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Mounting calls to strip Qatar of 2022 World
Cup after ‘black operations’ revelations
► Former Football Association
Chairman David Triesman
said if Qatar was found
guilty of breaking rules, FIFA
should strip the country of
its hosting duties.
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

F

IFA is facing renewed calls
to strip Qatar of its 2022
World Cup hosting duties
following reports that Doha
engaged in illegal practices to undermine rival bids.
The Sunday Times in London
reported July 29 the Qatari government sponsored a clandestine
campaign to sabotage rival countries’ bids to host the football tournament. The article led to calls for
FIFA to investigate and move the
event, set for late 2022, from Qatar.
Former Football Association
Chairman David Triesman, who led
England’s failed 2018 World Cup
bid, said if Qatar was found guilty
of breaking rules, FIFA should strip
the country of its hosting duties
and relocate the event to England.
Former FIFA President Sepp Blatter said Qatar’s illicit campaign was
even more extensive.
“Bad news: Qatar accused of
denigration of other bidders! Fact is
Qatar won after a political intervention by the former French President
[Nicolas] Sarkozy to FIFA Vice-President [Michel] Platini,” Blatter posted on Twitter. He said details could
be found in his upcoming book.
In 2015, Blatter and Platini were
let go by FIFA and banned from the

game for eight years following a series of corruption scandals.
The Sunday Times report stated
that the Qatari campaign involved
recruiting influential figures “to attack the bids in their own countries,
seeking to create the impression
that there was ‘zero support’ for the
World Cup domestically.” Strong
backing from residents is among FIFA’s chief criteria in granting hosting duties.
The report, based on documents
leaked by a whistle-blower from the
Qatari bid team, said Doha relied on
a public relations firm and former
US intelligence officials to spread
“fake propaganda” in Australia and
the United States, two of the major
bidders to host the 2022 World Cup.
The revelations indicate that Qatar could have been in violation of
FIFA guidelines, which stipulate
that bidding countries must not
make “any written or oral statement of any kind, whether adverse
or otherwise, about the bids or candidatures of any other member association.”
Among the leaked messages sent
to Qatar’s deputy bid leader Ali alThawadi was an indication that authorities in Doha “were aware of a
plot to spread ‘poison’ against its
chief rivals — even cooking up a resolution for the US Congress on the
‘harmful’ effects of an American
World Cup in the week of the vote.”
“For the past 4 months we have

Sordid tales. A mock-up of the World Cup is seen at a shop in Souk Waqif in Doha, on July 13.
undertaken an extensive campaign
to undermine the 2018/2022 candidacies of competitor countries,
particularly Australia and the US,”
an e-mail from the president of BLJ
Worldwide, a pubic relations firm,
read.
“Recruiting journalists, bloggers
and high-profile figures in each
market to raise questions and promote negative aspects of their respective bids in the media. Dozens
of articles have appeared in US,
Australian and international media that have embarrassed or undermined these bids,” the e-mail
stated.
In December 2010, Qatar surprisingly won the right to host the 2022
World Cup. However, allegations of

corruption and vote-buying quickly
followed.
Preparations for the 2022 FIFA
World Cup have damaged Qatar
economically. The government has
introduced cost-cutting measures
to complete various construction
projects for the event.
The Financial Times said most of
the cuts affected culture, education
and health schemes led by Sheikha
Moza bint Nasser, the mother of Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad
al-Thani.
The 2014 oil price crash compounded Doha’s woes, with the
country’s construction fees that are
the highest among Gulf Cooperation Council members.
The consultancy Deloitte said

(Reuters)

construction costs related to Qatar’s 2022 World Cup efforts total
an estimated $200 billion. South
Africa spent $4 billion to host the
World Cup in 2010 and Brazil $15
billion in 2014. Russia’s costs for
the 2018 World Cup were said to be
more than $14 billion.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Record heatwave points to looming climate crisis for Maghreb
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

S

outhern Algeria likely registered Africa’s all-time highest
temperature, hitting 51.3 degrees Celsius on July 5, during a weeks-long heatwave that has
turned North African cities into tinderboxes.
The record temperatures were
made worse by breakdowns in water
supplies and rolling power outages,
which prompted residents throughout the region to demand government action.
In Tozeur, a Tunisian oasis town
on the edge of the Sahara, temperatures reached 49 degrees on July
5 and in Morocco’s south-eastern
town of Assa-Zag 48-degree temperatures were recorded.
The stifling heat and its effect
on water and power services were
a startling forecast of the climate
changes expected to rattle the
Maghreb in the coming decades, experts said.
While individual cases of extreme
temperatures cannot necessarily be
attributed to climate change, the
extended length of North Africa’s
heatwave suggests a general climate

trend that is exacerbated by rising
concentrations of greenhouse gases,
the World Meteorological Organisation said in a statement.
Tunisian environment and climate
expert Hamdi Hached said the longest heatwaves — periods in which
temperatures stayed about 35C — in
the Maghreb lasted 11-14 days in
the 1950-1960s. However, in recent
years, temperatures have stayed
above 35C in some areas for more
than 28 days and they are expected
to remain above that temperature

for more than 32 days this year.
In Algeria, which is expected to
be hit hardest by climate change in
North Africa, life has been fundamentally altered by high temperatures, residents said.
“Beginning at 8am no one can
leave the house,” Ali Hamdane, a
resident in Ouargla, told state television. “We cannot go to work.”
Algeria’s record heat on July 5
strained southern cities’ ageing
power grids and water supply systems as residents tried to stay cool,

Precious commodity. People cool off at a water fountain on a hot
day in Tunis.
(Reuters)

further frustrating a local population
that has long complained of government neglect.
Protesters took to the streets in
the south-western town of Bechar,
southern cities of Adrar, Touggourt, Beji Mokhtar, Tamanrasset
and Ouargla, site of Algeria’s largest
oil field, voicing discontent over the
disruption of water and power services, local media reported.
Algerian Energy Minister Mustapha Guitouni said the state’s power
utility Sonelgaz worked nonstop to
repair equipment damaged by extreme heat.
In Tunisia, severe heat pointed out
water supply problems that limited
drinking water for both humans and
livestock. Villagers from el-Ksasba in
the coastal region of Mahdia blocked
traffic on a highway linking Tunis
to Sfax to protest water supply cuts
that led to cattle dying from thirst.
The water scarcity, experts said,
drove home Tunisia’s urgent need to
upgrade its water supply system.
The World Resources Institute
ranked Tunisia 33rd of countries
most at risk of a water crisis. It could
go dry by 2040 if authorities fail to
make progress on delayed water projects, including constructing dams
and improving urban and agricultural planning, the institute said.

Tunisia’s junior agriculture minister said Tunisia, where water has
long been scarce, suffered an average deficit of 100 million cubic
metres per year over the past three
years because of drought.
Morocco, despite building numerous dams, has also experienced water shortages.

Temperatures this year
are expected to remain
above 35 degrees for
more than 32 days in
parts of the Maghreb.
The increase in water consumption caused by industrial and agricultural development led Moroccan King Mohammed VI to urge the
government to prioritise the water
issue.
“My keenness to improve social
conditions and tackle economic
challenges is second only to my determination to preserve and develop
our country’s strategic resources,
particularly water. Indeed, the latter
plays a fundamental role in development and stability,” King Mohammed VI said.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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Guns for hire. A file photo shows former US Attorney General John Ashcroft (C) attending a ceremony in Washington. Qatar has hired Ashcroft’s law firm for $2.5 million to
audit its efforts at stopping terrorism funding. 																 (AP)

Accusations, lawsuits challenge Qatar’s
multimillion-dollar lobbying, ‘damage control’ PR
Thomas Frank

Washington

A

multimillion-dollar
lobbying campaign by the
Qatari government drew
accusations that it waged
a smear campaign against a businessman close to US President Donald Trump who was trying to sway
Trump against the Gulf country.
Qatar has hired 35 US lobbying
firms and paid them a total of at
least $19.5 million since June 2017,
records filed by the firms and seen
by The Arab Weekly indicate. The
lobbyists contacted hundreds of
members of the US Congress and
dozens of journalists and Trump
administration
officials
while
spending millions of dollars on advertising that promotes Qatar as a
US ally, records show.
Qatar hired Michael Sitrick, a Los
Angeles public relations specialist in “damage control,” in July. Sitrick has been representing Harvey
Weinstein since last year when dozens of women accused the movie
producer of sexual assault and
abuse. Weinstein is facing criminal
charges in New York in relation to
the accusations.
Qatar hired Sitrick as a “public communications adviser and
consultant,” records state. Qatar’s
spending in this regard is a huge
increase from the $2.3 million it
spent on average in the two preceding years and made Qatar’s US
lobbying operation one of the most
expensive by a foreign government,
putting it on a level with China and
Japan, lobbying records show.
Qatar’s campaign has been coloured by lawsuits charging that the
country hacked the personal e-mail
accounts of Elliott Broidy a prominent Washington adversary and
leaked their contents to journalists.
Broidy was a fundraiser for the
Republican Party and close associate of Trump. He sued Qatar
and others in March, alleging they
waged a smear campaign to stop
him from advocating against Qatar
and in favour of the United Arab
Emirates.
A second lawsuit by Broidy, filed
July 23, claims Qatar carried out “an
expansive influence operation” in
Washington since 2017 and “a highly sophisticated, orchestrated effort

to subvert our democracy by silencing its critics and chilling their free
speech.” Qatar’s campaign aims to
send “a clear warning to future potential critics about the dangers to
those who dare to cross the tiny,
but extraordinarily wealthy, nation,” the lawsuit said.
The accusations against Qatar are
contained in a lawsuit Broidy filed
against a former UN under-secretary general whom Broidy accuses
of orchestrating the distribution of
his stolen e-mail to US news outlets. One news story written after
the alleged hack of Broidy’s e-mail
account revealed that he had paid
$1.6 million to a former model for
Playboy magazine who said Broidy,
who is married, got her pregnant.
The article led Broidy to resign
from the Republican National Committee.

Qatar hired 35 US lobbying
firms and paid them at
least $19.5 million since
June 2017, a review of
records indicated.
Qatar has rejected Broidy’s claims
and asked a judge to dismiss the
lawsuit filed in March, saying that
US courts have no jurisdiction over
foreign governments.
In June, a lobbying firm sued by
Broidy said it would stop representing Qatar. The firm, Stonington
Strategies, had been paid $1.5 million by Qatar since September 2017
and sought to arrange for members
of the US Congress to visit the country.
Qatar began its massive lobbying
campaign in June 2017, just after
Trump accused Doha of funding
“radical ideology.” Trump took the
side of Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates and others when
they imposed a blockade on Qatar.
Trump said Qatar had financed terrorism “at a very high level” and
that “the time had come to call on
Qatar to end its funding.”
Documents filed in 2017 with
the US Justice Department state
that Qatar hired Avenue Strategies
Global, a firm founded by a former
Trump campaign manager and including a former chief of staff to
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu, to “provide research,
government relations and strategic
consulting services.” The contract

said services “may include communications with members of Congress and congressional staff, executive branch officials, the media
and other individuals.”
Qatar also contracted the services of Information Management
Services, a firm run by Jeff Klueter,
a former researcher for the Democratic Congressional Campaign
Committee. The Associated Press
said that Information Management
Services’ activities included “digging into political opponents’ past
and comments for incriminating or
simply embarrassing material.”
Qatar paid $2.5 million to hire
John Ashcroft, attorney general under US President George W. Bush,
to help it “combat global terrorism”
and “comply with international
financial regulations,” Qatar’s contract stated.
The White House’s inconsistent
statements over foreign policy and
Trump’s erratic decision-making
process offer influencers, including
PR firms and lobbyists, the opportunity to claim they helped sway
the position of the White House.
That was the case when Trump
started easing his criticism of Qatar.
By January, he was even praising
Qatar for its “action to counter terrorism and extremism in all forms.”
Trump stepped up his praise in
April at a well-publicised White
House meeting with Qatari Emir
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani,
calling him a “big advocate” against
terrorism financing and a “great
gentleman” and “a friend of mine.”
Since the April meeting, Qatar has
expanded its arsenal of lobbyists.
In May it hired Michael Mukasey,
who also was an attorney general
under Bush, to resolve the country’s dispute with Saudi Arabia, the
UAE, Egypt and Bahrain over their
blockade.
In June, lobbyist Jim Moran, who
was a member of the US House of
Representatives from 1991-2015,
sent e-mails to dozens of his former
colleagues, urging them to appeal
to the Saudi Embassy in Washington to stop the blockade of Qatar.
Moran included in his e-mails a letter for members of Congress to sign
and send to the embassy. Several
members of the House signed and
sent the letter, records show.
Thomas Frank is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.

