
on this designation but the risk 
of a military confrontation 
between Tehran and Washing-
ton, which the IRGC is bound to 
lose, has increased.

In this light, the designation 
may be a provocation by the White 
House and not necessarily as an 
attempt to change the behaviour 

of the regime in Tehran.
The designation is not without 

unintended consequences for 
Washington. Prior to the US-led 
invasion of Afghanistan, CIA and 
IRGC representatives met in 
Geneva to exchange intelligence 
about Taliban positions on the 
ground in Afghanistan. The US 
Air Force bombed coordinates 
provided by the IRGC.

In the battle of Tikrit against 
ISIS in 2015, the US Air Force, 
with the Iraqi military as inter-
mediary, provided air support to 
al-Quds Force and Iraqi Shia 
militias under the direct or 
indirect command of the IRGC. In 
doing so, the Air Force provided 
material support to an organisa-
tion designated by the US 
Treasury Department in 2007.

That scenario may repeat itself 
and, before long, the US govern-
ment may find itself once again 
cooperating with the IRGC, a 
US-designated terrorist organi-
sation, to fight a more immedi-
ate threat in the Middle East. 
How does the US administration 
intend to explain that to the 
public?

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

Is Iranian Guard Corps’ terror designation a trap for Tehran?
Viewpoint

Ali Alfoneh

The designation 
may be an attempt 
by the Trump 
administration to 
provoke Iran to 
withdraw from the 
nuclear deal.
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ears are rising across Europe 
regarding an expected far-
right populist wave at the 
European Parliament elec-

tions, scheduled for May 23-26, as 
far-right parties move to consoli-
date ties.

“For many Europeans, the Euro-
pean Union is a nightmare,” Italian 
Interior Minister Matteo Salvini 
said after meeting with leaders of 
several of Europe’s far-right parties 
in Milan, Italy.

Salvini, who heads Italy’s far-
right League party known for its 
anti-immigration stance, on April 8 
announced the formation of a pan-
European alliance called “Towards 
a Europe of Common Sense.”

The League is a leading member 
of the Europe of Nations and Free-
dom (ENF) group in the European 
Parliament, which includes Marine 
Le Pen’s National Rally in France, 
the Freedom Party of Austria (FPO) 
and the Dutch Party for Freedom.

“The European dream is being 
threatened by the bureaucrats and 
bankers governing Europe. They 
have been governing Europe for too 
long. It should really be a govern-
ment of people,” Salvini said, deliv-
ering an indication of the populist 
rhetoric that the new group is likely 
to use.

“Our goal is to finally be a govern-
ing force and a force for change,” he 
added.

The Milan meeting was attended 
by representatives of the far right 
from Germany and Denmark, in-
cluding Alternative for Germany 
(AfD) chief candidate for European 
elections Joerg Meuthen.

Demonstrating the complex 
nature of European Parliament 
coalition-building, the AfD is not 
a member of the ENF but rather 
the Europe of Freedom and Direct 
Democracy group, which includes 
Salvini’s government coalition part-
ners the populist Five Star Move-
ment.

Meuthen earlier said that while 
an over-reaching “patriotic alli-
ance” was unlikely in the European 
Parliament given diverging inter-
ests and clashing personalities, the 
important thing was for far-right 
parties to “work together because 
they can’t do anything as individual 
parties.”

Meuthen told Agence France-
Presse that there was a clear trend 
in the favour of right-wing, anti-
immigration parties. “I expect that 
conservative forces will be clearly 
strengthened in the elections and 
that social democratic forces… will 
be heavily weakened,” he said.

While Le Pen’s National Rally did 
not attend the Milan meeting, Sal-
vini reassured supporters that Le 
Pen was backing the alliance and 
would attend a May 17 rally in Mi-
lan.

National Rally MEP Nicolas Bay, 
a co-chairman of ENF, said: “Mat-
teo [Salvini] spoke in the name of 
those who form the ENF, which 
have mandated him to launch this 
appeal to a larger alliance.”

The FPO confirmed it would be 
joining Salvini’s European alliance, 
demonstrating the overlap between 
the ENF parliamentary bloc and To-
wards a Europe of Common Sense.

FPO Secretary-General Harald 
Vilimsky posted a declaration on 
Twitter confirming that the party 
would be joining the “common pa-
triotic project” represented by the 
new coalition.

“Together with others, this alli-

ance will establish a political group 
in the European Parliament after 
the elections with the aim to unite 
the patriotic and conservative forc-
es in the European Parliament that 
are at the moment split over differ-
ent groups,” he said.

“Together we will fight for a safer 
Europe with well-protected exter-
nal borders, less immigration and 
stronger cooperation to tackle ter-
rorism and Islamisation,” the state-
ment added, giving a look into the 
group’s priorities.

Reports of European far-right 
parties looking to consolidate their 
views came as polls indicate that 

the two biggest groups in the Euro-
pean Parliament — the centre-right 
European People’s Party (EPP) and 
centre-left Socialists and Demo-
crats (S&D) — could experience ma-
jor losses in May.

Europe Elects, which provides 
poll aggregation and election anal-
ysis, said the EPP, which has 217 
seats in the current parliament, is 
forecast to lose 37 seats and S&D, 
currently at 186 seats, could lose as 
many as 56 seats.

A combination of the ENF and 
Salvini’s alliance, whether working 
together or part of a broader coali-
tion, could secure a strong influen-

tial position on the next European 
Parliament.

That possibility has caused in-
creasing concern among European 
moderates. One Twitter user, com-
menting on Vilimsky’s announce-
ment joining Salvini’s alliance, 
said: “It’s horrifying to see Ger-
man, Austrian and Italian fascists 
uniting again. People are thinking 
again what was unthinkable, that 
we could see a return to repression, 
even war, again in Europe. Sinister 
forces are aligning.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Birds of a feather. Matteo Salvini (2nd R), leader of the far-right League party, poses with Olli Kotro (L) 
from the Finnish ECR party, Joerg Meuthen (2nd L) from the German EFDD party and Anders 
Vistisen from the Danish ECR party, as he launches the start of his campaign for the European 
elections, in Milan, April 8.                                                 (Reuters)

Europe’s far right coordinates stands 
ahead of continent-wide election

The Milan meeting was 
attended by 
representatives of the far 
right from Germany and 
Denmark, including 
Alternative for Germany 
chief candidate for 
European elections Joerg 
Meuthen.

T 

he United States has a 
serious problem with 
white nationalist ex-
tremism, one so acute 
that lawmakers can’t 
even talk about it, let 

alone seek law-and-order solutions.
Consider the April 9 US congres-

sional committee hearing on the 
rise of white nationalism. It was 
called as an expression of genuine 
concern about the rise of white 
supremacist terrorism in the United 
States and elsewhere.

In March, 50 people were killed 
by a suspected white nationalist at 
two mosques in Christchurch, New 
Zealand. In February, a 49-year-old 

US Coast Guard lieutenant, who 
self-identified as a white nationalist 
aiming to establish a “white home-
land,” was arrested with a huge 
weapons cache and plans to attack 
prominent Democratic politicians.

In October, 11 congregants at a 
Pittsburgh synagogue were gunned 
down by a man who subscribed 
to “white genocide” conspiracy 
theories. In 2015, three young 
Americans variously of Jordanian-
Palestinian and Syrian descent 
were killed in their home in Chapel 
Hill, North Carolina. Their killer 
was a neighbour who expressed 
hatred for the hijab, the father of 
one of the dead women said.

The US Democrat-controlled 
House Judiciary Committee took 
notice and called a hearing. Not 
before time. However, there was no 
serious conversation to be had, just 
attempts by US President Donald 
Trump’s Republican Party to score 
points about alleged bias against 
“conservative” opinion.

In fact, Republicans on the Judi-
ciary Committee gave part of their 
allocated time on the hearing to 
right-wing commentator Candace 
Owens and another chunk of time 
to Morton Klein of the far-right 
Zionist Organisation of America.

Owens bears the dubious dis-
tinction of being described by the 
alleged perpetrator of the New 
Zealand mosques shooting as “the 
person who has influenced me 
above all.” Klein has previously 
spoken of the “filthy Arab” as well 

as discerned Quranic inspiration 
for the “constant murder of Jews in 
Israel.”

At the congressional hearing, the 
Trump-supporting Owens declared 
the discussion wasn’t “about white 
nationalism, it’s a preview of a 
Democrat 2020 election strategy, 
same as the 2016 election strategy.”

Klein, also a Trump advocate, 
took it upon himself to lecture a 
committee witness, Dr Moham-
mad Abu-Salha, grieving father 
and father-in-law of the three slain 
people in North Carolina. “I am 
confused,” Klein said, “when the 
good doctor says that Islam does 
not promote hatred of Jews.” It was 
an attempt to saddle Abu-Salha 
with the excesses perpetrated by 
jihadists.

Meanwhile, Republican repre-
sentative Andy Biggs from Arizona 
said white supremacist hate crimes 
just weren’t worth the attention.

The regrettable quality of opinion 
and debate provided by the Repub-
lican minority of that US congres-
sional committee was probably the 
best indication of the seriousness 
of the situation.

Trump’s party doesn’t see white 
nationalist violence as a raging 
virus, a problem as dangerous as 
jihadist extremism. There isn’t 
overweening public outrage in the 
United States over white suprema-
cist sympathies nor any admin-
istrative determination to act. In 
fact, Kirstjen Nielsen, forced out by 
Trump as secretary of the Depart-

ment of Homeland Security for 
being insufficiently tough on im-
migration, recently disbanded the 
intelligence unit for homegrown 
terrorism.

And yet, white nationalist ter-
rorism cannot simply be wished 
away, not in the United States or 
anywhere.

There was the attack in New 
Zealand. There have been attacks or 
attempts to attack mosques in the 
United Kingdom. In 2016 and 2017 
the number of terrorist attacks in 
the United States by right-wing ex-
tremists, often targeting Muslims, 
Jews and foreigners, more than 
quadrupled. The Anti-Defamation 
League identified white national-
ism as the motivating factor behind 
more than half the extremism-
related killings in the United States 
in 2017.

The problem with bringing 
partisan politics into a loaded situ-
ation is obvious. Violence against 
targets regarded as expendable by 
the administration could spike. Vig-
ilante-ism could surge. Vulnerable 
communities might feel it neces-
sary to form armed self-defence 
groups. That could be the outline of 
a plot for a Hollywood blockbuster 
depicting a society at war with 
itself. America cannot afford to let 
it become true to life.

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.

White extremism could be the plotline for a Hollywood blockbuster
Viewpoint

Rashmee 
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Fantasy world. A 2017 file picture shows white nationalists 
attending a rally in Shelbyville, Tennessee.                                              (AFP)
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W 

hen US Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo 
compared US Presi-
dent Donald Trump to 

Queen Esther while announcing 
America’s recognition of Israeli sov-
ereignty over the Golan Heights, he 
hinted at what drives his policy de-
cisions in the Middle East: the Bible.