No holds barred. Detail from Qatari contract with Information
Management Services, a US PR firm.

Influence peddling. A file photo shows Corey Lewandowski,
former campaign manager for President Donald Trump and
founder of Avenue Strategies Global, a US influence firm hired by
Qatar along with PR companies.
(AP)
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The 2022 World Cup: A disaster for Qatar, whether it hosts it or not
Iman Zayat

R

evelations that Qatar
engaged in dubious
practices to secure
the 2022 FIFA World
Cup have led to renewed calls for it to
be stripped of its hosting duties as
punishment. However, given the
growing list of scandals implicating
Doha, the country might be more
damaged if FIFA allows it to press
ahead with the tournament, which
it is woefully underequipped to
host.
Almost eight years after it was
announced that Qatar would host
the 2022 World Cup, scandals,
including allegations of bribery,
corruption, illicit smear campaigns
and abuse of migrant workers, continue to pile up. A report in Britain’s
Sunday Times newspaper detailed
how Qatar employed an American
public relations firm to attack the
bids of its principal competitors,
the United States and Australia.
The fallout has been devastating
for Qatar. Instead of rehabilitating
its image and helping it leverage
its soft power, Doha’s ruthless
World Cup bid has turned into a
humiliating expose of the government’s malign practices. And, if the
buildup to the football tournament
has been rough, imagine how painful the actual organisation of the
event will be.
Qatar, which has never been to
a World Cup, is struggling to both
organise a world-class tournament

Bumpy ride. Two Qatari men at the Majlis Qatar pavilion in Moscow’s Gorky Park, on July 12.

With the World Cup or without
it, Qatar is set to lose an uphill
battle to improve its tarnished
image.

and build a national team capable
of competing on the world’s biggest
stage. As is its practice, Qatar has
thrown lots of money at the problem to try to fix it, to no avail. It has
gone so far as to naturalise foreign
players to bolster its team’s chances
of winning, stirring controversy in
a country where children of foreign
nationals born and raised there
have no clear path to citizenship
This is only the beginning of
Qatar’s problems. To host a successful tournament, it must navigate
serious logistical hurdles and accommodate fans from around the
world with different cultural norms
— particularly relating to alcohol.
After salvos of criticism, Qatar,
which bans alcohol in public places,
agreed to set up controlled, “faraway” sites where football fans can
consume alcohol. While that might
seem like a concession, it is hardly

a solution for international fans
who are used to more freedom and
could face harsh penalties if they
violate Qatar’s strict policies.
There is also the climate to contend with. While FIFA has moved
the tournament from its traditional
June-July timetable to NovemberDecember, helping temper the
heat, fans travelling across venues
will still deal with high temperatures. The new timetable will also
mean that the 2022 World Cup will
cut into Britain’s Premier League
schedule, angering many football
fans.
In addition, Qatar must figure
out where all the players and fans
expected to attend the tournament
will stay. This will be a challenge
for the tiny Gulf state, especially
as its neighbouring countries — the
United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia
and Bahrain — have closed their

(AFP)

If the buildup to
the football
tournament has
been rough,
imagine how
painful the
actual
organisation
of the event
will be.

borders. While Qatar has promised
to build 100,000 hotel rooms by
2022, it is struggling to complete
even 45,000.
This has led Doha to float a farfetched plan that could add another
layer of controversy to the tournament: Having Iran take on some
of its hosting duties. If such a plan
materialises, it would put Qatar
under further scrutiny and shed
light on the deepening ties between
Qatar and Iran.
There is also the question of
how Qatar will cope with a surplus of stadiums and hotel rooms
after the tournament. While South
Africa faced a similar problem after
hosting the tournament in 2010,
Qatar, which has no large football
market to cater to close by, stands
to lose even more. Despite growth
in the country’s tourism industry,
it would struggle to fill the hotel
rooms it builds.
Finally, with Qatar cut off from
its natural and cultural environment, fans visiting the Gulf for the
first time will have hardly anything
to see beyond sports. Most of the
region’s renowned historical sites
are in Saudi Arabia and some of the
world’s greatest museums are in
the UAE, so visitors stuck in Qatar
may be sorely disappointed with
their trip to the Gulf.
With the World Cup or without it,
Qatar is set to lose an uphill battle
to improve its tarnished image. Allegations of workers’ abuse, corruption, bribery, support for terrorist
groups and dubious dealings with
Tehran and Iran-backed militias,
particularly the Houthis in Yemen,
make matters worse.
That said, if the Qatari people are
fine with their government wasting
billions of dollars on an already
failed endeavour to restore a tarnished image, why be more Roman
than the Romans?
Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor
of The Arab Weekly.

A failed winter cup will do no good to Qatar’s reputation
Mahmud
el-Shafey

A

s pressure mounts on
Qatar over its hosting of the 2022 FIFA
World Cup, many
say that, even if the
tournament goes
ahead as planned, it is unlikely to
be the public relations coup Doha
envisioned in 2010 when it was
awarded the tournament.
“Russia was brilliant,” said
English football fan Jamie Kinsella.
“The fan zones were great. The
people were welcoming and the
authorities were well-organised
and friendly.”
Questions remain as to whether
Qatar can replicate the experience,
particularly with the tournament
confirmed for the winter, starting
November 21 and ending December 18, due to the extreme heat in
Qatar during the summer.
“What a shame,” tweeted British
radio presenter Steve Penk. “Part of
the joy of the World Cup is enjoying
the game at fan zones in the summer in parks, etc. Simply won’t be
the same in icy cold November and
December. Qatar should never have
been given the World Cup when
it’s too hot in traditional World Cup
months. Crazy.”
There are not only questions
about World Cup fan zones abroad
but also the areas Qatar intends
to set up to accommodate the

A winter World Cup will clash
with the NFL in the United States
and set up a choice for American
sport fans.

millions who travel to watch the
tournament live or at last be close
to the action on the pitch.
Russia’s World Cup fan zones
welcomed some 7.7 million visitors
during the tournament, 2.5 million
more than the 2014 World Cup in
Brazil.
With about four years until the
tournament, it is not clear how
many fans Qatar’s fan zones will be
able to accommodate, although the
figure of 1.3 million — half of the
country’s total population — has
been quoted in the official media.
It is also not clear how many
teams will be participating at the
2022 World Cup because FIFA is
keen to expand the competition
from 32 teams to 48, which would
necessitate even more facilities to
accommodate fans.
Qatar has said that it would allow
the sale of alcohol in fan zones but
many worry that alcohol will not
be sold in the stadiums themselves, a major break with World
Cup tradition. Many fans expressed
trepidation about what else they

will be able to do and see in Qatar
when not watching football.
“In Russia, we visited Lenin’s
Mausoleum and the Red Square in
Moscow. We saw the Winter Palace
in St Petersburg. There were loads
of great restaurants and bars. There
was lots to do beside football,” said
Kinsella.
The worry is that Qatar will see
foreign visitors corralled in tightly
restricted fan zones with not much
to do in between the matches.
There are questions about policing in the conservative Muslim
country and whether it will stretch
to accommodate people from disparate cultures.
There had been similar concerns
about Russia’s police force, not
exactly known for its openness
and tolerance but Russian police
evidently received the word from
on high to adhere to a more liberal
attitude during the World Cup and
millions of South American fans
faced no problem openly marching, chanting and drinking into
the early hours of the morning on

Maybe not. A banner reading “See you in Qatar,” in reference to
the Qatar 2022 World Cup, in Moscow, on July 14.
(AFP)

“Qatar should
never have been
given the World
Cup when it’s
too hot in
traditional
World Cup
months. Crazy.”
British radio
presenter Steve
Penk

the streets of small regional towns
such as Saransk, east of Moscow.
Many doubt similar scenes will
be possible in Qatar, even if Doha
does rely on foreign police forces,
as it has pledged to do.
The 2022 World Cup, if held by
Qatar, is something that will likely
not just irritate football fans who
make the Qatari journey but also
those watching at home. European leagues will see their 2022-23
seasons split in half by the World
Cup, something that has angered
football associations and required
renegotiation with TV networks
and sponsors. The English Premier
League described the idea of a
winter World Cup as “unworkable
and unacceptable to domestic European football.” Similar comments
have been made by other leagues
and officials.
A winter World Cup will clash
with the NFL in the United States
and set up a choice for American
sport fans. Fox paid a record $424
million for the rights to broadcast
the 2018 and 2022 World Cups
under the assumption that the
tournaments would form a major
part of its summer schedules. With
the next World Cup slated for the
winter months, this puts a major
crimp on Fox’s plans, and many
other TV networks find themselves
in the same boat.
“I don’t understand why they’re
making all of these changes,” Kinsella said. “We’re all used to World
Cups being in the summer. Why are
we making all of these changes just
to accommodate one country?”
Qatar, like Russia, is betting that
the World Cup will promote a positive image of the country across
the world but a failed winter World
Cup could do more harm than
good.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Mass protests
redirect Iraqi
government’s
attention
to corruption
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

M

ass protests over unemployment and poor
services in Iraq have
redirected attention to
corruption, which many say is the
root of the country’s problems,
prompting the government to step
up its reform campaign.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider alAbadi sacked five officials in the
electoral commission over charges
of corruption during the country’s
parliamentary election last May.
“The decision to sack the officials was approved by the prime
minister after they committed violations, manipulation and financial
corruption,” said Judge Laith Jabr
Hamza.
A day later, Abadi sacked his
minister of electricity, Qasim alFahdawi, “because of the deterioration in the electricity sector,”
said a statement from the prime
minister’s office.
Solutions to power outages and
water scarcity have been among
the main demands in protests that
began on July 8 and have claimed
the lives of at least 14 people.
Protesters point to the country’s oil wealth and wonder why
its benefits are not reaching them.
Iraq’s central bank said the country
raised more than $700 billion from
oil sales from 2005-17 but 99.5% of
the amount has been spent.
A parliamentary report stated
that some $228 billion has vanished since 2003 because of corruption using shell companies.
An estimate by Rahim al-Daraji,
a member of the Commission of
Integrity, a body that looks into
corruption allegations in Iraq, was

even higher.
“Our financial experts estimate
from 2003 until now more than
$320 billion went missing and is
untraceable. Most of this money
went through corrupt contracts,”
Daraji told Al Jazeera in May.
“One example is the Czech war
planes deal. The price tag for each
jet is $975,000 but the Iraqi government purchased each one for
$13 million,” he said. “There are no
institutions that hold those who
are corrupt into account.”
Abadi vowed to punish government officials who are proved to be
incompetent or corrupt.
“We formed committees to assess the work of officials and if
there is any shortcoming or corruption by an official, then we will
be taking measures in that regard,”
said Abadi in a televised weekly
address.
“We
toughened
measures
against corruption so that those
who are corrupt don’t feel safe [as]
we could still chase them after 10
or 15 years,” he warned.
Abadi is reportedly transferring
the files of some 50 senior officials,
including ministers and secretaries
of ministries, to the Commission of
Integrity.
The measure, however, “may
take a long time because of the nature of the files that require thorough checks and inspections,” Ihsan al-Shamri, an adviser to Abadi,
told Asharq Al-Awsat.
The prime minister argued that
the executive branch on its own
does not have enough power to
root out corruption. He called for
help from the country’s judiciary
and next parliament, whose members can only assume their seats
after a partial vote recount is completed following election fraud allegations.

The $228 billion question. Iraqis shout slogans during a demonstration outside the local government
headquarters in Basra, last July 13.
(AFP)
“Separation of powers is an essential part of the Iraqi constitution; as a prime minister, I cannot
interfere in the work of the judiciary… [sometimes] I am convinced
that a person is corrupt but I cannot provide irrefutable evidence to
the courts. I am not a judge,” Abadi
said in his weekly address.
Iraq ranked 169th out of 180
countries in the 2017 Transparency
International’s “Corruption Perceptions Index.”
Last year, some 2,000 arrest warrants were reportedly issued on
corruption charges but few of them
led to convictions.
Those who are close to the prime
minister are not hiding their despair.
“Unless the political system is
changed it is impossible to fight
corruption,” Mudher Salih, a financial adviser to Abadi, told the

Independent.
Abadi’s renewed reform measures came after Iraq’s top Shia cleric, Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani,
said via his representative in a sermon that the country’s new prime
minister “must launch a relentless war against the corrupted and
those who protect them.”
Observers understood the comment to mean that current prime
minister has not waged a “relentless war” against corruption and
therefore he may not be worthy of
the second term that he seeks.
Sistani himself did not escape
criticism when some protesters
criticised him for not speaking out
in favour of the demonstrations
earlier.
Influential Shia cleric Muqtada
al-Sadr, who led anti-corruption
demonstrations, found himself
shunned by protesters after his

bloc secured the highest number
of parliamentary seats and is in the
process of forming a coalition government.
“The protesters believe we have
become powerful in the country’s
politics before the government has
even been formed, or the parliament chosen,” a lawmaker from
al-Sadr’s alliance told the website
Niqash.org on condition of anonymity.
“We do support the demonstrators and if we were asked to choose
between taking power or supporting their demands, we would
choose protests rather than becoming part of a government that
is unable to provide the necessary
services,” he added.
Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online Editor
of The Arab Weekly.

Viewpoint

Iraq religious authority feels heat of anti-corruption protests
Bahira
al-Sheikhly

The main concern of
the marja’iyah is to
protect itself from
the protests that
have reached its
gates.

T

he clamour of protests
in Iraq has reached the
ears of the top Shia
cleric, Grand Ayatollah
Ali al-Sistani.
Realising the gravity
of the situation, Sistani scrambled
to save his own popularity and, by
extension, authority, which has
been jeopardised by the people
whose election he blessed not long
ago.
It became urgent to react because
even his most devout followers
demonstrated a few years ago in
southern Iraq shouting shocking
slogans of the type “We have been
robbed in the name of religion” or
“We’ve been fooled by the supreme
leader by making us elect the worst
people.”
That was unprecedented in the
history of the Shia religious authority known as marja’iyah. Then came
the sermon of July 27 at Karbala
where, in deceptive and ambiguous language, the marja’iyah announced its support of the protests.
Those familiar with language and
style of the Shia religious authority
understood that Sistani has buried
any hope for Haider al-Abadi to get
his much-coveted second term as

prime minister of Iraq.
Abadi has been working hard to
stay on as prime minister even at
the cost of leaving the Dawa Party.
Abdel Mahdi al-Karbalani,
Sistani’s representative in Karbala,
explained that the next prime
minister will have to bear full
responsibility for the government’s
performance and must have the
courage and confidence to apply
strict criteria in choosing the members of his cabinet as well as the
right people for the high offices and
special appointments.
Karbalani emphasises that the
government must “urgently satisfy
the protesters’ demands and relieve
their misery; the next government
must be formed as soon as possible
and on solid bases using serious
competent people; the prime minister must bear the full responsibility
[for his government] and must be
firm, strong and brave to carry out
the war on corruption, which is
gangrening the country; this ought
to be his first duty and essential
mission, an unrelenting war on corruption.”
Unfortunately for Abadi, he does
not possess the desired qualities
even if this was the same Abadi that

the supreme Shia authority picked
and blessed to be prime minister a
few years ago.
Abadi came out strong with his
anti-corruption rhetoric. He said he
would crush corruption with an iron
fist but, in the end, did nothing. It
has become a joke among Iraqis to
say that it took Abadi only 24 hours
to know that there were “infiltrators” among the street protesters
but couldn’t find many corrupt
figures to bring to justice during his
entire term as prime minister.
Wanting to please everyone, the
Shia authority is ready to mediate between the government and
powerful political parties. In the
sermon, Karbalani said: “We have
on several occasions advised senior
politicians to work towards reforms
and stop protecting the corrupt personalities.” He quickly added: “We
have also advised the citizens on
each election occasion that reform
and change are the best choices.
That is what everybody wants and
what the country needs badly and
it won’t happen unless you strive
for it correctly.”
Iraqis, however, did not forget
that it was this same Shia authority that blessed the accursed rule

of sectarian parties in Iraq. Clerics warned their followers that, if
they didn’t vote for those parties,
they would have to divorce their
wives. The same religious authority contributed to the making of a
monstrous constitution that had
nothing to do with Iraq and that is
the source of its crises. Iraqis did
not forget that this same religious
authority had refused to declare
war on the military occupation of
Iraq.
In a news release, Faiq al-Sheikh,
a member of parliament from the
Democratic Civilian Coalition, accused the Shia religious authority
of supporting corruption in Iraq
by meddling in Iraqi politics since
2003. He said that the authority in
Najaf and its head — Sistani — are
the source of all corruption in Iraq.
The main concern of the
marja’iyah is to protect itself from
the protests that have reached its
gates. However, there is no escaping the truth: The Shia authority
can no longer ignore the angry
voices of its followers or ignore the
abominable corruption in Iraq.
Bahira al-Sheikhly is an Iraqi
writer.
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Realistic Kurds seeking ‘honourable’
surrender in talks with Damascus
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

A

senior Kurdish delegation
wrapped up a groundbreaking visit to Damascus in late July, aimed at
gradually restoring the government
presence to Kurdish territory east
of the Euphrates River.
The delegation was headed by
Ilham Ahmad, chairman of the executive board at the Syrian Democratic Council, the political wing
of the Syrian Democratic Forces. It
included Ibrahim al-Qaftan, head of
the Kurdish Future Party, and representatives from the cities of Manbij, Raqqa, Kobane and Qamishli.
The Syrians are demanding a full
return of government agencies to
all cities and towns in the northeast, the reopening of government
schools and police stations and
raising of the Syrian flag. The battle of Idlib is going to happen, the
Kurds were told, with or without
them.
The talks also focused on restoring government services — such as
water and electricity and fixing the
Euphrates Dam — to the Kurdish
territories and returning the civil
registrar of all towns and cities,
from birth certificates and marriage
documents to death notices, which
were shipped off to Damascus seven years ago.
The Kurds are demanding the
right to keep their weapons and militias, marketing themselves as the
most effective fighters in the war on
terror and asking that none of them
gets deported to faraway cities and
towns, such as what happened with
other fighters since the Russians
entered the battlefield in September 2015.
No agreement has been reached
but the second round of talks is expected this month. Driven by need
and pragmatism, the Kurds are

Pragmatism trumps nationalism. Syrian Kurds march with a sign reading in Arabic “Afrin is the grave of Erdogan” in Al-Muabbadah in
the north-eastern Hasakah province, last February.
(AFP)
seemingly ready for a negotiated
settlement and are trying to reach
one with maximal face-saving, seeing that neither their statehood
project nor their federal government was going to see the light,
obstructed by all stakeholders concerned: the Russians, the Turks,
the Iranians and the Americans.
Although still a recipient of US
arms, many Kurds have started a
steady and very conscious shift
towards the Russians, despite criticism within the Kurdish community at Russian-Turkish cooperation
in Syria. They don’t trust the Russians much, especially after Moscow didn’t lift a finger to prevent
a Turkish onslaught on the city of
Afrin in February, lying within Rus-

sia’s sphere of influence in Syria.
Many had expected the Russians
to protect Afrin from the Turks but
argue that Afrin was given to the
Turks in exchange for Russian and
Syrian victory in Eastern Ghouta.

The Kurds are seeking
assurances that they
won’t be fed to the Turks
by Damascus and
Moscow.
More recently, there has been
talk of a Turkish offensive targeting Kurdish warriors who fled Afrin
to villages north of Aleppo. They
fear that a wider offensive will be
signed off on by the Kremlin, given
recent battlefield agreements be-

tween Russian President Vladimir
Putin and Turkish leader Recep
Tayyip Erdogan.
Interestingly, Damascus is playing along, willing to grant certain
concessions to the Kurds, provided
they don’t lead either to separation
or to autonomy. Kurdish schools
are negotiable, they were told, and
so is the right to use the Kurdish
language.
Raising the bar, the Kurds asked
for a share of their region’s wealth,
given that Kurdish territories produce 70% of the country’s wheat,
75% of its hydrocarbons and oil
comes from regions under the
control of the Syrian Democratic
Forces.
The Kurds are also demanding an

elected municipality and governor,
rather than having both appointed
by the central government in Damascus. That, too, has been seemingly ok’d, with the government
certain that it can control the vote
and infiltrate any elected Kurdish
body.
Confidence building is now being tested between the two negotiating sides, with the Kurds seeking assurances that they won’t be
fed to the Turks by Damascus and
Moscow — assurances, it seems,
that are supposed to be decided in
future talks.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).

Viewpoint

In Syria, Israel finds itself dependent on Russian goodwill
Kyle Orton

The problem with
Israel’s outlook is
that it misreads one
dynamic, namely
attributing to Russia
a control of events it
does not have.

S

ome saw Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
reliance on Iran and
favoured his departure.
Some, especially once
the uprising militarised
and jihadi-Salafists made their
appearance among the insurgents,
favoured a let-them-both-lose
policy. Some saw the risk of chaos
and jihadists and preferred to
stick with what they knew.
The official Israeli policy in the
early months of the protests was
to side with the people “demonstrating for freedoms” since “the
devil we know in Syria [Assad] is
worse than the devil we don’t.”
Since then, Israel has initiated
Operation Good Neighbour, supplying humanitarian assistance
and medical treatment for thousands of Syrians. Israel has also
carried out hundreds of air strikes
against Assad and Iran, destroying
weapons depots and other security threats. Israel has extended
quiet support to rebel groups near
the border.
These policies have, tentatively
and unevenly, shifted opinion in
Israel’s favour among many Syrians but they have also provided
fodder for conspiracy theories
among those who support the
pro-Assad coalition to say what
they have said all along: The
revolt is a conspiracy orchestrated
from outside by Zionists.
Despite the political difficulties, the rebels’ arrangement with
Israel came with mutual benefits.
The rebels provided Israel with a

buffer against Iran and Israel gave
the rebels and opposition-supporting communities in southern
Syria a lifeline long after many
of their sponsors, including the
United States, withdrew support.
This arrangement is ending.
The pro-Assad coalition began
an offensive into the Daraa rebel
pocket. Pro-Assad forces recaptured Daraa city on July 12 and
Israel helped evacuate the White
Helmets, the rescue workers in
opposition-held areas.
The United States quickly made
clear that it would not, as prior
statements had suggested, protect
Daraa, an area designated a “deescalation zone” under an agreement with the Russians. The only
potential hindrance was Israel and
Moscow convinced the Israelis not
to intervene, even though, as was
inevitable since Assad is wholly
dependent on Tehran, Iranian
ground forces were involved in
the offensive.
Why did Israel stand aside for
the fall of Daraa to the pro-Assad
coalition?
The short answer is, assuming
Israel believes its public statements on the Iranian threat, that
Israel continues to have faith that
Russia (and sometimes, bizarrely,
Assad) can or will contain Iran
in Syria. This view is shared by
former US officials, yet, as I wrote
in these pages in June, the overwhelming evidence is that there is
no serious breach in the “resistance axis.” Russia and Assad reinforce and enable Iran’s designs.