As experts debate the possibility 
that US policy decisions are tied up 
in end-of-times ideology, they’ve 
questioned why Israelis would 
align themselves with a group that 
claimed they are of the wrong faith, 
how embracing a one-state solution 
might go against the United States’ 
stated goals of fighting extremist 
ideology and why the evangelical 
base has such a strong hold over 
Trump, even if that might be to the 
detriment of Christians living in Is-
rael.

The answers, they said, are sim-
ple: The Israelis don’t put much 
store in the evangelical storyline 
while being willing to take allies 
where they can get them and by 
keeping the evangelical base happy, 
Trump maintains the support he 
needs as he works towards a second 
term as president.

“I don’t know that we have ever 
seen foreign policy so personalised 
and made so much a matter of re-
ligious indoctrination as we have 
seen with this administration,” said 
Andrea Hatcher, politics professor 
and department chairwoman at Se-
wanee University, an Episcopalian 
institution in Tennessee. “Especial-
ly in the past two weeks.”

Since Trump became president, 
he has moved the US Embassy from 
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, closed the 
Palestinian office in Washington 
because of alleged Palestinian sup-
port of terrorism, recognised Israeli 
sovereignty over the Golan Heights 
and appeared with Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu just 
as Netanyahu faces a close election.

These moves appear to have 
helped. Just after Netanyahu was 
re-elected, Trump sent out two 
tweets:

“Spoke to Bibi @Netanyahu to 
congratulate him on a great and 
hard-fought win. The United States 
is with him and the People of Israel 
all the way!” That tweet followed 
one he’d sent earlier in the day 
that featured “Make America Great 
Again” flags being flown in Israel to 
celebrate Netanyahu’s win: “Trump 
flags being waived at the Bibi @Ne-
tanyahu VICTORY celebration last 
night!”

The moves led many to conclude 
that Trump’s “Deal of the Century” 
will avoid a two-state solution to 
the Israel-Palestinian conflict. Ne-
tanyahu has spoken about annex-
ing the West Bank and, the Associ-
ated Press reported, no one in Israel 
talked about a two-state solution 
ahead of the Israeli elections.

After results showed Netanyahu 
had taken the lead in the Israeli 
elections, US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo refused to answer a ques-
tion from US Senator Tim Kaine, 
a Democrat from Virginia, about 
whether the United States still sup-
ports a two-state solution. Earlier, 
Pompeo did not answer whether 
the United States would oppose Ne-
tanyahu’s plan to unilaterally annex 
the West Bank.

The Palestinians have rejected 
Trump’s plan without seeing it.

This comes as US support for Is-
rael in the Israel-Palestinian conflict 
has fallen to its lowest point since 
2009, though support remains high, 

a Gallup Poll indicated. About 59% 
of US respondents said they sympa-
thise with Israel but support from 
those who identified as Republicans 
fell from 87% in 2018 to 76% in 2019, 
while support from self-described 
Democrats fell from 49% to 43%.

“I’ve been very surprised at the 
turn this has taken,” said Hatcher, 
who researches the political behav-
iour of evangelicals. “It seems like, 
very early, the Trump administra-
tion began operating in a personal-
ised fashion.”

She pointed out that the presi-
dent’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner, 
from a conservative Jewish fam-
ily with connections to Israel, de-
veloped US-Israel policy and that 
Trump worked on a personal level 
with Netanyahu.

Samuel Goldman, a political sci-
ence professor at George Washing-
ton University in Washington and 
who studies Christian Zionism in 
American political thought, said he 
wasn’t surprised.

“Trump has a history of support 
for Jewish and Israeli causes that is 
not untypical for New York figures,” 
Goldman said, adding that Trump’s 
daughter is Jewish by conversion. 
“Many of his voters do care passion-
ately about his policy on Israel and, 
finally, he seems to admire Netan-
yahu personally as the sort of tough 
guy that [Trump] likes or imagines 
himself to be.”

Goldman said he suspects “Net-
anyahu and members of his govern-
ment have been very good at ap-
pealing to Trump’s personal vanity.”

Personal involvement seems to go 
deeper with the Trump administra-
tion than previous administrations, 
both experts said.

Pompeo, an evangelical Chris-
tian, tends to lay out US policy in 
religious terms. At the recent Amer-
ican Israel Public Affairs Commit-
tee (AIPAC) conference, he made a 
direct connection, saying: “As sec-
retary of state and a Christian, I’m 
proud to lead American diplomacy 
to support Israel’s right to defend 
itself.”

In January, he told an audience in 
Egypt that the trip was “especially 
meaningful to him as an evangeli-
cal Christian,” adding that he keeps 
an open Bible in his office to remind 
himself of “God and his word.”

Pompeo doesn’t say “Iran,” in-
stead using “Islamic Republic of 
Iran” at every reference, which is 
the official name of the country but 
also a reminder to listeners of its re-
ligious nature.

In an interview with radio host 
Hugh Hewitt, Pompeo was remind-
ed that he meant “Islamist” after he 
said, “It’s the Islamic nature of the 
republic” when talking about why 
Hamas takes Israel Defence Forces 
soldiers hostages.

In an interview with CBN News, 
he suggested that Trump had been 
sent from God to save the Jews.

Because the United States is a 
secular country whose government 
is constitutionally barred from es-
tablishing any religion, Hatcher said 
the statements were “disturbing.”

“He blatantly linked his religion 
to his policy,” she said. “‘God has 
raised up President Trump for such 
a time as this.’ There’s a religious 
element that we’ve not seen from a 
secretary of state before this.”

As the United States fights terror-
ism, Pompeo’s statements, as well 
as any move from a two-state solu-
tion, could be used by Iran to feed 
anti-Israel and anti-Western senti-
ment.

“When you’re dealing with reli-
gion as the source of a conflict, as 
you do in Israel, this adds fuel,” she 
said. “I think this is dangerous.”

Goldman said US President 
George W. Bush is also an evangeli-
cal Christian who was “often ac-
cused of reading his Middle East 
policy out of the pages of scripture.”

“I have not seen any evidence that 
this is actually the case,” Goldman 
said, “and that makes me sceptical 
of similar accusations of Pompeo.”

Recently, Pompeo gave an inter-
view to only Christian media outlets 

and refused to release a transcript 
of the interview to secular outlets. 
While officials have given closed 
interviews before, the divide has 
never been based on religion.

“I think that’s consistent with 
the generally adversarial relation-
ship this administration has with 
the media but I do think closed calls 
like that are probably bad practice, 
in general,” Goldman said.

Moving the embassy from Tel 
Aviv to Jerusalem seemed to be a 
payoff from the administration to a 
clear base of supporters: evangelical 
Christians, Hatcher said, who have 
made the request for years without 
making headway.

Why do American evangelical 
Christians care so much about Is-
rael?

There’s a history of conserva-
tive Israelis working with Christian 
evangelicals going back to Israeli 
Prime Minister Menachem Be-
gin working with Jerry Falwell, an 
American televangelist.

“[Begin’s] attitude was Israel was 
a country with many enemies and 
not too many friends,” Goldman 
said.

Evangelicals differ from other 
Christians in that they consider the 
Bible a literal interpretation of his-
tory and God’s will, Goldman said. 
“In other words, biblical promises 
aren’t just moral suggestions,” he 
said.

And while the Rapture — the 
point when all dead and living 
Christians rise and unite with Christ 
while everyone else, including Jews 
who don’t convert, is left behind — 
is important to some evangelical 
Christians, Goldman said that’s not 
as important as the “beginning of 
times.”

“It’s the idea of covenant: God 
makes agreements with peoples 
and those covenants are binding,” 
he said. Abraham was promised a 
great nation somewhere near what 
is now Israel, he said, and those 
who bless Abraham, even if they 
aren’t Jewish, will be blessed.

Falwell himself said that Jews 
must return to Israel to bring about 
the second coming of Christ, as he 
told CNN in 2006.

Pompeo believes in the Rapture, 
as he told a crowd in 2015.

“Christians — almost at all costs — 
pray for the peace of Israel,” Hatch-
er said. “They see Israel as taking a 
central role in the end of times and 
the Rapture.”

By “end of times,” she refers to 
the second coming of Christ, which 
some evangelical Christians believe 
will happen only after all of Jews 
return to the “promised land” of 
Israel.

“If the Israelis don’t convert, 
they’ll go to hell,” she said, explain-
ing the evangelical belief, “but the 
Israelis don’t believe that, so they 

see no risk.”
She cited as an example of this 

odd partnership John Hagee, the 
founder of Christians United for 
Israel. Hagee faced controversy 
for a sermon that spoke of Hitler 
as a “hunter” sent by God to force 
European Jews to Palestine, has a 
history of anti-Islamic statements 
and recently wrote a book connect-
ing Israel to the second coming of 
Christ.

He’s also a frequent attendant of 
AIPAC meetings and he gave the 
benediction at the opening of the 
new US Embassy in Jerusalem.

“The evangelicals think they’re 
getting something that will bring 
the end of days… and the Israelis 
are willing to go along with it be-
cause they get political access and 
money,” Hatcher said, “but we’ve 
also gotten to the point that any 
criticism of Israel is seen as anti-
Semitic.”

That idea was heavily promoted 
at the 2019 AIPAC conference, when 
Republican speakers attacked Dem-
ocrats and “the left” as being anti-
Semitic.

And for Trump?
“Overall, his numbers are low,” 

Hatcher said, “but evangelicals are 
his base. If he doesn’t have them, 
he has no hope of being re-elected.”

Trump cannot count on American 
Jews, who tend to be progressive in 
their politics. In the 2016 election, 
71% of Jews voted for Democratic 
Party candidate Hillary Clinton, 
while 24% voted for Trump, the 
Jewish Virtual Library stated.

Hatcher said she worries that the 
administration has, by joining with 
evangelical Christians, boxed itself 
in.

“In joining with the hardliners, 
this administration leaves no room 
for negotiation with other groups 
in the area,” Hatcher said. “By tak-
ing some of these extreme posi-
tions that no Democrat and no Re-
publican would have done before, 
he has staked out a policy seen as 
completely supported by Israel and 
Israel alone.”

She said she was also concerned 
that, because the number of Chris-
tians in Israel has decreased and 
because many people in the Middle 
East don’t know that most Chris-
tians are not evangelicals, Chris-

tians in the area could be mistreat-
ed.

“It’s possible we’re setting up cer-
tain groups of Christians for perse-
cution or criticism when they may 
actually be in support of the two-
state solution,” Hatcher said.

She said she hopes people liv-
ing in the region understand that 
evangelical Christians are a small 
percentage of Christians and that 
there’s a “diversity of opinion and 
views.”

In addition, “American Jews are 
known to be quite liberal in their 
political ideology and more sup-
portive of the two-state solution,” 
she said.