The Israelis have tried to
negotiate the terms with Russia.
Israeli officials have made noisy
remarks about eliminating Assad
if the Russians failed to constrain
Iran. On July 23, during a meeting with Russian officials, Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu rebuffed an offer to keep
Iran 100km from the Israel-Syria
border, insisting that Iran has to
withdraw its troops entirely.
The fact is that Israel surrendered its most significant remaining lever and is more dependent
than ever in Syria on Russian
goodwill, a situation no government should want to find itself
in. Russia, while positioning itself
as a mediator, is allowing Iran to
embed in Syria, directly violating
stated Israeli interests that Tehran
leave completely.
Whether Israel was bluffing all
along or not — it looks like it was
— its leverage is slipping all the
time. In recent weeks, Israel has
had to deploy its David Sling to
defend against ballistic missiles
and shoot down a Russia-made
Syrian jet launched from an Irandominated base that penetrated
2km into Israeli territory. Russia
was either unable or unwilling to
prevent those provocations.
The Israeli response has been
that Russia won’t impede its
freedom of action in Syria against
Iran and its appendages such as
Hezbollah. Putting aside the fact
Russia has itself directly armed,
trained and coordinated with
Hezbollah, which it emphatically

does not believe to be a terrorist
organisation. The problem with
Israel’s outlook is that it misreads
one dynamic, namely attributing to Russia a control of events
it does not have, and ignores a
second dynamic, namely the
growth of Iran’s influence that
will constrain Israel.
For the moment, Iran is incapable of fighting a direct war with
Israel and thus wishes to avoid a
repeat of the 2006 Lebanon war
or anything similar. What Iran
wants right now is low-level conflict against Israel that burnishes
its “resistance” credentials and
buys time.
The Iranian revolution is led by
pragmatic fanatics who already
hold the Lebanese border and
are able to orchestrate politicalmilitary warfare against Israel
from Gaza. Whether the United
States recognises Israel’s annexation of the Golan Heights or not,
if Iran can colonise the Syrian
border as well and normalise its
presence, it will have considerably neutralised responses to its
regional behaviour from Israel
and the West.
That outcome, which is coming
unless Israel’s policy changes
in the near future, would be
disastrous on its own, even if Iran
never sought the final showdown
with Israel it so loudly proclaims
it seeks.
Kyle Orton is a Middle East
analyst. Follow him on Twitter
@KyleWOrton.
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The continuing
threat by Iransupported Houthis

A

confidential report obtained by
Agence France-Presse stated that a
UN Security Council panel found
evidence of the transfer of weapons,
including ballistic missiles and
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs),
from Iran to Yemen’s Houthis.
The 125-page report revealed that recent
inspection of weapons used by the Houthis shows
“characteristics similar to weapons systems known
to be produced in the Islamic Republic of Iran.”
One of the report’s conclusions is that “despite
the targeted arms embargo, the Houthis continue
to have access to ballistic missiles and UAVs to
continue and possibly intensify their campaign
against targets in KSA (Saudi Arabia).”
The panel saw a “high probability” that the
missiles were shipped in parts from the outside and
assembled by the Houthis in Yemen.
The UN experts also said they suspect Iran of
supplying the Houthis with a $30 million monthly
donation of fuel.
Agence France-Presse said UN Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres told the Security Council in June
that parts of five missiles fired at Saudi Arabia were
manufactured in Iran.
The findings of the Security Council’s panel, as
well as the decision by Saudi Arabia to suspend oil
shipments through Bab el Mandeb Strait, following
missile attacks by Houthis on two Saudi tankers,
are not unrelated to the announcement by the
Houthis (and indirectly that of their Iranian
sponsors) of a two-week ceasefire in the Red Sea.
The Houthis’ ceasefire shows the Saudi move has
had effect. “Rather than allowing these hostile
manoeuvres to go unnoticed in the eyes of the
world, the Saudi (energy) minister has placed Iran’s
subversions of the whole global economy under
the spotlight for everyone to see,” energy consultant Sadad al-Husseini told Reuters.
International wariness about Iran’s regional
designs is warranted. Commenting on the Houthi
attacks on Saudi oil tankers, US Secretary of
Defence James Mattis said on July 27: “Iran has
simply got to find that it’s got a better path forward
for its people by not being the one to export
insecurity. They have got to start living by international standards. They are the exporter of instability across the region.”
It seems unlikely, however, that Iran’s direct and
indirect provocations in the Red Sea and elsewhere
will cease soon. Tehran’s actions show continued
involvement in fuelling sectarian strife and
regional insecurity.

Palestinian
disillusionment

P

alestinians are more disillusioned than
ever about the prospect of an independent Palestinian state and about Western
support.
Even before the discriminatory Jewish
Nation-State vote of the Israeli Knesset
on July 19, an average of 65% of Palestinian
respondents said they were drifting “further away
from their dream of establishing an independent
state,” a poll conducted July 7-10 by the Ramallahbased Arab World for Research and Development
stated.
Palestinian disillusionment has lasted through
decades of catastrophic violence and promises of
peace deals.
The US administration has yet to unveil its peace
plan regarding the Palestinian issue but the
Palestinians are not holding much hope. Already,
70% of them said the so-called Deal of the Century
(as the expected US plan has come to be known)
will “end the dream of achieving an independent
Palestinian state.” Only 3.5% said they share the
view that it would lead to a “just resolution of the
Palestinian issue.”
About 80% of the Palestinians asked said the
decisions of Western donor countries, such as the
United States and Australia, to cease aid to the
Palestinian Authority and to Palestinian refugees
are designed to compel Palestinian leaders to
accept the deal.
Half of the poll respondents said such pressures
could lead to the “end of the Palestinian Authority
and return to chaos.” About 48% said it would lead
to an “armed intifada.”
What adds to gloomy prospects regarding a
solution to the problem are the deeply divided
ranks of the Palestinians. They are evenly split
between those who support “the resumption of
peace talks between Palestinians and Israelis” and
those who would advocate for the “renewal of
armed conflict.” Larger percentages of respondents
in the Hamas-ruled Gaza Strip share confrontationist views.
The continuation of the Palestinians’ despair
lends itself to exploitation by extremists of all
shades. More than ever, a peaceful resolution of
the Palestinian-Israeli problem is needed. A peace
formula, however, will have to take into consideration the Palestinians’ irreversible yearning for
statehood and dignity.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

There is no hope for democracy
where illegitimate militias roam

T

he strangest phenomenon in the Arab
world — or perhaps the
Arab worlds for a more
accurate label — is the
dominance of militia
mentality in Iraq, Lebanon and
elsewhere. But there is worse.
Take Syria, for example. There,
the main concern of the regime
is to satisfy Israeli demands or
implement Iran’s purely sectarian
expansionist project.
Wherever there is militia
mentality, there is no logic. In
Lebanon, it’s been more than two
months and Saad Hariri’s new
government composed of Lebanese competences could not be
formed. Where is the logic in that?
What’s the logic behind suppressing the election results in Iraq and
preventing a new government led
by Haider al-Abadi or some other
Iraqi politician to be formed there?
In the cases of Lebanon and
Iraq, the answer to these questions is fairly simple: There cannot
be a normal political life in any
country where sectarian militias
dictate their wishes to everyone
else. Only a miracle can save
Lebanon and enable Hariri to form
his government so the country’s
institutions, economy and banking system can be saved.
Lebanon’s general elections
were May 6. Six days later, general
elections were in Iraq. We know
the winners and the losers in the
Lebanese elections but we also
know that a weird election system

Khairallah Khairallah
The armed sectarian militias in Lebanon and Iraq are trying
to force the culture of death on the Lebanese and the Iraqis.
had been put in place to enable
certain political figures from the
Christian community to get into
parliament. These people have no
popular base. One Maronite figure
in particular had failed to win
every single previous “normal”
election. Yet it had to be done.
That person and his list of opportunistic and shallow yea-sayers
had to have seats in the parliament.
The scheme is clear. That person
and his group have a mission.
Their job is to provide a Christian
cover for Hezbollah’s demands.
What Hezbollah wanted was to
give a concrete form to Iranian
Major-General Qassem Soleimani’s words about the balance of
power in the Lebanese parliament.
Soleimani declared that Iran
controls a majority of 74 members
out of the 128 members in the
Lebanese legislature. So it is clear
that Iran’s next move is to impose
on Hariri and Lebanon a government that will be taking orders
from Tehran. The prime minister’s
role will be reduced to managing
government meetings.
I wonder if there are people
who understand that the logic
of illegitimate sectarian militias
does not build states but destroys them. In a country such as
Lebanon, the situation could be
catastrophic. What the country
needs is to take advantage of the
outcomes of last April’s Cedre
conference in Paris but that is not
going to be possible without a

balanced and united government.
Lebanon must reject Iran’s dictates
even though the latter keeps waiving the threat of Hezbollah and its
illegitimate weapons.
The Iranian regime is rather
amusing. In Lebanon, the regime
gives its own reading of the election results but in Iraq, where it
has several sectarian militias at
its command, it simply rejects the
election results. In this situation,
who in Iraq is going to form a government? There is no doubt about
it. Militias do not build states or
successful institutions.
The militias roaming free in Iraq,
regardless of whether they follow
Iran or some other foreign state,
represent the quickest way to
wipe out what is left of Iraq as an
independent state. It’s no longer
a question of whether there will
be a new Iraqi government. The
question is what to do with an Iraq
in which popular uprisings have
demonstrated the alarming and
shameful weaknesses of a regime
based on a system of sectarian
quotas.
Let’s face it, militias of all kinds
cannot build states and cannot
feed people. What really builds
states is respect for state institutions and constitutional rights and
processes. In a country where the
armed forces are not in the hands
of the state, there is no sense for
laws or democratic processes. One
armed militia here imposes its own
understanding of election results
and another there simply invalidates them.
What’s going on in Lebanon and
Iraq requires a closer examination. The connection between
the difficult situations of both
countries jumps to the eye. It’s the
dominance of sectarian militias
on public life. Lebanon, it must be
said, is still resisting. Hariri, while
showing a great deal of flexibility,
remains the symbol of Lebanon’s
rejection of Soleimani’s dictates.
The armed sectarian militias
in Lebanon and Iraq are trying to
force the culture of death on the
Lebanese and the Iraqis. They
have nothing else to offer but
misery and despair. They have
only two goals: ethnically and
religiously cleanse both countries
in the service of a hopeless project
and tear the Arab world to pieces.

No democrats. Iran-backed fighters march during a parade in Baghdad.

(Reuters)

Khairallah Khairallah
is a Lebanese writer.
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Iran is not North Korea, it is borrowing
a page from Saddam’s book

I

n many previous articles,
my fellow writers and
analysts have reminded
me that the United States
is not governed by the
president alone, especially
when it comes to matters of
national security.
Other authorities and political
forces come into play, among
them the leadership of the
opposition party and the giant
businesses and financial interests.
My colleagues are missing the
mark when they consider that
US President Donald Trump’s
policies towards Iran, North
Korea, China and NATO are diametrically opposed to those of
his predecessor and former rival
Barack Obama. In reality, both
presidents were executing what
has been decided behind closed
doors.
My colleagues are also daydreaming if they think Trump’s
decisions regarding China are
spontaneous, improvised or
even purely commercial designed to bring the US
Treasury a few billion dollars.
My colleagues deny
these decisions were politically
motivated while, in reality, they
were. Trump’s America wants to
return China to “most favoured
nation” (MFN) status only when
the latter carries out fully its
role in reining in Kim Jong-un
in North Korea and making him
finish what is required of him.
For those who don’t know
it, trade relations between the
United States and China come
under the provisions of MFN

www.thearabweekly.com

Ibrahim Zobeidi
Iranian officials ignore what is expected of them and, worse,
they can’t quite make out the inevitable nature of things.

statutes in effect since 1980. By
granting China this status, the
United States wanted to ensure
that trade relations between the
two giants don’t suffer when
political conflicts in other matters erupt.
In case China becomes
reluctant to carry out its North
Korean mission, it stands to lose
its MFN status and Trump will
make sure its products become
less competitive in US markets.
China, therefore, stands to lose
thousands of American investments and manufacturing
plants and we are talking here
about international giants like
General Dynamic, Boeing, General Motors, General Electric,
Microsoft, Apple, UPS, AT&T,
Amazon, Target, Walmart and
many others.
Now, regarding the Trump administration’s policies towards
Iran, one can say that they flow
from the same source related to
defending US interests abroad.
The major lines of this policy
centre on containing America’s
big headaches — Russia and
China — and relieving America’s
small headaches — North Korea
and Iran.
Everybody in China and the
United States agrees that the
nail-biting episode between
both countries will not last long
and will soon know a happy
ending. Iranian officials, however, have a problem understanding these details. They ignore
what is expected of them and,
worse, they can’t quite make out
the inevitable nature of things.
Trump announced his readi-

ness to meet with the Iranians
without any preconditions.
So, what did Mohammad Ali
Jafari, head of Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps, do?
He gave this answer: “Mister
Trump, Iran is not North Korea
to accept your invitation to a
meeting.”
The Iranian major-general
told the US president that a
meeting between Iranian officials and the United States
will never happen because the
Iranian people will never allow
their leaders to meet or negotiate with the Great Satan and
even the presidents who will
come after Trump will never see
that day.
Yes, Iran is not North Korea
but that is very unfortunate for
the Iranian regime. The differences between the two regimes
are many. Kim used whatever
was left of his brain cells to
understand that a policy of
belligerence and defiance does
not, in the end, feed his people
or strengthen his regime. The
Iranian regime, on the other
hand, lives in its own world of
overbearing pride and childish
delusion.
When he defied America, Kim
was counting on his country’s
nuclear arsenal and ballistic
missiles. What the Iranians have
are, by comparison, useless
smuggled scraps of the same
North Korean technology and
weaponry.
North Korea was under the
wing of a mighty power, China,
which was ready to bear the cost
of protecting it from the United

States and its allies. What about
the Iranian regime? Well, its
only guardian angel was Russian President Vladimir Putin
and even he did not hesitate to
sell the Iranian regime down the
river at the first opportunity.
The fourth difference between the North Korean regime
and the Iranian regime is internal. In North Korea, Kim rules
with an iron fist, no partners
and no opposition. The Iranian
regime is drowning in popular
unrest, rampant corruption
and ethnic, religious, sectarian
and regional strife. In a first of
its kind, protesters in Iran and
Iraq are clamouring for regime
change without hesitation or
fear.
Let’s not also forget the disastrous downfall of the Iranian
currency, which is bound to
worsen when new American
sanctions against Iran come into
effect.
It is amazing how, despite all
of these raging fires, the Iranian
regime continues to play dumb.
We heard through the official
Iranian news agency that Ali
Motahari, second deputy of the
Iranian parliament, declared
that “it would be humiliating to
negotiate with the Americans.”
Strange how these words
sound familiar. They were
Saddam Hussein’s words before
he was squashed by the American war machine and hanged
with Iranian ropes.
Ibrahim Zobeidi is an Iraqi
writer and US publisher of
The Arab Weekly.