As Pompeo’s and Netanyahu’s 
statements, as well as Trump’s 
agenda, have been splashed across 
news pages, dissent seems to be at a 
minimum in the United States.

“I would suspect that it’s simply 
a matter of the political agenda be-
ing so overwhelmed right now,” 
Hatcher said, citing the completion 
of the Mueller report on Russian 
meddling in US elections, a fistful 
of Democrats entering the US presi-
dential race, Trump threatening to 
close the border with Mexico and a 
Trump-proposed end to the new US 
health-care system.

But there’s another reason.
“I think the Democratic Party 

doesn’t see foreign policy as a win-
ning issue at this time and it could 
anger some Jewish Democrats if 
they appear too critical,” Hatcher 
said.

As for the future of Israel, Gold-
man said look to the past, or what 
he called the “utter failure” of the 
Oslo Accords.

“Large majorities of Israelis have 
concluded that whatever outcome 
emerges, it’s not going to come 
from that process,” he said. “So, 
I don’t think it’s so terrible to try 
something different.”

He said Israelis see civil war in 
Syria, a dictatorship in Egypt, in-
stability in Gaza after the handover 
and the presence of Iran surround-
ing them.

“The Israelis look at all of this 
and say, ‘We would be crazy to take 
any big steps,’” he said. “That is the 
overwhelming consensus.”

What about the embassy, the Go-
lan Heights and moves towards the 
end of a two-state solution?

“At each stage of the Trump ad-
ministration’s increasing support 
for Israel, it’s been said that the 
Arab states won’t stand for this. 
There will be statements. There will 
be riots,” he said. “The response 
has been, if not entirely accepting, 
more muted than I think anyone 
would have predicted.

“Here again, I think the Trump 
administration is challenging ex-
pectations made a long time ago 
that may no longer be accurate.”

Kelly Kennedy

Partisan politics. US President Donald Trump speaks alongside US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo (L) 
prior to signing a Proclamation on the Golan Heights at the White House in Washington, March 25.         (AFP)

Evangelical dogma drives Trump’s Middle East policy

“I don’t know that we have 
ever seen foreign policy so 
personalised and made so 
much a matter of religious 
indoctrination as we have seen 
with this administration.”

Andrea Hatcher, 
politics professor 
and department 
chairwoman at 
Sewanee University

About 59% of US 
respondents said they 
sympathise with Israel but 
support from those who 
identified as Republicans 
fell from 87% in 2018 to 76% 
in 2019.  
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The Mzannar family’s textile 
business survived Lebanon’s civil 
war but its business savvy was no 
match for years of economic ma-
laise that followed.

An array of challenges drove the 
decline of the Mzannar’s business 
that became unable to compete 
with cheaper goods from abroad. 
Sales halved last year and traders 
the factory had worked with for 
many years went bankrupt.

Built in 1946, the factory made 
textiles for clothing and household 
use.

The head of Lebanon’s chamber 
of commerce chief said last year 
that nearly 2,200 businesses had 
closed, warning that more would 
collapse.
(Reuters)

Lawyers for former Nissan chief 
Carlos Ghosn appealed his deten-
tion to Japan’s Supreme Court, after 
the auto tycoon was rearrested 
while out on bail.

Lead lawyer Junichiro Hironaka 
played a video recorded by Ghosn 
before his latest arrest. In the video, 
Ghosn said he was the victim of a 
“conspiracy” by executives at Nis-
san who had engineered his arrest 
to prevent a merger between the 
Japanese automaker and Renault.

Prosecutors rearrested Ghosn on 
April 4, saying they were investi-
gating transfers of Nissan funds 
totalling $15 million to a dealership 
in Oman. They suspect approxi-
mately $5 million of the funds were 
siphoned off for Ghosn’s personal 
use.
(Agence France-Presse)

Saudi Energy Minister Khalid al-
Falih said the international oil mar-
ket was “moving towards balance” 
and that producers may not need to 
make additional output cuts.

As oil prices hit a 5-month high 
at more than $70 a barrel, Falih, 
speaking at a conference in Riyadh, 
said non-OPEC member Russia and 
other countries have met produc-
tion cut obligations.

Falih said he did not “think we 
need to” when asked whether the 
kingdom was prepared to make 
additional cuts to support the oil 
market.

“I think the market is moving 
towards balance,” he said.
(Agence France-Presse)

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
called for Iran and Iraq to expand 
gas and electricity dealings and 
boost bilateral trade to $20 billion, 
state TV reported, despite difficul-
ties caused by US sanctions against 
Tehran.

“The plans to export electricity 
and gas and hopefully oil continue 
and we are ready to expand these 
contacts not only for the two coun-
tries but also for other countries 
in the region,” Rohani said after a 
meeting with visiting Iraqi Prime 
Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi, in re-
marks carried by state television.
(Reuters)

Lebanese 
300-year-old 
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Former Nissan 
chief appeals 
detention

Oil market headed 
for ‘balance’

Iran hopes for 
expansion of gas, 
power trade 
with Iraq 
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Modernising Iraq’s economy requires getting rid of corruption

T 

he second week of April 
marked two anniversa-
ries, each commemorat-
ed for a different reason. 
April 9 marked 16 years 
since Baghdad fell and 

Saddam Hussein’s statue was top-
pled. April 10 marked 10 years since 
Britain’s former trade envoy to Iraq, 
Baroness Emma Nicholson, founded 
the Iraq Britain Business Council, 
advancing investment and trade.

The air of optimism filling Lon-
don’s Mansion House, where busi-
nessmen and politicians assembled, 
felt in stark contrast with the public 
mood in Iraq. Misery hangs heavily 
over a society in which unemploy-
ment rates are sky high and where 
the value of life is no longer respect-
ed. The weight of the fallout caused 
by the US-led invasion of 2003 is 
something Iraqis continue to endure.

In London, the slogan of the Iraq 
Britain Business Council (IBBC) — 
“Together We Build Iraq” — greeted 
guests at the venue.

British businesses were in strong 
attendance alongside Iraqi delegates 
led by Deputy Prime Minister and Fi-
nance Minister Fuad Hussein. There 
were representatives from the Iraqi 
Private Banks League, the Central 
Bank and more. The event drew 
major foreign players and sponsors 
from BP-Iraq and JP Morgan  

to oil giant Shell.
The conference set its sights on 

modernising Iraq’s economy. The 
aim, in the words of Iraqi Council of 
Ministers Secretary-General Mahdi 
al-Alak, was “to target the lifeblood 
of the economy” through sectors 
such as oil, energy, infrastructure 
and education. Alak emphasised the 
necessity of “coming down hard on 
corruption” before Iraq can turn its 
back on paper-operating procedures.

Fintech (financial technologies) 
and Iraq’s transition to a cash-
less society featured prominently 
in discussions, on stage and off. 
The success of fintech, however, 
depends heavily on the behaviour of 
the ruling political class.

Corruption has consistently stood 
in the way of effective governance 
and trade but those are barriers that 
speakers promised would be re-
solved to the benefit of both Britain 
and Iraq. The drive towards eco-
nomic diversification was another 
promise that rests on the state’s 
commitment to fighting corrup-
tion so state revenues can be more 
evenly distributed beyond the oil 
and gas sector.

Although politics was strictly off 
the agenda, speakers commended 
Iraq’s security forces for defeating 
the Islamic State last October.

Endemic corruption, lawless 
militias, soaring birth deformities, 
abnormal cancer rates and dilapi-
dated services, all major problems 
in the country, were nowhere to be 

seen on the agenda.
The economic consequences of 

conflict, which existing and pre-
ceding governments in Iraq have 
inherited, have proven profoundly 
challenging. The problem is exacer-
bated by corruption, which stunts 
domestic growth.

Iraq’s economic freedoms and 
the collapse of many of its produc-
tive state-owned enterprises, due 
to American-style reforms, have 
eroded many of the rights formerly 
enjoyed by local Iraqi businesses. 
Trade barriers in place that had pro-
tected them no longer exist.

Hussein praised the equal pres-
ence of Iraqis and Brits, barely 
mentioning the uneven relationship 
between his country and the United 
Kingdom. It is of critical impor-
tance to note that no regulatory 
framework determining trade rules, 
co-investments or healthy competi-
tion exists.

As wealthy British Iraqis are pre-
sented with invaluable opportunities 
to invest in their ancestral lands, at 
such events, one cannot erase from 
recent history the memory of the 
suffering of native businessmen and 
women in farming, psycho-social 
care or copper production — many of 
whom are unsupported by the state.

The head of one Iraq’s private 
banks said a rapid expansion of pri-
vate banks, which he said stands at 
74, has done little to strengthen the 
dinar or enhance domestic banking 
performances, compared with  

global standards.
“It just means that more people 

want a share of the pie,” said the 
owner of the Iraqi private bank, who 
did not wish to be identified.

“The sale and auction of the US 
dollar is another major problem,” the 
banker added, referring to a practice 
that Iraq uses to exchange the 
dollars Iraq receives in oil income 
to dinars through private banks. 
The practice is particularly harm-
ful because it lacks transparency 
and invites unvetted actors. It has 
facilitated money laundering and 
weakened exchange rates. Still, the 
auctioning of the dollar is something 
the central bank has dogmatically 
defended.

The Iraqi street, whose concerns 
have been loudly voiced and whose 
anger has been seething for some 
time, was strategically kept out of 
the debate.

The course of the day fell in line 
with similar conferences, from 
Kuwait to Iraq, during which host 
countries proudly brag about the 
investment funds they wholeheart-
edly believe will help Iraq to fulfil its 
role in the global economy.

However promising the idea 
brought to IBBC’s roundtable this 
year, the question on the minds of 
concerned citizens is whether Iraq’s 
allies, international partners and 
friends will continue to turn a blind 
eye to the single greatest obstacle to 
economic prosperity and  
trade — corruption.

Washington

A 

s part of a trend to stream-
line essential financial sec-
tors, Abu Dhabi is working 
to consolidate the United 

Arab Emirates’ crowded banking in-
dustry through a series of mergers 
and acquisitions.

One blockbuster banking merger 
and acquisition (M&A) transaction is 
close to completion with rumours of 
an even bigger agreement that could 
create the region’s largest lender. 
A report about that possible deal 
prompted the two banks in question 
to go to great lengths to shoot down 
speculation of a suspected tie-up.

In January, three Abu Dhabi banks 
announced plans to merge, creating 
UAE’s third largest financial institu-
tion and the fifth largest in the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) in terms 
of assets. The transactions involve 
Abu Dhabi Commercial Bank (ADCB) 
merging with Union National Bank 
and that combined entity buying Al 
Hilal Bank.

The new organisation would oper-
ate under the ADCB brand with as-
sets of approximately $114 billion. Al 
Hilal Bank would serve as a separate 
Islamic banking entity in the group. 
The Abu Dhabi government would 
have a 60.2% holding in the en-
hanced ADCB. The three-way merg-
er is expected to take effect in May.

A report April 3 suggested that, 
upon completion of the ADCB M&A, 
two other leading Abu Dhabi finan-
cial institutions would begin dis-
cussions about a potential merger. 
A combination of First Abu Dhabi 
Bank (FAB) and Abu Dhabi Islamic 
Bank (ADIB) would create a lender 
with $236.7 billion in assets, eclips-
ing Qatar National Bank’s assets 
of $235.9 billion, to emerge as the 
GCC’s largest bank.

FAB is the UAE’s largest bank with 
assets of $203 billion as of Decem-
ber 2018 and it is the second largest 
bank in the GCC behind Qatar Na-
tional Bank. FAB is itself the result 
of a 2017 merger between National 
Bank of Abu Dhabi and First Gulf 
Bank. FAB’s largest shareholder is 
the UAE government, which holds 
a 37.1% stake. ADIB is the UAE’s sec-
ond-largest Islamic lender.

A report of a potential FAB-ADIB 
merger prompted both financial 
institutions to issue strong denials 
in separate filings to the Abu Dhabi 
Securities Exchange (ADX). While 
noting in its ADX filing that the bank 
does “not comment on specula-
tion,” FAB said it “strongly denies” 
the report “on the potential merger 
between FAB and ADIB.” The bank 
stated that FAB “has not entered 
discussions with ADIB to pursue any 
merger activity.”

ADIB, in its bourse filing, declared 
that reports of a potential merger be-
tween it and FAB “are not true and 
the bank is not looking for any merg-
ers with any bank.” Such protesta-
tions have fallen on deaf ears in the 
investment community, with ADIB 
shares at their highest trading vol-
umes on ADX in two years following 
the report.

The UAE’s financial industry is 
considered “over-banked,” boasting 
some 50 banks, including more than 
20 domestic entities, to meet the 
needs of a population of 9.4 million. 
The Gulf federation’s banking sec-
tor has been hard hit in the last five 
years by lower oil prices that have 
affected government spending and 

resulted in decreased profit mar-
gins. Abu Dhabi’s push for consoli-
dation of state banks through M&As 
is intended to promote competitive-
ness and cost efficiencies.

In a report earlier this year focused 
on GCC banking mergers, global 
credit rating agency Moody’s Inves-
tors Service pointed to a consolida-
tion trend throughout the region’s 
banking sector, which the agency 
contended would be beneficial for 
Gulf financial institutions because, 
as overcapacity is eased, profitabil-
ity is increased through synergies 
and greater pricing power.

Moody’s Vice-President and Sen-
ior Analyst Ashraf Madani wrote in 
the report that “slow growth and 
subdued credit demand in the re-
gion is one of the biggest drivers of 
consolidation.”

The report suggested that further 
GCC banking consolidations should 
be expected in the near term de-
spite slow economic growth. the 
Moody’s assessment said: “There 
are encouraging signs as evident in 
the increase in potential M&A activ-
ity that shareholders are coming to 
realise that mergers can create value 
for them in the long run.”

In addition to tackling the domes-
tic banking industry, the Abu Dhabi 
government has addressed combin-
ing its top sovereign wealth funds, 
which have served as strategic state 
investment arms. In January 2017, 
the Abu Dhabi government created 
a new sovereign wealth fund — the 
Mubadala Investment Company — 
with assets of approximately $125 
billion by merging two existing in-
vestment funds, Mubadala Devel-
opment Company and International 
Petroleum Investment Company.

This was followed by a second 
round of fund consolidation in 
March 2018, when it was announced 
that Abu Dhabi Investment Council 
would be absorbed into Mubadala 
Investment Company, creating a 
single investment fund with a com-
bined portfolio valued at more than 
$200 billion. Abu Dhabi Crown 
Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan, lauded the merger, post-
ing on Twitter: “An investment ve-
hicle of such scale will enhance the 
country’s competitive position.”

Jareer Elass reports from 
Washington on energy issues for 
The Arab Weekly.

Jareer Elass

Creating value. A general view of Abu Dhabi.                                                                                      (Reuters)

Abu Dhabi consolidates banking sector
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Cairo

T 

he removal of subsidies on 
energy products will re-
duce pressure on the Egyp-
tian national budget and 

give authorities a chance to chan-
nel subsidy money to health care 
and education but it will also lead 
to a surge in commodity prices, 
economists said.

“The rise in commodity prices 
will be a normal outcome of the 
removal of the subsidies on en-
ergy products,” said Sherine el-
Shawarby, an economics professor 
at Cairo University. “This will also 
increase the suffering of ordinary 
people, especially the poorest.”

Egypt plans to remove subsidies 
on most energy products, now 
sold to consumers for 85-90% of 
their international market price, 
by June 15 as the country nears the 
completion of its economic reform 
programme, the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) said.

The energy subsidy cut, the IMF 
added in a letter April 6, is part of a 
review of Cairo’s 3-year, $12 billion 
loan programme with the lender.

The subsidy removal will raise 
the prices of gasoline, diesel, kero-
sene and fuel oil. This, economists 
said, would take its toll on local 
commodity prices.

“This is why authorities have 
to increase support to the poorest 

classes of society and improve the 
services offered them,” Shawarby 
said.

The expected energy subsidy cut 
will end most of the government’s 
programme for pegging the price 
of fuel to international markets. 
The government started linking 
the price of the less-popular 95 oc-
tane gasoline to international mar-
kets in April.

The implementation of the sub-
sidy removal planned for June is 
to start in September, Egyptian 
Finance Minister Mohamed Maait 
wrote in a letter sent to the IMF in 
January.

Egypt’s energy subsidy cuts over 
the last three years led to a gradual 
increase in commodity prices as 
well, causing financial hardship for 
the middle class and poor Egyp-
tians.

Since the November 2016 intro-
duction of the economic reform 
programme, commodity prices 
have almost tripled. Cairo in-
creased spending on social welfare 
programmes to cushion the effects 
of subsidy cuts on the poor but 
many Egyptians are still suffering.

In his letter to the IMF, Maait 
said the government would insti-
tute a new mechanism to protect 
the poor against shocks in energy 
and other commodity prices.

Despite its negative effects on 
the poor, economists said, the sub-
sidy removal would help the gov-
ernment redirect funds to fully im-
plement universal health care and 
introduce radical changes to make 
education systems technology-
based.

“This will ultimately benefit the 
poor and those within the middle 
class,” said Ashraf al-Arabi, a mem-
ber of the Economic Affairs Com-
mittee in parliament.

The government allocated ap-
proximately $5.1 billion for fuel 

subsidies in the 2018-19 budget.
Reducing pressures on the state 

budget, economists added, will 
help Egypt meet economic growth 
targets for the 2019-20 budget, 
which goes into effect in July. 
Egypt looks to raise its economic 
growth rate to 6% of GDP in the 
new fiscal year, from around 5% in 
the 2018-19 fiscal year.

Although the increase does not 
seem much in percentage figures, 
in terms of economic growth it can 
be challenging for a country that 
faces difficulties in funding devel-
opment projects, expects a huge 

budget deficit and plans to keep 
borrowing to meet its economic 
needs.

Egypt expects deficit in the 2019-
20 budget to reach $25 billion and 
total spending was projected at 
$80 billion.

Apart from the deficit, which 
will be bridged by borrowing, the 
government will repay $21.6 billion 
in loan instalments and interest to 
international creditors. The gov-
ernment said it will borrow $47 bil-
lion to meet spending needs in the 
new fiscal year.

Attaining an economic growth 

rate of 6% in the new fiscal year 
would help the government reduce 
the unemployment rate to 9%, 
from 9.8% in 2018-19 and move 
ahead with development.

This economic growth rate, 
economists said, is feasible, partic-
ularly if more efforts are made to 
attract foreign direct investments.

“There is also a strong need for 
making more efforts in the fight 
against corruption,” economist 
Amr Hassanein said. “Investments 
always go to countries where  
corruption is low and transparency 
is high.”

Amr Emam

With an eye on inflation. An Egyptian worker waits for a customer at a petrol station in Cairo.      (AFP)

Egypt braces for new wave of price 
hikes after expected subsidies cut

The expected energy 
subsidy cut will end most 
of the government’s 
programme for pegging 
the price of fuel to 
international markets. 

Tunis

E 

xperts in Tunisia said mon-
ey exchange offices in the 
country can do nothing to 
curtail currency trading on 

the black market. Tunisian authori-
ties, however, are assessing the 
gap between the official rate of ex-
change of the Tunisian dinar and its 
price in the parallel market, a pro-
cess that is expected to take a long 
time.

A former senior employee at the 
Tunisian Central Bank, who wished 
to remain anonymous, said: “Mon-
etary authorities will not be able to 
solve the problem, either because 
they are lazy or out of fear of start-
ing a confrontation with the lobbies 
that control the parallel market.”

He said that in southern Tunisia 
there is a parallel central bank that 
no one wants to openly talk about. 
Money traders there deal with a 
volume of about three times the 
reserves of the Central Bank, which 
stand at about $5 billion.

The establishment of private cur-
rency exchange bureaus for the first 
time is a step towards swallowing 
the bitter medicine of the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, which has 
long insisted on liberalisation of 
currency exchange, which the Tu-
nisian government and the Central 
Bank have refused to do.

The Tunisian authorities’ move 
to reform the country’s financial 
system by opening money ex-
change offices operating under the 
law came late considering the pre-
vailing economic situation. Tunis 
Afrique Presse, Tunisia’s official 

news agency, quoted former Fi-
nance Minister Houcine Dimassi 
as saying: “The new measure of 
opening currency exchange offices 
cannot by itself stop the bleeding 
caused by currency exchange on 
the black market.”

Dimassi stressed that it is impos-
sible to estimate the size of the cur-
rency exchange black market. The 
Central Bank has said the volume of 
currency traded outside the official 
channels does not exceed 3 billion 
dinars (about $1 billion), a figure 
that Dimassi said he doubted. The 
Central Bank recently announced 
that it had granted seven licences 
for practising “trading foreign  

currency by hand.”
Last year, the Tunisian govern-

ment authorised the creation of 
currency exchange offices “for the 
purpose of channelling illicit cur-
rency transfers towards official 
channels and of strengthening the 
national effort to combat money 
laundering and financing terror-
ism.”

The government decree specified 
requirements for opening an ex-
change office. The most prominent 
of these is that the office should be 
managed by a financial specialist. 
The minimum bank guarantee for 
the new business was set at 50,000 
dinars ($16,150), which must be 

deposited with the Central Bank 
through any financial institution 
operating legally in the country.

It is feared that the value of the di-
nar will fall to record levels against 
foreign currencies and there have 
been warnings of serious repercus-
sions should that happen. The situ-
ation reflects the serious overall fi-
nancial imbalance and paralysis of 
most engines of economic growth.