The strategic turning point in the Horn of Africa

T

he Houthis’ recent
acts of piracy in the
Bab el Mandeb Strait
along with Iran’s
threats to close off the
Strait of Hormuz and
to disturb navigation in the Red
Sea illustrate the vital importance
of these sea lanes for global trade
in general and energy supplies in
particular and why they are often
taken hostage in international
strategic manoeuvring.
The turn of events in the Horn
of Africa has direct consequences
for the safety and future of all
seaports on the Red Sea as well
as on the national security of
the Arabian Gulf and must be
considered a test balloon for the
power struggle at international
and regional levels.
Within the context of the new
geopolitical conditions in which
the Saudi-led Arab coalition plays
the role of the main lever behind
forming alliances and increasing
resistance to non-Arab political
interests keen on infiltrating
the region and threatening Arab
economic interests and security,
Ethiopian and Eritrean interests
take a different and surprising
dimension.
The Horn of Africa enjoys
an excellent strategic location
south-west of the Red Sea and
the Gulf of Aden. It refers to four
countries — Ethiopia, Eritrea,
Somalia and Djibouti — but, in
its wider political and economic
context, the term also includes
Sudan, South Sudan, Kenya and
Uganda.
The strategic importance of
this East African region comes
from it being the source of the
Nile and a gate to the Red Sea and

Khattar Abou Diab
The strategic importance of the Horn of Africa contrasts
sharply with its tragic economic conditions.
the Gulf of Aden. Its location on
one side of some of the world’s
major trade sea lanes and land
routes gives it vital importance.
Its importance increases because
of its proximity to the oil-rich
Arabian Peninsula.
The area has always been a
magnet for international powers
because of the sea traffic going
by, major ports in the area,
tremendous nearby riches,
weapons trading, crossing points
for people and merchandise and
the dangers of piracy.
The international importance
of the Horn of Africa was boosted
after the first war on Iraq and
foreign intervention in Somalia.
Now, with the war in Yemen,
the international and regional
competition for control over the
Horn of Africa is at its fiercest.
Besides positioning for control
of the major ports in the area,
there are the Chinese competing
with the West in Djibouti, the
Turks claiming a foothold in
Somalia and the Saudis and
Emiratis marking their presence
in Assab on Eritrea’s southern
Red Sea coast as well as in
surrounding islands and inland
in Somalia.
The strategic importance of
the Horn of Africa contrasts
sharply with its tragic economic
conditions. During the past
two decades, the region has
seen horrible human tragedies
because of famines and wars.
The world still remembers
the tragic famines in Ethiopia
and Eritrea and how these two
countries depended for a long
time on foreign aid. It must also
not be forgotten that the 1998
war between these belligerent

sister countries caused the death
of about 100,000 people and
ended any contact between them.
Ethiopia in recent years has
been achieving respectable
economic growth. Regional
tensions, however, with Eritrea
and Egypt because of Ethiopia’s
Grand Renaissance Dam project
increased until the beginning of
2018.
One can say that a serious
regional crisis in the Horn of
Africa was averted with the
advent of a new young, wise and
realistic leadership in Ethiopia
in April. Abiy Ahmed is the
first Muslim prime minister
in a country with a Christian
majority. He belongs to the
Oromo tribes, the largest tribal
group in Ethiopia, who had led
the anti-government protests for
the past three years.
Contrary to expectations, the
power transition in Ethiopia
was peaceful and ushered in
a new era. The deep state that
former Prime Minister Meles
Zenawi was assumed to have
left in place turned out to be
weaker than thought or perhaps
was weakened by the massive
campaign of changes in the
military and security leaderships.
Last June however, there was
an assassination attempt on
Ahmed. Mounting tensions with
the Tigrayans might lead them
to look for foreign allies to bring
Ahmed’s regime down or start
anti-government discussions
with other minorities in Ethiopia
who fear the Omoros’ monopoly
on power.
To counter the delicate
situation inside Ethiopia and
to protect his own internal

position, Ahmed looked for
foreign partners. The United
Arab Emirates played an
important role, brokering
a historic peace agreement
between Ethiopia and Eritrea.
A breakthrough was made in
the crisis between Ethiopia and
Egypt and tripartite talks with
Sudan about sharing the Nile
waters resumed.
These developments might be
part of a comprehensive security
system extending from the
Arabian Sea to the Suez Canal.
Let’s not forget that Ethiopia
and Eritrea had a role in the war
in Yemen. Their coordination
efforts with the Arab coalition
will affect its outcome.
Another unexpected
consequence was freeing
Ethiopia from its dependence
on Djibouti Port by switching its
maritime traffic to the Eritrean
ports of Assab and Massawa.
Somalia might become
interested in this regional
detente and end the cycle
of violence and destruction
gripping it.
In the wider political,
economic and security contexts,
there is a race between promises
of development and openness
on the shores of the Red Sea
thanks to Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz’s NEOM project and
Iranian Major-General Qassem
Soleimani’s threats to consider
the Red Sea a war zone because
of the United States’ presence in
the region.
Khattar Abou Diab is a professor
of geopolitical sciences at the
Paris Centre for Geopolitics.
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Lebanon

News & Analysis

Hariri resisting
pressures to
declare his failure
to form a cabinet
The Arab Weekly staff

Beirut

O

fficial celebrations of the
73rd anniversary of the
Lebanese Armed Forces
on August 1 were overshadowed by a governmental crisis.
Lebanese Prime Minister-designate
Saad Hariri is under pressure. There
are threats his appointment as prime
minister be reversed, which would
be unconstitutional. There are hints
the new parliamentary year could
start with a caretaker government.
Since May, many internal and external factors have delayed the formation of a new government and
there are no indications that a consensus among the various Lebanese
sides is likely to happen soon.
Lebanese political analysts said
the main hurdle is the absence of an
agreement about criteria for choosing the new cabinet. A camp led by
Lebanese Hezbollah is pushing for
a majority government that reflects
the results of the May elections,
which were won by Hezbollah and

its allies.
The opposite camp, led by Hariri,
is insisting on a government of national unity, given that the nature
of the political regime in Lebanon
is incompatible with the one-sided
domination by any faction.
Experts said Syria-related issues
were adding pressure. Hezbollah
and its ally the Free Patriotic Movement want to see the new government work towards normalisation
of relations between Lebanon and
Syria, a development Hariri strongly
rejects.
Hariri recently said: “You will
never see me in Syria, neither now
nor never and even if all equations
were reversed. If Lebanon’s interests
require that (normalising relations
with Syria), then you need to find
someone else besides me.”
Lebanese President Michel Aoun’s
position is unclear on the issue. He
has said he is for using the election
results as the basis for forming a
cabinet but wants a national unity
government.
Speaking at a military academy
graduation ceremony on Army Day,
Aoun said: “The voice of the Leba-

Partisan pressures. Lebanon’s President Michel Aoun (L) meets with Lebanese Prime Minister-designate
Saad Hariri at the presidential palace in Baabda, last June.
(AFP)
nese people as expressed by the parliamentary elections must also be reflected in a new strong government.
We are adamant in this context not
to let any one side dominate the
other and not to see the new government serve the interests of one side
through monopolising decisions or
disturbing the government’s work.”
He added: “We are determined to
have this government represent all
components of Lebanese society,
without marginalising any single
component or monopolising the
representation of any one sect.”

Lebanon struggling with the sensitive issue of normalising with Damascus
The Arab Weekly staff
Beirut

I

n a high-profile tweet, Lebanese Prime Minister-designate
Saad Hariri blasted Lebanese
politicians — without naming
them — for visiting Damascus.
“Some politicians in Lebanon are
hurrying to travel to Syria before
the refugees. Oh my God! I wonder
why,” Hariri tweeted on July 31.
Hariri did not mention names
but the tweet confirmed reports
about pressures on him to accept
normalisation of relations between
Lebanon and Syria.
Lebanese Foreign Minister Gebran Bassil previously brought
up the subject publicly. There are
reports of Damascus preparing to

invite Lebanese President Michel
Aoun for an official visit to Syria.
Industry Minister Hussein Hajj
Hassan, a member of Hezbollah,
recently travelled to Damascus and
the agriculture and transportation
ministers in the caretaker government announced their intention to
visit Damascus.
There were also reports of Beirut
seeking to improve conditions for
exporting farming products to Syria via the Nassib Border Crossing on
the Syrian-Jordanian border. The
Syrian government, however, is
adamant on receiving official notification from the Lebanese government to that effect before allowing
the goods to move.
A Russian delegation led by President Vladimir Putin’s special envoy to Syria, Alexander Lavrentiev,
was in Beirut for talks with Leba-

nese officials about Moscow’s plans
for repatriating Syrian refugees.
The Russians requested the Lebanese government open channels of
communication with Damascus to
implement the initiative.
Hariri refused normalising political relations with the Syrian
government but said he was not
opposed to communications at
security and armed forces levels.
A source close to Hariri’s Future
Movement said Hariri refuses to
submit to “political blackmail” in
exchange for facilitating forming a
new government.
Other sources explain Hariri’s
refusal by his desire to consider
the continued refusal of Western
countries to give legitimacy to the
Syrian regime, despite Putin’s efforts at the Helsinki summit with
US President Donald Trump in July.

Lebanese Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri has said he wants a new
government in place as soon as possible, given the delicate situation in
Lebanon. He called on all parties to
show flexibility and responsibility to
quickly bypass the crisis.
Berri brought up the possibility of
having the parliament have legislative sessions within the context of
a caretaker government, which led
observers to conclude that he was
pressuring Hariri.
Berri said: “Article 69 of the constitution is clear as to the legality of
having legislative sessions in conditions like ours today and there were
also precedents with previous caretaker governments, this in addition
to the favourable opinions of experts
and major (constitutional) scholars
like Dr Antoine Rabat and others.”
He added that he preferred to wait
to avoid “misinterpretations” of his
actions even though the right to convene sessions was constitutionally
guaranteed.
Sources close to the Future Movement describe Aoun’s and Berri’s
declarations as added pressure to
force Hariri to give up the prime
minister’s post, which Hariri will not
do.
The sources said there were two
reasons Hariri would not take such a
step because giving up the position
would end Hariri’s personal credibility and popularity and would jeopardise his political future and such a
move would be a blow to the Sunni
community in Lebanon.
Hezbollah has been clamouring to have the new Lebanese par-

liament start its legislative work.
Nawaf al-Moussawi, from Hezbollah’s parliamentary bloc, declared it
was unfair to delay legislative work
because that way “the head of the
government becomes the head of
all branches.” Therefore, “the parliament must get back to work, and the
question of forming a government
must be treated independently,” he
said.
Gebran Bassil, head of the Free
Patriotic Movement, on July 31 met
with Berri to discuss resuming legislative sessions. The meeting was
considered to be coordinated pressure from Damascus and Hezbollah
to force Hariri into giving in to their
demands or step down as prime
minister.
To counter those moves, former
Prime Minister Najib Miqati, a member of parliament, said on August 1
that “nobody can throw warnings at
Prime Minister Hariri. He was chosen by a clear majority and he wishes to form a government capable of
dealing with the current challenges.
It is only natural that this government should be representative of all
factions and political institutions.”
Miqati said: “Speaker Nabih Berri
is wise enough not to bring up the
subject of having legislative sessions at the present moment.” He
warned that “parliament sessions
in the presence of a strong legislative branch and the absence of an
executive branch due to resignation
means that the balance of power has
been shattered and Speaker Berri is
keen on avoiding any break in the
balance of power in Lebanon.”