Tunisia’s official monetary policy 
has been steering away from de-
valuing the dinar. The government 
has repeatedly denied its intention 
to float the currency and the issue 
remains controversial.

Financial expert Anis Kassimi 
said that, given the pressure placed 
on it, Tunisia has no choice but to 
reform its financial system so it can 
contain its economic crisis.

He said that, even though the 
move to allow private currency ex-
change offices to open came a little 
late, it would allow authorities to 
have an idea about the volume of 
currency traded on the black mar-
ket and thus develop strategies to 
prevent further degradation of the 
value of the dinar.

Ahmed El Karam, president of the 
Association of Tunisian Banks and 
Financial Institutions, said earlier 
that “the Ministry of Finance and 
the Central Bank will supervise the 
process and these (currency trad-
ing) offices will be directly linked 
to the banks, which will directly 
receive the currency surpluses of 
these offices.”

Tunisian economic observ-
ers blame the troika government, 
which was led by the Ennahda 
Movement party, for the country’s 
economic woes. The troika allowed 
the country to plunge into econom-

ic anarchy that brought about eco-
nomic and social crises, which led 
to an unprecedented devaluation of 
the dinar.

Unions and international finan-
cial organisations have been de-
manding for years that Tunisia es-
tablish a financial system to contain 
the unbridled liquidity in the paral-
lel market because that situation 
often is the first link in financing 
terrorism.

Government officials and bank-
ing and financial specialists said 
one of the main reasons for the 
spread of money laundering in Tu-
nisia is the political, economic and 
administrative chaos that followed 
the overthrow of Zine el-Abidine 
Ben Ali in January 2011.

Tunisia’s financial community 
has become increasingly worried 
about the inability of the country’s 
monetary authorities to protect the 
value of the dinar. In a parliamen-
tary hearing in February, Tunisian 
Central Bank Governor Marouane 
El Abassi said: “It’s not easy to de-
fend the dinar in light of the decline 
in foreign currency reserves.”

After the 2008 global financial 
crisis, Tunisia faced a series of 
shocks until the significant col-
lapse of its economic growth rate in 
2011. Tunisia’s economy picked up 
in 2014. The Tunisian government 
said it expects the economy to grow 
by about 3% this year.

Riadh Bouazza is a Tunisian writer.

Riadh Bouazza

Not enough. A view of a private currency exchange bureau in 
Tunis.                                     (Khaoula ben Amara)

Tunisia introduces private currency exchange to tackle informal market

In southern Tunisia there 
is a parallel central bank 
that no one wants to 
openly talk about. 
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Dubai

R 

oscosmos, the Russian fed-
eral space agency, is gear-
ing up for a visit by Saudi 
Prince Sultan bin Salman 

bin Abdulaziz, chairman of the 
board of the Saudi Space Agency, as 
the two countries iron out details of 
a space cooperation programme.

Roscosmos Director-General 
Dmitry Rogozin visited Riyadh with 
a delegation after Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud estab-
lished the Saudi Space Agency by 
royal decree on December 27, 2018.

Prince Sultan is expected to meet 
with Rogozin and Russian Minister 
of Industry and Trade Denis Man-
turov to discuss plans. Both sides 
agreed in February “to draw up a 
programme of bilateral coopera-
tion.”

The Saudi delegation, due in 
Moscow April 17, is also to meet 
with Russian space companies as 
it looks to build collaboration and 
a partner network involving space 
sciences and exploration.

A former Royal Saudi Air Force 
pilot with more than 5,000 flight 
hours to his credit, Prince Sultan 
was the first Arab and first Muslim 
astronaut in space. He flew aboard 
the American Space Shuttle Discov-
ery as a payload specialist in 1985. 
He was the youngest, at the age of 
28, to fly on the space shuttle.

Prince Sultan was awarded the 

NASA Space Flight Medal for his 
participation in the 7-day mission 
of the STS-51-G mission, which car-
ried three communications satel-
lites, including the Arabsat-1B sat-
ellite belonging to the Arab Satellite 
Communications Organisation (Ar-
absat) to deploy into geosynchro-
nous orbits.

Arabsat is a pan-Arab commu-
nications satellite operator with 
headquarters in Riyadh created to 
deliver satellite-based public and 
private telecommunications servic-
es primarily to Arab countries.

With 21 members, Arabsat has 
performed a vital role in developing 
communications for Arab countries 
for decades, with Saudi Arabia the 
major stakeholder and driver be-
hind those efforts.

Arabsat has six operational satel-
lites that provide services such as 
Direct-To-Home television broad-
casting, broadband and telephone 
connectivity, satellite internet and 
VSATs, used to transmit narrow-
band data.

Like many other countries, Saudi 
Arabia is aiming to go beyond satel-
lite operations to become a bigger 
player in space.

For years, the King Abdulaziz 
City for Science and Technology 
(KACST) has been the lead force for 
Saudi efforts in space, having estab-
lished the National Centre for Re-
mote Sensing Technology. KACST is 
expected to continue with its major 
role in scientific experiments, pro-
viding training to Saudi nationals 
and in the exchange of space-relat-
ed technologies.

With the establishment of the 
Saudi Space Agency, Riyadh could 
organise Saudi space efforts na-
tionally and internationally more 
strategically and support the aims 
of Saudi Vision 2030. Coopera-
tion programmes with Roscosmos, 
which has the world’s most sophis-

ticated space programme together 
with NASA, are expected to provide 
significant support to the Saudi ef-
forts.

Saudi Arabia has various inter-
national cooperation agreements 
pertaining to space exploration, in-
cluding those signed with Kazakh-
stan in 2011 as well as with China 
and Ukraine in 2017, covering space 
research, manufacture of space-
craft and components, remote 
sensing, satellite communications, 
space infrastructure and launch 
services.

Last year, Saudi Arabia partici-
pated in the Chinese lunar space 
mission Chang’e-4, which was 

launched in May 2018 and in which 
Saudi photography systems were 
employed.

Saudi Arabia has shown inter-
est in developing low-cost satellite 
launch systems and in space trans-
port industries, areas that could 
support its economic development 
agenda and create new industries.

At the Global Space Congress last 
month in Abu Dhabi, Saudi Arabia 
joined the new Arab Space Coordi-
nation Group, which aims to devel-
op an advanced Earth monitoring 
satellite to track environment and 
climate changes.

The United Arab Emirates, which 
has prepared its first team of as-

tronauts for a mission to the Inter-
national Space Station, has built 
the region’s strongest space pro-
gramme.

Space exploration has long in-
cluded international partners in 
cooperation. The United States 
and Russia use each other’s space-
craft to journey to the International 
Space Station. The Arab Space Co-
ordination Group has the potential 
to lay the foundation for an Arab 
Space Agency in the years ahead.

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

Sabahat Khan

Saudi Arabia sets sights on space exploration 

Reaching for the stars. The first Saudi satellite for communications (SGS-1) before its launch from the 
Guiana Space Centre, last February.                                                        (SPA)

With the establishment of 
the Saudi Space Agency, 
Riyadh could organise 
Saudi space efforts more 
strategically and support 
the aims of Saudi Vision 
2030. 

“A 

rtificial intelli-
gence” is becom-
ing the buzz 
phrase in the Arab 
world. The Smart 
Dubai Initiative 

recently highlighted the $21 billion 
Dubai had attracted in the phenom-
enon and robotics from 2015-18, 
“more than any other city globally.”

News of Uber’s acquisition of Ca-
reem, the Dubai-based ride-hailing 
application, grabbed headlines 
for its $3.1 billion price tag, the 
largest-ever regional technology 
transaction. It also indicates the 
importance of company size in the 
accumulation of data, in which 
artificial intelligence (AI) creates a 
cutting edge.

Add those figures to Saudi 
Arabia’s $45 billion investment last 
year in the technology fund of Soft-
bank, the Japanese global corpo-
rate, and a picture emerges of the 
Gulf states, especially the United 
Arab Emirates, as world leaders in 

AI, a field in which change is prob-
ably more transformative and more 
rapid than any in history.

A recent PWC study projected 
that AI will add $320 billion to 
Middle East economic output by 
2030, when it will account for 14% 
of the Emirates’ GDP. Yet there has 
been little public discussion of AI’s 
implications for the Arab world.

Mazen Skaf, managing director 
of Strategic Decisions Group in 
California, gave a presentation to 
the Order of Engineers and Archi-
tects in Beirut, explaining that AI 
was the only way to deal with an 
explosion of data. “Every two days, 
we are generating more data than 
[were] generated from the begin-
ning of civilisation up to 2003,” 
Skaf said. “AI becomes a necessity 
to deal with all that data and trans-
form it into knowledge.”

Skaf distinguished between 
“artificial narrow intelligence” 
(ANI), in which computers surpass 
humans in a specific domain, and 
“artificial general intelligence,” in 
which machines will soon learn a 
concept in one domain or industry 
and apply it elsewhere.

As an example of ANI, in 2005 
world chess champion Gary Kasp-
arov demonstrated that a combi-
nation of humans and machines 
could beat computers. “Now you 
can download a chess-playing app 
on your phone that will be the 
best champion in chess,” said Skaf. 
“This is an example of what will 
happen in domain after domain as 
the machines get better than us.”

The potential in health care 
seems positive. AI-based image-
recognition achieved 95% accuracy 
in identifying skin cancers, com-
pared to 87% for human diagnos-
ticians. In business, AI increases 
sales and profitability through 
understanding and analysing cus-
tomer data, including  

demographics.
The combination of humans and 

machines is seen in the way Ama-
zon, set to become the world’s first 
$3 trillion company, uses doctoral-
level economists, of whom it 
employs more than anyone else in 
the United States other than the 
Federal Reserve. While Amazon’s 
economists sign confidentiality 
agreements, it is believed they 
essentially use their skills to ask 
questions about what causes what, 
finding answers through machine-
learning algorithms.

An optimist, Skaf portrayed AI 
as an answer to issues such as cli-
mate change and mass inequality. 
“These are all complex problems 
we have created with our advance-
ments in technology,” he said. 
“The right innovation is coming 
at the right time maybe to help us 
solve this.”

The implications for jobs are 
serious. Writing after January’s 
Davos conference of world leaders, 
syndicated business writer Kevin 
Roose exposed a divergence be-
tween corporate leaders talking in 
public about “human-centred AI” 
while privately aiming for greater 
profit margins through replacing 
most — if not all — workers.

Kai-Fu Lee, a technology execu-
tive, predicted that AI will elimi-
nate 40% of the world’s jobs within 
15 years. A report in January from 
World Economic Forum organisers 
suggested that only 25% of those 
displaced by automation in the 
next decade could be profitably 
reskilled by the private sector.

Skaf highlighted autonomous 
vehicles and factory-floor automa-
tion in removing a large number of 
jobs. Secretaries and accountants 
are already endangered species but 
low-skilled jobs are important in 
populous countries, such as Iraq 
and Egypt. In time, the demand for 

service drivers will end, with any 
boost from app-based operations 
short-term, given Uber’s research 
into driverless cars.

Further down the line, “artifi-
cial super intelligence,” Skaf said, 
would mean machines surpassing 
humans in “realms thought of as 
the specialisation of human be-
ings… including scientific crea-
tivity, general wisdom, common 
sense.”

This emphasises a growing issue: 
computers being programmed with 
values and aims. At present, these 
are set by business leaders. Skaf 
called for “a code of ethics across 
the industry.” Others wonder 
whether citizens, governments and 
multinational bodies should play 
a role.

Nasser Saidi, a former Lebanese 
economy minister, warned of AI 
increasing inequality. Addressing 
the Beirut conference at the Order 
of Engineers, Saidi called for higher 
levels of transparency involving 
civil society.

“We need to convince our lead-
ership that this is the only way to 
go,” Saidi said. “If you ask them ‘Is 
this a priority for you?’ the answer 
is ‘No.’ They’re still living in the 
’60s and ’70s when they should be 
living in the 2020s and planning for 
the 2030s.”

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

‘Artificial intelligence’ becoming buzz phrase in Arab world
Viewpoint

Gareth Smyth

A recent PWC study 
projected that AI will 
add $320 billion to 
Middle East economic 
output by 2030.

Science   Technology

Cutting-edge technology. A driverless vehicle at Masdar City, on 
the eastern outskirts of Abu Dhabi.                (AFP)
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Dead Sea

A 

t more than 400 metres be-
low sea level, the Dead Sea 
is the lowest point on Earth 
and sinking deeper due to 

climate change and the absence of 
solutions to save one of Jordan’s 
most popular tourist attractions.

Located at the site of the ancient 
city of Sodom, home of the Prophet 
Lot, the Dead Sea is known for its 
salts and minerals that make it a des-
tination for people seeking health 
remedies from its rich black stimu-
lating mud.

The therapeutic benefits of Red 
Sea mud have been deemed physi-
cally advantageous, especially for 
people suffering from asthma and 
skin diseases. The substance is also 
used in cosmetics manufacturing.

However, in recent years the sea, 
fed by the Jordan River south-east 
of Amman, has had a severe drop in 
water level that is threatening its ex-
istence.

A geological study stated that the 
Dead Sea area has been receding at 
about 595 sq.km and has a depth of 
420 metres, 35 metres below its level 
in 1976. Its surface area was 1,050 
sq.km.

Jordan Geologists Association 
President Sakher Nsour said the 
Dead Sea “is a unique geological 
phenomenon that might disappear 
in the next decades.”

“The Dead Sea represents a his-
torical heritage and a legacy that is 
unique in all its aspects whether as a 
tourists’ destination, an open health 
spa or an investment opportunity 
and since it gained the interest of 
the entire world then we can surely 
say that its decline is a global issue,” 
Nsour said.

“Definitely, it will be a loss to the 
world if the Dead Sea disappears. My 
question is: How can there be devel-
opment to the infrastructure with 
calls for more investment in tourism 
projects without knowing the fate of 
this great sea?”

For the Jordan Free and Develop-
ment Zones Group, which is respon-
sible for developing the Dead Sea 
area, the decrease in the sea’s water 
levels did not have an adverse effect 
on investment.

“The Dead Sea water levels are de-
creasing at an average of 1 to 1.5 me-
tres annually and this is a very alarm-
ing rate that requires serious and 
quick action,” warned Nsour, whose 
association was established in 1972 
to conduct geological research stud-
ies regarding development of water, 
mineralogical and oil resources.

Nsour said an estimated 650 mil-
lion cubic metres a year of Dead Sea 
water are wasted by companies on 
both sides of the sea, which contrib-
utes to the decrease in water levels.

“Why aren’t these companies us-
ing modern technology to save water 
and conduct their businesses with 
the least amount of water wasted?” 
Nsour asked.

Though it is shrinking, the Dead 
Sea has economic value for Jordan 

and Israel, which have built resorts 
on opposite sides and export cos-
metic products manufactured in the 
area.

Climate change has been blamed 
for poor rainfall totals and high 
evaporation of the waters, Nsour 
said.

“Annual precipitation in the Dead 
Sea area is estimated at 39 million 
cubic metres versus 754 million 
cubic metres evaporated annually. 
That amounts to an evaporation av-
erage of 1,600 millimetres per year,” 
Nsour said, citing a report by the Jor-
danian Ministry of Environment.

“The Dead Sea also loses about 
80 million cubic metres of water an-
nually because of the low level of 
groundwater in its eastern and west-
ern parts. These normally supplied 

the sea with water through the deep 
flow in the ground,” he added.

The Jordanian Meteorological De-
partment said climatic studies over 
the past 40 years indicated that the 
average annual rainfall decreased 
0.6 millimetres and there was an 
increase of 0.059 degrees Celsius in 
average annual temperatures. Thou-
sands of sinkholes have appeared, 
consequently transforming dramati-
cally the landscape around the Dead 
Sea.

“These are the direct result of the 
drying up of the sea. Vacuum cre-
ated underneath the ground allows 
the earth to crumble in the area,” 
Nsour said.

He said solutions being considered 
to deal with the problem include the 
Red Sea-Dead Sea Conveyance pro-

ject, which would involve building 
a 177km-long pipeline from the Red 
Sea to supply the Dead Sea with wa-
ter and generate electricity.

The project, which was signed by 
Jordan, Israel and the Palestinian 
Authority in 2013, has been delayed 
because of technical issues.

The Dead Sea area hosts several 
interesting attractions including 
Jesus’s baptism site, an important 
pilgrimage site that was visited by 
143,000 people in 2018.

The area has a unique ecosystem 
and works as a barometer of the state 
of the environment in a part of the 
world where the arid climate leads 
to a shortage of water.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Zintan

H 

undreds of blue pipes lay 
abandoned in Zintan, Lib-
ya, leaving residents strug-
gling to get enough water 

after the 2011 revolution halted their 
spot on the world’s largest irrigation 
project.

“We have nothing in Zintan,” said 
Al-Sid Chanta, a trucker who col-
lects water supplied from a reservoir 
to deliver to residents’ homes.

Without the pipes in place to 
channel water directly to the city, he 
makes the trip eight times a day to 
meet people’s basic needs.

“The (public) services are very 
poor,” said Chanta, who estimated 
each family needs approximately 
40,000 litres of water a month.

Zintan was to be included in Lib-
ya’s Great Man-Made River Project, 
a vast scheme to tap water from un-
derground aquifers deep in the Sa-
hara Desert, purify it and transport 
it north.

The city’s portion of the project 
was abandoned after the 2011 oust-
ing of dictator Muammar Qaddafi, 
leaving locals to rely on the old de-
livery system for water.

The reservoir feeds wells at the 
foot of the Nafusa Mountains, where 
water is collected by truckers who 
take a steep road to supply less than 
50% of Zintan’s 60,000 residents.

Abdallah al-Rammah, director of 
city hall’s water department, said 
there is a “large deficit” in water and 
the distribution network dates to 
the 1970s. Similar systems are used 
by other cities around the moun-
tains, such as Rojbane, Nalut and 
Yafran.

Zintan also lacks a public sewage 
system, meaning used household 
water feeds into septic tanks that 
have polluted the groundwater, 
which is pumped and used by resi-
dents. That has resulted in regular 
hepatitis C diagnoses, especially 
among children, a doctor in Zintan 
said on condition of anonymity.

Zintan Mayor Mustafa al-Barouni 
said the city has suffered “injustice” 
and decades of marginalisation. 
“We find that some cities have ba-
sic services, telecommunications, 
roads, ports and job opportunities 
and others (such as Zintan) have 
nothing,” he said.

The mayor hit out at “corrup-
tion and the waste of resources” by 
transitional authorities, claiming 
the city receives a pittance from the 
state budget despite a drive for de-
centralisation.

“We have often resorted to debt,” 
he said, working with local investors 
to fund projects.

City authorities cannot meet the 
water needs of all residents, mean-
ing some pay for privately run 
trucks, which are expensive.

Political power remains divided 
in Libya, with a UN-backed Govern-
ment of National Accord established 

in Tripoli in 2015.
Such deadlock has hit the financ-

es of the oil-rich country, evident 
in Zintan by shuttered banks and 
the long queues at petrol stations. 
There is little sign of development 
in the city, apart from a few private 
construction sites, while African mi-
grants carrying hammers or shovels 
wait desperately for work.

“We lack everything,” said Mo-
hamad al-Garaj, in his 60s, who 
complained of price rises.

However, for him, the water 
shortage remains the greatest prob-
lem. “We ask for help from the gov-
ernment and international organisa-
tions,” Garaj said.

Development projects were put 
on hold after the revolution and 
international efforts to break the 
political impasse have failed. Atten-
tion now turns to a UN conference 
in mid-April, which Barouni said 
he hopes can bring changes to his 
resource-strapped city.

“The tension is such that every-
one at this point is convinced of the 
necessity of finding a solution,” he 
said.

(Agence France-Presse)

Roufan Nahhas

Imed Lamloum 
and Nawas Al-Darraji

At risk. A view at the Dead Sea in Jordan.                                                                           (Roufan Nahhas)

Holes in the system. Water pipes wait to be installed at the Zintan 
water pumping station, March 27.                                                                    (AFP)

Is Jordan’s Dead Sea dying?

Libya chaos leaves city residents struggling for water

Environment

City authorities cannot 
meet the water needs of 
all residents, meaning 
some pay for privately run 
trucks, which are 
expensive.
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Damascus

H 

e was dubbed the “Great-
est Sheikh” and the “Great-
est Infidel.” Muhyiuddin 
Ibn Arabi’s life was defined 

by great intellectual and religious 
clashes that began centuries ago and 
continue to this day.

The Sufi scholar, author of “The 
Meccan Illuminations” (“Al-Futu-
hat al-Makkiyya”), “The Bezels of 
Wisdom” (“Fusus al-Hikam”), “The 
Interpreter of Desires” (Turjuman 
al-Ashwaq), “The Book of Certain-
ty” (“Kitaab al-Yaqiin”), “The Tree 
of Being” (“Shajarat al-Kawn”) and 
many other works, grew up in An-
dalusia and travelled all over the 
Islamic world in the 12th and 13th 
centuries.

Ibn Arabi stayed in Hijaz, Iraq, 
Syria and Armenia. He lived in Mec-
ca, where he wrote his most famous 
Sufi compositions about the love of 
God. He spent the last years of his 
life in Damascus, where he died in 
1240 at the age of 75. In Damascus, 
Ibn Arabi enjoyed a great deal of re-
spect and love.

Today, there is a large shrine, 
which draws many Muslim and 
non-Muslim visitors, a mosque and 
a neighbourhood named after Ibn 
Arabi in the heart of Damascus’s old 
city, adjacent to the ancient Neigh-
bourhood of the Immigrants.