Viewpoint

Lebanese Sunni leader’s path strewn with uncertainties
Makram Rabah

By agreeing to play
the game of
Russian roulette,
Hariri endangers
his own standing
vis-a-vis the
international
community.

P

olitics, it is said, is all about
compromise and the ability to transform conflict
into cooperation. Lebanon,
with its long tradition of
conflict, has seen an equal
share of reconciliation with the bitterest of opponents coming together,
at least nominally, for the espoused
sake of the national interest.
A case in point would be that of
Lebanon’s caretaker prime minister,
Saad Hariri, whose political career
includes a December 2009 trip to
Damascus, where he shook the hand
of Syrian President Bashar Assad, a
man he had long accused of killing
his father, Rafik, in February 2005.
Hariri’s momentary normalisation
with the Assad regime was part of a
wider Saudi-Syrian rapprochement,
in which Saudi King Abdullah bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud hoped to tempt
Assad away from the Iranian axis.
The failure of this rapprochement
allowed Hariri to return to his antiAssad stance.
That position is likely to change
dramatically should Hariri agree
to form the next cabinet under the
auspices of his pro-Iranian and Syrian
allies, as well as proceed with the
Russian plan for the repatriation of

Lebanon’s Syrian refugees.
Named last May by the newly
elected parliament to form the next
cabinet, Hariri has struggled to put
together a lineup that could muster
the support of the various political
factions. Many assumed that the
main points of contention centred on
shares allotted to the different parties, as each faction vies for lucrative
portfolios that allow them to bankroll
their clientelist networks.
While factional infighting has contributed to the delay, ultimate blame
for the length of time taken to form a
cabinet lies with Hariri and his allies’
refusal to relinquish the one-third
quorum that allows them to block
any attempt to force the resumption
of relations with Syria. By holding
ten members from the projected
30-member cabinet, Hariri and other
anti-Syrian elements can stand firm,
refusing to revoke the government’s
disassociation policy that theoretically allows Lebanon to stay away
from the regional conflict.
By openly declaring its disassociation, Lebanon has appeased many of
Hariri’s Gulf state backers, who view
Hezbollah’s membership in government and its meddling in regional
affairs as a clear and present danger

to regional stability. Despite his allies’ misgivings, Hariri has held his
ground over normalising relations
with the Syrian regime.
However, Hariri’s political career
hangs in the balance, resting on his
ability to steer the country away from
economic troubles, including the
Syrian refugee crisis and Lebanon’s
desperate and crumbling infrastructure.
Nevertheless, the pressure to
normalise relations with Syria
continues, domestically and from
abroad. Buoyed by their newly found
confidence after the Helsinki summit
with the United States, the Russians
mooted their overambitious — some
would say fraudulent — plan to return
Lebanon’s refugees to Syria in record
time, pledging this return would be
voluntary as well as safe.
While the terms of the Russian
offer are complex — and over-reliant
on European financial support — it
forces the international community,
and principally Lebanon, to normalise relations with Syria by default.
Hariri met with the Russian diplomatic delegation to discuss its initiative. It quickly became apparent that
the honey-laced words of the Russian
envoys hid the fact that, should he

agree, Hariri would have to coordinate extensively with the Syrian
regime, eventually opening the door
to normalisation between Lebanese
and Syrian agencies to work together
on the refugees’ return.
It’s unlikely to be a course of action
Hariri would undertake without the
support of his patrons in Saudi Arabia
and their allies. Even were Hariri to
swallow what must be an intensely
bitter pill, there are no guarantees
that the 1.5 million Syrian refugees
would make it back home safely.
By agreeing to play this game of
Russian roulette, Hariri endangers his
own standing vis-a-vis the international community and allows for the
return of Assad and his cronies to
Lebanon.
Ultimately, such a gamble might
prove more costly than the economic
and social burden the refugees place
on Lebanon generally and to Hariri,
who had sworn never to allow Lebanon to slip back into Syrian tutelage,
personally.
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.”
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News & Analysis

Scarce details are not precluding debate about the ‘deal of the century’
Manuel Langendorf
London

E

arly in his presidency, Donald Trump vowed to deliver
what no US president had
achieved: a lasting peace between Israelis and Palestinians.
A task force including Jared Kushner, the president’s son-in-law and
aide, and Jason Greenblatt, Trump’s
representative for international negotiations, has been working on a
peace plan that Trump billed as the
“deal of the century.”
Officials have been tight-lipped
about plan details. Asked during an
interview with Palestinian newspaper Al-Quds in June when the plan
would be released, Kushner replied:
“Soon. We are almost done.”
Neri Zilber, an adjunct
fellow at the Washington
Institute for Near East Policy

“The politics on both sides
are completely inhospitable
to any kind of engagement.”
Despite efforts to prevent information from leaking, various reports have revealed what are said to
be key details of the peace plan.
Based on statements by US officials, a regional economic plan lies
at the heart of the peace initiative,
which, Kushner said, would make
the region more connected through
“very significant investments in
infrastructure from the public and
private sectors.”
“Israel’s prosperity would spill
over very quickly to the Palestinians
if there is peace,” Kushner told AlQuds, adding that Jordan and Egypt
would also benefit. On core issues,
such as borders and the right of re-

turn, he was vague, stating that the
administration was working on “a
package of solutions that both sides
can live with.”
Part of this thinking, diplomats
have said, is a plan to set up a special economic zone — funded by
Gulf money — in the Sinai Peninsula
with Cairo facilitating the movement of workers from Gaza into
Egypt.
Gaza could come under the control of Egypt, finalising the separation of the coastal enclave from Palestinian territories in the occupied
West Bank. Such a plan has reportedly been rejected by Cairo.
A key sticking point in previous
negotiations has been the status of
Jerusalem. Israel sees the city as its
undivided and eternal capital while
Palestinians claim East Jerusalem
as the capital of a future Palestinian
state.
The New York Times noted that
the Palestinians could be offered
Abu Dis, a village on the outskirts of
Jerusalem, as the seat of a Palestinian government.
Diplomats said the peace plan
does not include a right of return
for Palestinian refugees displaced
during the 1948 and 1967 wars or a
settlement freeze on land claimed
by Palestinians.
“What has appeared about the
plan should not be taken at face value,” said Dennis Ross, a former US
ambassador who was Washington’s
point man for the peace process under presidents George H. W. Bush
and Bill Clinton. “Details have not
been shared with the parties, I believe, because of the fear that what
emerges piecemeal could create a
backlash before the plan is ever presented,” Ross added.
Ever since Trump announced he
was moving the US Embassy from
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, Palestinian
officials have refused to meet with

Policy of
dictation.
US Ambassador to
Israel David
Friedman (L)
and Senior
White House
Adviser Jared Kushner
greet each
other on the
stage during
the opening
of the US
Embassy in
Jerusalem,
last May.
(AFP)

their American counterparts about
the plan.
“We informed the world that we
are against the deal of the century,
we won’t accept it and we won’t let
it pass,” Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas said in July.
The embassy move also affected
US relations with traditional allies
in the region. Reuters reported that
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud made it clear that Saudi Arabia
would not support a plan that does
not deal with Jerusalem and the
right of return.
“The US mistake was [the Americans] thought one country could
pressure the rest to give in but it’s
not about pressure. No Arab leader
can concede on Jerusalem or Palestine,” one diplomat in Riyadh told

Reuters.
The timing of the plan’s release
could prove crucial.
“The politics on both sides
are completely inhospitable to
any kind of engagement,” said
Neri Zilber, an adjunct fellow
at the Washington Institute for
Near East Policy.
This is reflected in public opinion.
A survey by the Arab World Centre
for Research and Development in
the West Bank and Gaza in July reported that 70% of respondents said
the “deal of the century” would
“end the dream of achieving the
Palestinian state.”
“Economics can’t act as an alternative to real Palestinian national
demands,” said Zilber, adding that
a key question was whether the

Trump administration would release a grand plan at all. Zilber said
the administration might choose
instead to focus on smaller steps,
such as the humanitarian situation
in Gaza.
US officials told Israeli daily
Haaretz in June that the administration does not want to “impose an
agreement” or present it as a “takeit-or-leave-it” proposal.
“Given the gaps between the parties and the mutual disbelief, the
chances of reaching an agreement
are not great,” said Ross, cautioning that “one should not dismiss the
possibility that a credible plan will
be presented.”
Manuel Langendorf is a writer
focusing on the MENA region.

Viewpoint

Can a poem be as deadly as a tank?
Rashmee
Roshan Lall

Perhaps the Israeli
government is right
and poetry does have
a power greater than
guns and tanks and
the threat of prison
sentences.

A

poem has certainly
never stopped a tank,
Nobel literature laureate Seamus Heaney
once wrote, but the
Israeli government
seems to disagree.
It appears to believe there is a
mighty combustible charge contained within a poem and that the
poet is rather like a tank commander. On July 31, Arab-Israeli Dareen
Tatour was convicted for inciting
violence and supporting terrorism
through her poems, as the Israeli
court has it.
Her offence goes beyond the accusations. Tatour’s crime is that of
the imagination. She dared to imagine Palestinian national solidarity
and a constantly renewing political
consciousness despite the economic and psychological pressures
of living under occupation.
For this thought-crime — of
hope — Tatour has spent nearly
three years under house arrest
and has been banned from using a
mobile phone or the internet. Her
indictment quoted from one of her
poems: “Resist, my people, resist
them,” almost as if it were an outright declaration of war on Israel.
“I will not succumb to the ‘peaceful solution’,” Tatour had written,
“never lower my flags until I evict
them from my land.”
It puts her in the tradition of other poets of resistance, determined
to take up the task of expressing and articulating Palestinian
identity, as did Samih al-Qasim. His
simple eloquent images are drawn
from daily life:
“I speak to the world… tell it
About a house whose lantern
they broke
About an axe that killed a lily
And a fire which destroyed the
world,
I speak about a goat not milked
A morning coffee… not drunk

Firm stand. Arab-Israeli poet Dareen Tatour reacts after being
sentenced to five months in prison in Nazareth, on July 31. (Reuters)
A mother’s dough not baked
A mud roof that flowered.
I speak to the world… I tell it.”
Tatour’s anthem of defiance is
in line with the call by Mahmoud
Darwish, widely regarded as the
Palestinians’ national poet, to make
poetry an effective instrument of
resistance:
“Comrade poets!
We’re in a new world
What’s past is dead, who writes
a poem
In the age of wind and the atom
Creates prophets!
… If only these words were
A plough in the hands of a peasant
A shirt, a door, a key
If only these words were!”
That the Israeli government
views Tatour almost as an enemy of the state and an agent of
instability takes us down a familiar
path. Poetry that challenges the
approved narrative was considered an offence by thinkers as
far back as Plato. The father of
Western philosophy said unbridled

creativity was so dangerous to the
well-ordered state that the unruly
poet had to be ostracised. In tenthcentury Baghdad, the first Arab
Muslim philosopher Al-Farabi took
his cue from Plato and made a case
for controlled creative expression.
Accordingly, even though
Tatour’s prison sentence — five
months — seems paltry compared
to the years she has spent in detention, it is clearly meant to frighten
others who dare to use free verse
to sing the song of freedom. Or, as
Darwish once put it, to “write the
unseen.”
For the allusive has great power.
Perhaps the Israeli government is
right and poetry does have a power
greater than guns and tanks and
the threat of prison sentences.
As University of California, Los
Angeles anthropology and Near
Eastern languages Professor Susan
Slyomovics once wrote: Israeli
“censors are stricter with literature
and poetry than with journalism: a
news story about a young Palestinian rock-thrower was permitted but

a poem on the subject was banned.”
This has led Palestinian poets to
use canny techniques to sneak past
the censors. Long before the ArabIsraeli peace talks that would propel her to international prominence
in the late 1980s, Hanan Ashrawi
was an English literature professor
and deeply conscious of Palestinian
modes of literary resistance.
In a 1978 paper for the Journal
of Palestine Studies on the poetry
of the occupation, Ashrawi noted
the “heavy use of symbolism.” The
olive tree “automatically means
Palestine, the land and the will of
the people to remain,” she wrote.
The organic relationship between
human beings and the soil are
expressed as the palm tree, almond, fig, jasmine, lily, ear of corn,
orchard, garden and orange. “The
poet, and sometimes the Palestinian people, are Christ, with all the
consequent imagery of the side
wound, the crucifixion and resurrection… Palestine is Jerusalem,
the lover (especially female) and
the mother.”
The symbolism was a way to
evade censorship, especially in
a system that once regarded the
very word “Palestine” threatening enough to be censored in West
Bank children’s textbooks.
In the 50 years since Ashrawi
wrote her paper, the world has
changed enormously. Today, there
is genetic engineering, the internet
and mobile telephony. Apartheid
has ended, the Berlin Wall has
fallen and Saudi women are legally
allowed to drive. But state censorship and the criminalisation of
poetry in Israel is much the same,
or perhaps rather worse.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly. Her
blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is on
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Sisi deplores derailment of
Egypt’s religious reform drive

Stirring up
the dust.
Egyptian
President
Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi (R)
speaks during
the inauguration of power
stations at
Egypt’s new
administrative capital,
north of
Cairo, on
July 24.

(Reuters)

Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi has expressed
desperation because the
country’s religious establishment has not initiated reforms,
blaming the lack of change for
Egypt’s social and security woes.
There are 9 million parentless
children in Egypt, Sisi said on July
29, during the National Youth Conference at Cairo University, and
15 million cases of unreported divorce. “However, when I called for

Viewpoint

E

Mahmoud Zaki

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi addressed a
youth conference in late
July at Cairo University and said something
that set social media
platforms buzzing. For some, the
incident was another sign of the
widening gap between the regime
and Egyptian citizens.
At one point, Sisi stopped reading
his prepared text and addressed the
audience in Egyptian vernacular,
expressing deep sadness to read
on the internet calls for his ouster
because he approved the government’s austerity measures.
He was referring to a hashtag that
went viral in Egypt called in Arabic
“#irhal_ya_Sisi” (roughly “#Sisi_
out”). The president said: “I’m trying to extricate Egypt from poverty
and in the end they spring up on me
the hashtag #Sisi_out. Should I be
offended or not?”
The president admitting there
was a growing anger among Egyptians was surprising but not as
surprising as the discovery of the
power — so much so that Sisi felt
compelled to comment on it — of a
political hashtag in Egypt.
Just a few hours after the conference, #Sisi-out was back in force.
Social media users continued to
criticise Sisi despite his displeasure.
A counter campaign was quickly
started by Sisi’s supporters. The

formulating legislation to curb divorce, I was strongly criticised,” Sisi
said.
He had more than once asked
al-Azhar, the religious authority
in Egypt, to lead religious reform,
which is said is needed to help the
fight against Islamist extremism
and social problems caused by the
misunderstanding of religion, including an aversion to family planning.
In January 2017, Sisi called for
barring Muslim men from verbally
divorcing their wives. Divorce, he
said, must be recognised by the
state only when it has been issued
in a written document, giving hus-

bands the chance to reconsider
calls for divorce during heated arguments. In Egypt, a marriage can
be terminated if a husband says
“I divorce you” three times to his
wife.
Sisi’s proposal for instituting
written divorce was rejected by
the Islamic Research Academy, the
decision-making body of al-Azhar.
“He is most concerned that alAzhar, which should be at the
forefront of the aspired reformist
effort, is resisting,” said Gaber Asfour, a former minister of culture.
“Al-Azhar does not want to take the
reforms seriously.”
Al-Azhar is the senior-most reli-

gious institution in Egypt and has
vast importance throughout the
Sunni Islamic world. Experts say
that if al-Azhar would back a reformist project on issues such as
conflict, extremism and social justice, this could have a strong effect
across the Arab world.
At the Youth Conference, Sisi
lashed out at Islamist fanaticism
and Muslims’ conceptions of peace
and war. “Can any nation believe
that war is the rule and peace is
only an exception?” Sisi asked.
“Can there be such an understanding of religion?”
He said more Muslims were becoming atheists because they see

Hashtags reflect widening gap
between regime, citizens in Egypt
hashtag #Sisi_is_my_president
picked up momentum but did not
overtake the popularity of the first
hashtag. The #Sisi_out hashtag
reached peaks of popularity after
the government decided on hikes in
gas prices.
Twitter users sought to exert
pressure on the president to make
him recant his economic policies.
Some users vowed to make the
#Sisi_out hashtag one of the biggest
trends on Twitter.
Faten Ahmed tweeted: “Egyptians got angry when you hiked
prices. What have you done to
make up with them.” Tweets of that
nature revealed the enormous gap
between Sisi’s vision of economic
reforms and the Egyptians’ refusal
of the reforms.
The Egyptian government is to
blame for the deterioration in the
regime’s relationship with the people. It was obvious on social media
that the government no longer enjoys people’s trust because it avoids
transparency in decisions taken and
fails to balance price hikes with alleviating measures.
Many Egyptians, particularly
young Egyptians, cannot find
anything to offset the increasingly complex pressures of daily
life. The political situation in the
country is more and more stifling
with personal freedoms regressing
practically every day. The govern-

ment’s reform plans have yet to
affect people’s lives positively and
the general population feels unable
to express itself through the usual
channels.
This is where social media come
into play as the primary means
of popular protest. The #Sisi_out
hashtag, for example, has hit the 3
million followers mark.
Sisi’s rather emotional public
reaction gave tweeters food for
criticism because they know the
president follows social media
trends. Egyptian officials know the
internet is not for just finding information or plain social interaction
but has become a complex tool and
a serious mirror of the popularity of
governments and leaders.
This is why reactions and trends
on the internet must be monitored
and analysed so authorities can spot
unpopular decisions and rectify
them.
Said Sadek, a professor of political
sociology at the American University in Cairo, said Sisi’s conferences
with young people represent excellent opportunities for constructive
dialogue but will remain ineffective
unless they attract participants from
different backgrounds and orientations — the pros and cons of sorts.
Sadek explained that social platforms have become the preferred
means of expression of the opposition in Egypt because people have

lost faith in achieving change in the
country through protests and demonstrations. People can easily see
that the revolutions of January 2011
and of June 2013 had negatively
affected their political and economic conditions. So social media
platforms gained tremendously in
affecting power and must be taken
seriously.
It was social media activism by
young people in the 2011 and 2013
revolutions that precipitated the
downfall of Hosni Mubarak and of
Muhammad Morsi. That makes the
current regime wary of internet
activism and will try to constrain it.
Sadek pointed out that a large
section of the Egyptian population
is unhappy with conditions in the
country. They see a big and complex
problem. They can’t identify a
suitable alternative for the current
regime.
Driving out the Sisi regime will
not solve the economic crisis. So, in
the absence of the usual legitimate
channels of communication with
the government through political
parties and traditional mass media,
people resorted to social media platforms to express anger and frustration and make their voices heard.
Mahmoud Zaki is a journalist and
media researcher in Islamic radical
movements at the University of
Westminster.

the destructive outcome of some
religious views.
Al-Azhar’s international influence is burnished by its reputation as the oldest university in the
world. Tens of thousands of students of theology and future imams
from around the world study there.
Sisi, observers said, was hoping an international appeal could
prompt al-Azhar to back his calls
for religious reform. However, critics said that al-Azhar itself is badly
in need of reform before it can attempt wider societal reform in
Egypt.
“This is an institution that is
controlled by radicals and fundamentalists,” said Khaled Montaser,
a reformist who fell afoul of some
Salafist figures for defending
Egypt’s Christians. “This is the
real problem. The institution that
should make the reform does not
believe in it.”
The issue of reforming al-Azhar is
steeped in controversy. Many fear
an outbreak of open hostility between al-Azhar and Sisi.
Sisi does not have the power to
replace the grand imam, the top official of al-Azhar. The grand imam,
selected from among the 50 members of the Islamic Research Academy, can only be replaced if he dies
or if members of the academy call
for a change.
Al-Azhar has addressed Sisi’s
calls for reform with changes in the
school curriculum. Analysts, however, say such changes are comparatively small and still only result
after intense pressure from Sisi and
Egyptian liberal intellectuals.
Al-Azhar’s official line is that it
is in the process of meeting Sisi’s
demands to reform religious discourse, including having conferences to change misconceptions
about Islam and forming a panel of
education experts to revise what is
taught at religious schools.
“We move slowly but surely on
the road to reform. This is a mission that needs time to be accomplished,” said Abbas Shouman, a
senior official of al-Azhar. “What
causes the problem is not our failure to reform religious discourse
but those intellectuals who keep
appearing on TV to call for reforming this discourse when they are the
least qualified to make such calls.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Algerian Brotherhood affiliate rebuked
over call for army to play role in ‘transition’
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

lgeria’s military chief and
leading political groups
dismissed suggestions by
the country’s Islamist party for a “transition” involving the
army to end President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika’s stay in power.
Abderrazak Makri, leader of the
Muslim
Brotherhood-affiliated
Movement of Society for Peace
(MSP), unveiled plans to “forge
a national consensus on a transition” to “end Algeria’s political and
economic crisis” before presidential elections next April.
It is unclear whether Bouteflika,
81 and ailing, would seek a fifth
term as president. He’s led the
country since April 1999.
Makri called on military chief
General Ahmed Gaid Salah to “play
a direct role in the transition” and
visited headquarters of the country’s ruling parties — the National
Liberation Front (FLN) and the National Democratic Rally — seeking
support.
Makri also lobbied six opposition
groups, including the main secularist party Socialist Forces Front and
Talaiou El Houriyet (Vanguards of
Freedom), headed by former Prime
Minister Ali Benflis.
Makri released a statement July
14 saying Salah must “get involved
in ending the country’s crisis by
presiding over a democratic transition.”
“The military institution must
play a role in the settlement of the
country’s current crisis… There are
senior army officers who are aware
of the danger and threats to the

country if the status quo remains,”
Makri said.
The country’s major political
groups, including three other Islamist parties, dismissed Makri’s
approach. Salah also refused the
request, telling a meeting of senior military officials and cadets
on July 25 that Algeria’s National
Popular Army (ANP) only gets its
orders from Bouteflika.

FLN Secretary-General
Djamel Ould Abbes said
Makri’s “democratic
transition” was a bid by
Islamists to win power.
“The ANP is an army bound
by its national duties within the
framework of the constitution and
will never get involved in political
infighting of political groups and
their sterile conflicts,” he said.
FLN Secretary-General Djamel
Ould Abbes said Makri’s “democratic transition” was a bid by Islamists to win power.
“Gaining power in a democracy is gaining in elections,” said
Ould Abbes. “Perhaps they have
another definition of the democracy than the one outlined by the
Greeks and the Romans.”
“They (MSP) talked about democratic transition with the help of
the army. They must go slowly
and not forget that we are not in a
banana republic. They are wrong.
The [army] is from the people. It
is the FLN which created the ALN
(National Liberation Army) from
which the ANP originates.”
The ALN fought a brutal war
for Algerian independence from
France from 1954-62.

Rejected calculations. Abderrazak Makri, the leader of Algeria’s Islamist political party
the Movement of Society for Peace (MSP), in Algiers.
Makri quickly walked back his
comments, posting on social media that “I never talked about political transition. I just mentioned
consensus over the country’s social and economic problems.”
“I never asked the army to intervene. I believe that Gaid Salah’s remarks were not aimed at me but at
the FLN,” Makri said.
The MSP was founded in the
1970s by Arabic language teacher
Mahfoud Nahnah, who was influ-

enced by Egyptian members of the
Muslim Brotherhood. The group
took a more measured approach
than other political groups in its
relationship with the militarydominated regime that recently
evolved into a “liberalised autocracy.”
However, Algeria’s civil war in
the 1990s, during which Islamists
faced off with government forces,
turned most Algerians against Islamist groups.

(Reuters)

The MSP participated in 1997
parliamentary elections, helping
legitimise the country’s political
transition. It joined the government but was ejected because of a
corruption scandal.
Makri said the MSP, after ending
talks with political figures, would
initiate a campaign that would
include rallies across Algeria “to
talk about our initiative of national
consensus. We will make it an issue of society.”

Moroccan king sacks minister three days after
urging action on social, economic problems
Saad Guerraoui
Tetouan

T

he dismissal of Moroccan
Economy and Finance Minister Mohamed Boussaid by
King Mohammed VI three
days after the monarch’s speech
to mark the 19th anniversary of his
accession to the throne was expected, analysts said.
Last year, King Mohammed VI
slammed the government for failing to implement a development
programme called “Al Hoceima,
Manarat Al Moutawassit” (“Al Hoceima, the Lighthouse of the Mediterranean”), which was signed in
2015.

Boussaid is the fourth
minister in the current
government to be sacked.
The Moroccan monarch’s decision to dismiss Boussaid, which
was taken in consultation with
Prime Minister Saad Eddine El
Othmani, was “part of the implementation of the principle of accountability which His Majesty is
keen to apply to all officials, whatever their ranks or affiliations,” the
Royal Cabinet said in a statement
August 1.
Boussaid is the fourth minister
in the current government to be
sacked. In October 2017, the king
fired the ministers of education,
planning and housing and health
for failing to improve the economic
situation in the Rif region, which
was shaken by protests in late 2016
and early 2017.

Political tremors. Former Moroccan Minister of Economy and Finance Mohamed Boussaid speaks
during an interview in Marrakech. 							
(Reuters)
Rachid Aourraz, a researcher at
the Moroccan Institute for Policy Analysis, said the Manarat Al

Moutawassit development programme was probably one of the
major reasons behind Boussaid’s

dismissal.
Le360.ma, a news website considered close to the palace, re-

ported that Boussaid, a member of
the co-ruling liberal National Rally
of Independents (RNI) party was
sacked because of his ministry’s
delays in releasing funds provided
for the Manarat Al Moutawassit
programme.
Aourraz said Boussaid failed to
manage the liberalisation of fuel
prices, which have soared, prompting consumers to boycott Afriquia
petrol stations, which are owned
by RNI chief and Agriculture Minister Aziz Akhannouch.
“Another reason could be the sale
of the insurance firm Saham Assurance owned by Minister of Industry
Moulay Hafid Elalamy to South African firm Sanlam, which resulted
in a loss of more than [$42 million]
of tax revenue to the government,”
Aourraz said.
Le 360.ma said Elalamy benefited from a tax measure, introduced
in the latest draft of the 2018 Finance Law and tailored by the Ministry of Economy and Finance in a
way that it exempted Saham Assurance from registration fees on the
sale of shares.
“The application of this measure
to the Saham-Sanlam transaction
automatically results in a loss of
420 million dirhams ($44 million)
of tax revenue (equivalent to 4% of
the overall volume of the transaction),” the news site said.
Aourraz said he expected more
public officials to be dismissed.
“It is just the beginning of a political earthquake whose replicas will
likely hit several public administrations,” warned Aourraz.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.
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Iran’s economic woes worsen as US sanctions return
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

I

ran’s economic problems are
going from bad to worse, as the
rial’s value dropped to record
lows and politicians in Tehran
scrambled to find a way out of a
crisis shaking the Islamic Republic
ahead of the imposition of US sanctions.
Three months after US President
Donald Trump pulled the United
States out of a 2015 international
agreement designed to keep Tehran
from building nuclear weapons, a
first set of US sanctions suspended
under the nuclear accord go into
force in early August, including
restrictions on the gold trade with
Iran and the country’s car sector. A
second wave of sanctions, targeting
Iran’s vital oil exports, is to go into
effect in November.
Brandon Friedman, a senior fellow at
the Foreign Policy Research Institute
think-tank in Philadelphia

“The Iranians respond to
pressure but there must be a
face-saving way to respond.”
In anticipation of the new sanctions, Iranians have rushed to convert their savings from rials to protect the value of the money they
hold, prompting the Iranian currency to lose 20% against the US dollar
in two days. The rial has lost more
than half of its value since April.
Brandon Friedman, a senior fellow at the Foreign Policy Research
Institute think-tank in Philadelphia, listed “economic mismanagement, corruption and the psychological effect of uncertainty during
this period of heightened tension”
with the United States as underlying reasons for the collapse of the
Iranian currency.

“I am not sure it is entirely in the
government’s power to stop the
crisis in the short term,” Friedman
added in e-mailed responses to
questions. “There are things they
can do to reduce panic and build
confidence but they might reduce
but not ‘fix’ the problem.”
Iran has been rocked by unrest,
fuelled by complaints about a worsening economy and expensive foreign policy projects in Syria and
elsewhere in the region. Protests in
Tehran in June, which closed shops
in the Grand Bazaar, were the biggest in six years, reports said.
Hundreds of people recently rallied in cities across the country, including Isfahan, Karaj, Shiraz and
Ahvaz, to protest inflation caused
in part by the weak rial. There
was also unrest over a scarcity of
drinking water in southern Iran, a
growing political concern due to a
drought that analysts say has been
exacerbated by mismanagement.
Other mistakes by policymakers
have added to the misery. In April,
the government introduced currency restrictions, a step that drove
even more people into the black
market and hastened the rial’s collapse. The restrictions have since
been eased.
Signalling a new determination
to fight corruption, the judiciary
announced in July that 60 people
had been arrested for fraud and
trying to undermine the banking
system. Gholam Hossein MohseniEjei, deputy judiciary chief and
spokesman of the Iranian judiciary, said several of those detained
had direct ties to the government,
allowing them, for example, to illegally import luxury cars.
The arrests follow mounting anger against profiteers who use political connections to access dollars
at artificially low rates and then buy
imported goods on the cheap or sell
dollars on the black market for a
huge profit.

Ailing economy, squandering resources. A man withdraws Iranial rials from an automated teller
machine in Tehran.
(AFP)
Observers say the situation distracts from the need for structural
reforms. “We’re in a full-fledged
crisis and that’s taking all the attention. No one is talking about bank
reform and investment and job creation,” journalist Maziar Motamedi
of Tehran’s Financial Tribune told
Agence France-Presse.
Parliament summoned Iranian
President Hassan Rohani to explain why Iran’s economy is suffering even though the 2015 nuclear
deal was supposed to improve the
situation by ending sanctions. Rohani appointed a new central bank
governor last month and accepted
the resignation of the government
spokesman on August 1, suggesting
that he is conceding a need for re-

shuffling his economic team.
Friedman wrote it was hard to
gauge whether the economic problems would convince the government to introduce major changes or
to seek a meeting with Trump, who
has said he would sit down with Rohani to discuss a new nuclear deal.
Senior Iranian officials and military
leaders rejected the offer.
“The Iranians respond to pressure but there must be a face-saving
way to respond,” Friedman wrote.
“It is not clear if Trump’s offer to
meet unconditionally is enough of
a face-saver.”
Trump administration critics say
Washington’s goal is to topple the
Tehran government. A controversial Iranian opposition group that

has received support from people
close to Trump says only regime
change in Tehran can improve the
economy.
“Iran’s crumbling economy cannot be saved unless by toppling
the regime,” Maryam Rajavi, leader
of the People’s Mujahideen of Iran
(MEK), wrote on Twitter. “The
clerical regime has ravaged Iran’s
economy by its missile and nuclear
projects, warmongering and terrorism.”
MEK was on the US terror list until 2012 but Trump’s lawyer Rudy
Giuliani recently addressed a meeting of the group in Paris.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent.

US administration unable to dispel confusion about Iran stance
Thomas Frank

Washington

T

he Trump administration
is not dispelling any of the
confusion that surrounds
the prospect of its meeting
with Iranian leaders, heightening
speculation that such talks are not
likely to take place soon.
For some experts, such a prospect
is remote considering the mixed
signals sent by US President Donald
Trump as well as his continued expression of hostility towards Iran,
including his threatening of Iran,
in a tweet, with “consequences the
likes of which few throughout history have ever suffered.”
The United States has not expressed any intent to relent on
pressures that are provoking social
unrest and economic difficulties in
Iran, including a major currency
crisis with the rial losing two-thirds
of its value in six months. Additional sanctions, kicking in August
6, will only exert new pressures on
Iran.
Declarations by Trump and US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
reinforced the impression that
the United States was working for
regime change in Iran. On July 22,
Pompeo compared Iran’s leaders to
a “mafia” and promised unspecified backing for Iranians unhappy
with their government.
Pompeo said the US government
was initiating a Farsi-language
channel on TV, radio, digital and
social media platforms. The US
government would also help Iranians get around internet censorship.
Denials by US Defence Secretary
James Mattis on July 27 that the
United States was working for regime change in Tehran were laden

with caveats. “We need them to
change their behaviour on a number of threats that they can pose
with their military, with their secret services, with their surrogates
and with their proxies,” he said.
The key issue separating Tehran
and Washington is Trump’s withdrawal from the 2015 Iran nuclear
deal, known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA).
“Thus far, the Trump administration has proven to be an untrustworthy actor since they withdrew
from the JCPOA,” said Holly Dagres, editor of the IranSource blog
and an expert on the country at the
Atlantic Council think-tank.
Trump has nonetheless repeated
his expectation of imminent dialogue with Tehran. “I have a feeling they’ll be talking to us pretty
soon,” Trump told a rally in Tampa,
Florida, before adding: “and maybe
not and that’s OK, too.”
He reiterated his rejection of the
“horrible, one-sided” 2015 nuclear
deal between Iran and world powers. “It’s a horror show,” Trump
said.
A spokeswoman for the US State
Department ducked requests to
clarify whether Iran would have
to meet certain conditions, such
as agreeing to craft a new nuclear
agreement, before US officials
would meet. The confusion arose
July 30 after Trump said he would
“certainly meet with Iran if they
wanted to meet” and that there
would be “no preconditions” for a
meeting.
For a dialogue that is supposed
to be “without preconditions,”
Washington has been setting a
number of steep conditions for any
talks. Pompeo enumerated some
of them: “If the Iranians demonstrate a commitment to make
fundamental changes in how they
treat their own people, reduce

Confused reactions. A man takes a glance at a newspaper with a
picture of US President Donald Trump on the front page in Tehran,
on July 31.
(AFP)
their malign behaviour, can agree
that it’s worthwhile to enter into
a nuclear agreement that actually
prevents proliferation, then the
president has said he is prepared
to sit down and have the conversation with [Iran’s president].”
White House spokesman Hogan Gidley added to the confusion when asked July 31 if Trump
remained willing to meet with
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
without preconditions. “That’s not
changed,” Gidley replied, “but he’s
been clear on what he wants from
Iran and that is to end its destabilisation efforts, its actions of being
the world’s largest state sponsor of
terror.”
Ali Vaez, director of the Iran
project at the International Crisis
Group, writing to the Atlantic, said
US policy “hawks” on Iran among
Trump’s supporters would oppose
bilateral talks because they “prefer
to let sanctions take their toll on its

economy, forcing the Islamic Republic to surrender or, they hope,
generate a popular uprising that
topples the regime.”
Confused reactions in Iran have
added to Washington’s muddled
perspective.
Some Iranian officials quickly
dismissed Trump’s offer. “With
current America and these policies, there will definitely not be the
possibility of dialogue and engagement, and the United States has
shown that it is totally unreliable,”
Foreign Ministry spokesman Bahram Qassemi said after Trump’s
comments about possible talks.
Ali Motahari, deputy speaker of
the Iranian parliament said: “the
idea of negotiating is inconceivable. It would be a humiliation.”
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps commander MajorGeneral Mohammad Ali Jafari was
more vehement: “Mr Trump! Iran
is not North Korea to accept your

offer for a meeting,” he was quoted
as saying by Fars News agency.
Heshmatollah
Falahatpisheh,
head of the Iranian parliament’s
Foreign Policy Commission, however, said that negotiations with
the United States “must not be a
taboo.”
Motahari pointed out that hardliners have not made it easy for
rapprochement with the United
States or for the preservation of
the Iran nuclear agreement.
“If the whole Iranian system had
worked to implement this agreement, today we would be witnessing the presence of European
companies in Iran and their investments, and even Trump would not
be able to withdraw so easily from
the deal but from the start one part
of the system did not want the
agreement to work,” he said.
The possibility of direct talks
between Tehran and Washington
drew praise from several US lawmakers, including US Senator Bob
Corker, a frequent Trump critic
and chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. He told
Politico: “I’m fine with that happening,”
Trump’s expression of willingness to meet with Iranian leaders is a “textbook pressure and
engagement strategy the United
States has used for many years in
dealing with rogue states,” Matthew Kroenig, deputy director of
the Scowcroft