Abu Dhabi TV is producing a his-
torical series about the life and mod-
erate ideas of Ibn Arabi. Written by 
Mohammed al-Batoush, the series is 
directed by Ahmed Ibrahim Ahmed, 
who said he was influenced by the 
Sufi current.

“Ibn Arabi is very important in our 
culture and life,” Ahmed said. “Ibn 
Arabi represents the enlightened 
thinking that existed at that time 
and that is still valid today, the real 
and moderate Islam that totally op-
poses the radical extremist version 
of Daesh and its ilk.” Daesh is an Ara-
bic acronym for the Islamic State.

“Ibn Arabi’s thought represents a 
tendency towards a moderate Islam 
that does not negate the other but 
accepts him,” continued Ahmed. 
“He gives us the true model of Islam 
that we want. This is why Abu Dhabi 

TV, which has the right experience 
in the field, has chosen to produce 
the series.”

The producing team is racing to 
have the series ready to be shown 
during Ramadan, which begins  
May 5.

Ahmed insisted that it is difficult 
to summarise Ibn Arabi’s life and 
ideas in a single series. This is why 
the production team opted to steer 
away from making a chronological 
documentary about him and in-
stead focus on specific stages of Ibn 
Arabi’s life that best represent and 
explain his ideas.

“We wanted the events to be in-
teresting and flexible and to carry 
the intellectual messages that we 
aspire to highlight and pass on,” he 
said. “We also included some im-
portant intellectual figures in the 
history of Andalusia, including the 
great philosopher Ibn Rushd, who 
was a friend to Ibn Arabi’s father, 
Sheikh Ali. It is well-established 
that the young Ibn Arabi had seen 
Ibn Rushd in the company of his fa-
ther.”

The series is to be divided into 
three periods. The first stretches 
over 15 episodes and covers Ibn Ara-
bi’s early life in Andalusia. The sec-

ond included his life in Mecca where 
he met Lady Nizam, the daughter of 
his teacher Sheikh Zaher al-Asfahani 
and who inspired him to write a dif-
ferent type of love poem.

Ibn Arabi’s experience in Mecca 
allowed him to reach significant 
depth of thinking related to the dis-
tinction between the material and 
the abstract. His human love for 
Lady Nizam soon turned into a love 
of the divine being. It was then that 
Ibn Arabi started writing his seminal 
work “The Meccan Illuminations.” 
He finished it 17 years later.

The third period of the series deals 
with Ibn Arabi’s life in Damascus.

Key episodes deal with Ibn Arabi 
as a Sufi savant. “This particular 
point was a great creative challenge 
for me and a strong motivating fac-
tor,” Ahmed said.

“I’m a student of Sufism and I 
wanted to illustrate in my work 
those profound moments of en-
lightenment that Sufis experience. 
Therefore, I adopted a special sym-
bolic and visual language that would 
express these ideas. I promise Arab 
viewers they will be seeing a new 
style that I have not used in such 
an intense manner in my previous 
work, given the requirements of the 

show’s topic.”
Ahmed said: “No doubt that the 

mere idea of working on Ibn Arabi 
in the current context is a great chal-
lenge that demands great audacity 
but we are in dire need of it now.

“Ibn Arabi was someone who was 
way ahead of his time. He under-
stood the fundamental issues and 
spoke with very deep ideas relating 
to God, mankind and existence. Not 
everyone understood his ideas and 
that’s why he’s the Great Sheikh for 
some people and the Great Infidel 
for some others.”

It is these intellectual disputes 
about Ibn Arabi and his life that are 
represented by the conflict between 
the Islamic right and the Islamic 
left. Ahmed said he expects this 
great controversy will be revived af-
ter the series airs.

“I believe that Islamist extremism 

will be fighting this work because, 
for them, Ibn Arabi is an unusual 
case,” said Ahmed. “For them, re-
ligion is not open to discussion, 
changes or modern interpretation. 
Some clerics refuse the slightest 
change.

“Islam is a great and deep reli-
gion with a profound philosophical 
dimension. The religious right has 
taken away this depth of Islamic 
thought and frozen the faith in old 
templates that it refuses to revise.

“Many influential figures in Is-
lamic history, however, broke away 
from this framework and were able 
to offer new and different ideas 
which combine the spirit of Islam 
and the spirit of the times, as did 
Ibn Rushd and Hallaj, Suhrawardi 
and others… Unfortunately, the bat-
tle is still there and, when we took 
up this work, we were expecting it 
and we are ready for it.”

Ahmed said the Syrian context in 
particular and the Arab context in 
general have a great need for strong 
television works based on knowl-
edge and intellect, instead of the 
usual commercial works usually re-
ferred to as fast-food.

Nidhal Koushaha is a Syrian writer.

Nidhal Koushaha

Abu Dhabi TV producing high-profile 
series about Sufi scholar Ibn Arabi

The producing team is 
racing to have the series 
ready to be shown during 
Ramadan, which begins 
May 5.

Racing against time. Director Ahmed Ibrahim Ahmed (L) talks with the lead actor during the 
shooting of the new show.                                                                                                                             (Al Arab)

Written by Mohammed 
al-Batoush, the series is 
directed by Ahmed Ibrahim 
Ahmed, who said he was 
influenced by the Sufi 
current.

Controversial 
scholar. 
A scene from the 
upcoming show 
produced by 
Abu Dhabi TV.                                                                                                                
                      (Al Arab)

Zooming in on history. The lead actor is seen on a screen during 
the shooting of the new show.                                                      (Al Arab) 



23April 14, 2019

Culture Books             

Tunis International Book Fair highlights 
principles of individual rights, equality

A 

long with the Baghdad 
International Book 
Fair, the Erbil Interna-
tional Book Fair is an 
annual Iraqi book and 
cultural rendezvous 

with publishing houses familiar 
with the book fairs circuit.

The Erbil fair, however, has its 
own characteristics in that it is es-
sentially Kurdish, even though Arab 
communities in Erbil, and Kurdistan 
in general, are sizeable. This is why 
there is strong demand for Arabic 
publications at the Erbil fair.

The number of books in Arabic at 
the Erbil International Book Fair ex-
ceeded by far that of books in Kurd-
ish. Arab exhibitors and publishing 
houses at the fair represented more 
than 90% of the participants in the 
fair. This means the fair was really 
an Arabic event in a Kurdish region.

Readers, however, could find a 
fair share of publications in Kurdish 
from well-established publishing 
houses in Kurdistan, which are of-
fering novels and works translated 
from various languages.

This year’s Erbil International 
Book Fair, which began April 3, 
was meant to compensate for the 
cancelled 2018 edition, called off be-
cause of political tensions between 
the central government and the 
Kurdistan region. The tensions were 
caused by the separatist referendum 
that former Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment President Masoud Barzani 
called and which was rejected lo-
cally and by Arab and international 
communities.

Because of an embargo imposed 
on Kurdistan, Erbil International 
Airport and land crossings to 
Kurdistan were closed, which made 
it impossible for Arab and foreign 
publishers to participate in the fair.

When the political situation 
between Iraq and Kurdistan settled, 

the 13th Erbil International Book 
Fair opened October 9, 2018, six 
months later than originally sched-
uled.

Now, the fair is back to its tradi-
tional April date at the request of 
the Arab Publishers Union. This 
year’s fair was, therefore, the second 
in Erbil in less than six months, and 
news leaked by the specialised press 
claimed the level of participation 
was much lower than the previous 
edition.

Oddly, fair administrators have 
been very careful not to release in-
formation about the fair, except for 
bits and pieces of news provided by 
Al Mada Publishing Company, the 
fair’s official sponsor.

The information provided is in-
complete and might be exaggerated 
for reasons known only to the fair’s 
administration. However, Kurdish 
and Arab patrons who follow these 
seasonal events seemed familiar 

with the hidden side of the story.
Al Mada said there were 250-300 

Arab, Kurdish and foreign publish-
ing houses participating in the 
current fair, the majority of which 
are Iraqi Arab and Kurdish publish-
ers that usually take part in the 
event. Al Mada said the fair offered 
1 million books, a large number that 
reflected the strong relationship 
between the fair and its patrons.

It also meant that there would 
be a great deal of competition in 
the form of new works offered and 
a reading base drawn by the large 
number of book-signing events.

This outcome is one of the objec-
tives of the fair in the sense that the 
point of it is to provide greater op-
portunity for cooperation between 
publishers and those concerned 
with culture and books.

The idea is to determine the 
demand and develop resources to 
meet that demand and expand the 

market for books and other forms 
of media by creating appropriate 
outlets in every Arab country. The 
events contribute to popularising 
books as a basic cultural and knowl-
edge medium and strengthen their 
role in developing knowledge and 
uplifting social values.

Book fairs also attempt to re-
instate the value of culture as an 
engine for social awareness and 
mobilisation by becoming festive 
occasions in which fundamental 
cultural references regain their role 
and influence.

The fairs encourage publishers 
and cultural organisations to expand 
their publishing and translation ac-
tivities and structure them to keep 
pace with international standards. 
They provide the chance to involve 
intellectuals, specialists and writers 
in the development of society.

Special participants and guests 
from Iraq, the Arab region and the 
world were present at the Erbil In-
ternational Book Fair. Artist Kawkab 
Hamza from Iraq, Syrian artist Jamal 
Suleiman, Kuwaiti novelist Taleb 
Rifai and Syrian researcher Firas 
Sawah were scheduled to attend. 
Also on the schedule were Iraqi po-
ets and novelists from the southern 
provinces and the Middle Euphrates 
along with Kurdish researchers and 
intellectuals.

Fair organisers are known for not 
revealing the list of the fair’s guests 
until the last minute. This is why 
the attendance of Egyptian writer 
Sayyed al-Qimni and guests from 
Morocco, Lebanon and other coun-
tries were not confirmed. These 
guests represent the mainstay of the 
fair’s daily cultural, research and 
intellectual seminars for the benefit 
and pleasure of fair visitors.

Warid Badr al-Salem is an Iraqi 
novelist.

Arab publishing showcased at Erbil International Book Fair
Viewpoint

Warid Badr 
al-Salem

250-300 Arab, Kurdish 
and foreign 
publishing houses 
participated in the 
fair, the majority of 
which are Iraqi Arab 
and Kurdish 
publishers that 
usually take part in 
the event.

Strong demand. Visitors tour sections of the Erbil International 
Book Fair.             (Twitter)

Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T 

housands of people flocked 
to Tunisia’s 35th Interna-
tional Book Fair, which was 
host to more than 300 pub-

lishers from 23 countries.
The fair, which took place April 

5-14, included literature from na-
tional and international publishers, 
as well as NGOs and civil society.

“Books are the best medium to 
reflect the issues and concerns of 
society,” Tunisian Cultural Affairs 
Minister Mohamed Zine el-Abidine 
said at the fair’s opening ceremony. 
“This year’s theme — ‘Individual 
Rights and Equality’ — translates 
the most discussed issues of society 
today.”

The annual fair is a highly antici-
pated event for many Tunisians. 
For this year’s event, the organis-
ing committee, headed by Tunisian 
writer Chokri Mabkhout, prepared 
a rich cultural programme for both 
adults and children.

The fair’s theme was emphasised 
during public panels and lectures 
featuring specialists from various 
different disciplines. Mabkhout said 
the cultural programme’s theme of-
ten addresses a pressing issue in Tu-
nisian society.

“In 2017, the theme was ‘Demo-

cratic Transition’ and last year we 
tackled the issue of women’s rights,” 
he said. “Because the programme is 
not of academic nature, it seeks to 
open a space for debate between 
experts and audience. There is no 
point of having a fair that is alien-
ated from the issues of its society.”

In the years following the “Arab 
spring” uprising in 2011, the fair 
struggled to attract previous levels 
of participants and visitors but, this 
year, the fair regained some of its 
past acclaim, drawing a large num-
ber of publishers, rich content and 
a record number of visitors. The fair 
was attended by 50,000 guests April 
9.

“The fair has seen remarkable 
progress and it will continue to im-
prove with time as more publish-
ers come back,” Mabkhout said. 
“Books have commercial value but 
they have intellectual, symbolic 
and cultural value as well.”

The fair set up cultural and artis-
tic programmes alongside its nu-
merous bookstands and attempted 
to take its message to the streets of 
Tunis.

“This programme gave a celebra-
tory aspect to culture as the fair 
transformed into a small festival 
inviting people in the streets of Tu-
nis to join the celebration of books,” 
Mabkhout said.

“We bet on children for the future 
and we need to work on awakening 
their curiosity for knowledge with 
these activities,” he added. “Bring-
ing an international flavour to the 
children’s programmes — inviting 
Poland and Indonesia — is meant 
to familiarise children with differ-
ent colours and tastes of culture so 
they can be open to the world.”

The fair was an opportunity for 

publishers from different parts of 
the Arab world to meet and discuss 
their sector, particularly the effects 
of new technology.

“The issue of publishing in Tu-
nisia and in the whole Arab world 
requires special attention,” said 
Mohamed Salah Maalej, president 
of the Union of Tunisian publish-
ers. “Today the world is inter-
ested in electronic publishing, 
which should be reconsidered in  

our sector.”
The Tunis book fair invited its 

visitors to participate in various 
campaigns and competitions for 
adults and young adults. The com-
petition — “We Read to Become 
More Beautiful” — sought to change 
stereotypes of body image among 
young people.

“I wait for the fair every year,” 
said Amina Said, a 22-year-old stu-
dent. “Books are becoming more 

expensive and we can’t always find 
the variety we get at the fair.

“For me, it’s been a tradition 
since I was a child to save money 
specifically for the fair. This year, I 
managed to find a number of books 
I was looking for and I’m happy 
about that.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

A bet on the future. Visitors look at books at the 35th International Book Fair in Tunis, April 7. 
                  (Tunis International Book Fair)

The fair, which took place 
April 5-14, included 
literature from national 
and international 
publishers, as well as 
NGOs and civil society.
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Agenda

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

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Dubai: 
Through April 18

Al Marmoom Heritage Festival 
is an annual event that aims to 
promote and preserve Arabian 
traditions through celebrations, 
activities and camel races. The 
event includes professional 
camel races that attract trained 
participants competing for titles 
and high-end prizes in addition 
to live concerts by Arabic and in-
ternational bands with live dance 
performances.

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 multidisciplinary ap-
proach to introduce artists and 
works primarily from the Arab 
world, the Mediterranean region 
and sub-Saharan Africa.

Beirut: 
Through June 1

The Laugh Story Comedy Show 
takes place every Thursday 
through Saturday at the Royal 
Hotel. The programme features 
comedians such as Tony Abou 
Jaoude, Hicham Haddad, Bonita 
Saade and Jad Bou Karam.

Dubai: 
Through December 31

“La Perle” features 65 artists 
from 23 countries performing 
amazing stunts and aerial antics 
above an on-stage pool filled 
with 2.7 million litres of water in 
a state-of-the-art, custom-built 
theatre. The show takes place at 
Al Habtoor City.

Cairo: 
April 19-20

Cairo Bites, Egypt’s first and 
biggest food festival, features a 
diverse lineup of local, regional 
and international eating estab-
lishments and food-related busi-
nesses. Every year, more than 
100 eateries serve up dishes for 
thousands of foodies excited to 
have their taste buds challenged 
during the festival.

Dubai: 
April 27- May 5 

The tenth Dubai International 
Arabic Calligraphy Exhibition will 
feature works by an array of cal-
ligraphers and will explore mod-
ern and traditional techniques of 
calligraphic expression.

Rabat: 
June 21-29

The 18th Mawazine Festival 
takes place in Rabat and features 
international and local musical 
performances.

Beirut: 
July 23

Musician Yanni will perform his 
first concert in Lebanon as part of 
his World Without Borders tour. 
He will be accompanied by an 
orchestra of virtuoso musicians 
and vocalists.

Ariana

“Wonderful in all 
ways” is how Tuni-
sia’s north-eastern 
city of Ariana is of-

ten described. Located in the sub-
urbs of Tunis, Ariana’s beautiful 
landscape, exquisite cuisine and 
unique sites attract visitors from 
around the country, especially in 
spring.

Ariana’s proximity to the capital 
makes it a key economic and edu-
cational hub. The city is home to El 
Ghazala Technology Park, dozens 
of schools for training engineers 
and technicians and research and 
development centres and compa-
nies, notably Alcatel, Archimed, 
Bilog and STMicroelectronics.

A 10-minute drive from Tunis-
Carthage International Airport and 
in the heart of Ariana governorate, 
the city is renowned for its agricul-
tural produce and dairy products. 
However, it is its flowers, mostly 
roses, that are its most important-
product and for which it is given 
the distin-
guished 
title “City 
of Roses.”

It was 
on May 
8, 1982, that 
Ariana was 
twinned with 
the commune of 
Grasse in the Alpes-Mar-
itimes department on the French 
Riviera, which is considered the 
world capital of perfume. That 
connection has given Ariana a 
prestigious reputation for produc-
ing rose water and, from it, deriv-
ing many treasured perfumes and 
scents.

For this reason and more, Ari-
ana is considered a “paradise on 
Earth” in the collective conscious-
ness of its inhabitants. Indeed, a 
local proverb goes: “If Ariana was 
by the sea, no demise will be,” a 
reflection of the city’s beauty and 
distinctive fresh air.

Despite the advance of urbani-
sation, locals have maintained the 
centuries-old tradition of keeping 
gardens green and growing roses, 
for which the city is celebrat-
ed, but also many 
other varie-
ties of flow-

ers and delicate plants and trees, 
notably citrus, olive and orange. 
This results in a magnificent fra-
grance that extends far beyond the 
inner city, especially in the spring.

To uphold this tradition, the 
Municipality of Ariana established 
the Rose Garden in Bir Belhassen 
Park. The garden, covering 3,000 
sq.metres, is home to 16,000 rose-
bushes and cuttings, 90% of which 
belong to the renowned variety of 
Gallica rose, locally referred to as 
the “Ariana Rose.” Introduced in 
1637 by the Andalusians, the Gal-
lica rose, grown in the city’s gar-
dens, boasts a unique fragrance 
and a light pinkish colour.

Ariana’s Rose Garden is crowned 
by the Rose Gallery, which takes 
visitors on a unique journey 
through the history of roses in 
Ariana, explaining the natural 
and cultural aspects of its various 
types.

While the park is open daily 
throughout the year, the best time 
to visit is in May during the city’s 
Festival of Roses, which draws ex-
hibitors from across the country of-
fering a wide range of products at 
reasonable prices. During the fes-
tival, several varieties of flowers 
and roses can be spotted blossom-

ing in Bir Belhassen 
Park next to a mosaic 
of products, notably 
colognes, perfumes 

and soap.
Nature lov-

ers will find 
a lot to see 

when stroll-
ing through 
the park but 
the city has 

much more to 
offer in terms of 

historic sites, 
most of which 

are nearby. A 
10-minute walk 

from Bir Bel-
hassen takes 

visitors to the 
small, well-

preserved 
Dar Ben 
Ayed, a 

Beylical 
palace 

that 

serves as municipality offices. An 
architectural gem that is a relic of 
the past, Dar Ben Ayed is a must 
see for those interested in the 
city’s architectural heritage.

From there, another 10-minute 
walk down the Avenue Habib 
Bourguiba takes visitors to the 
modest mausoleum of Sidi Am-
mar, from where the yearly Great 
Kharja (journey) to the mauso-
leum of Sidi Bou Said takes place 
in August. Organised by Diwan al-
Issawiya, the Kharja is a centuries-
old mystical Sufi procession in 
honour of the saints.

The procession is generally 
headed by flag bearers followed by 
the adepts of the Sufi order who 
tour the streets chanting liturgical 
songs before heading to the coast-
al town of Sidi Bou Said, where 
many from Ariana spend the sum-
mer holiday.

Whether in May, August or any 
other time of the year, Ariana 
leaves a lasting impression on 
visitors, who find no shortage of 
places to discover. In the old quar-
ter, passers-by are welcomed with 
freshly baked cookies as they pass 
through the neighbourhood’s low-

lit alleys and traditional 
dwellings.

Other must-see sites 

include the local market, the City 
of Sciences, the Palace of Borj Bac-
couche and Ennahli Urban Park, 
which was inaugurated in 1997. 
Situated north of the city, the park 
occupies a staggering 210 hectares, 
80% of which is a vast forest of eu-
calyptus and pine trees and the re-
maining space for public visits and 
activities.

No visitor will go hungry or 
thirsty while touring the city, with 
delicious restaurants, fresh juice 
shops and cafes offering inexpen-
sive products lining the streets. 
The shops boast a fabulous array 
of choices, from traditional cuisine 
to revisited international gastron-
omy. Yet, the city’s most iconic 
offering will always be the straw-
berry/citrus flavoured ice cream, 
a specialty that a small business 
on Avenue Habib Bourguiba has 
grown famous for and that en-
capsulates the city’s beauty and 
charm.

Tunisia’s ‘City 
of Roses,’ where 
heritage blends 
with beauty
Iman Zayat

Part of Avenue Habib Bourguiba in Ariana.               (Ariana Municipality)

A view of a narrow alley in the old neighbourhood in Ariana. 
(Ariana Municipality)

A partial view of Dar Ben Ayed in the city of Ariana. 
(Ariana Municipality)

Ariana’s Rose Garden is 
crowned by the Rose 
Gallery, which takes visitors 
on a unique journey through 
the history of roses in 
Ariana.


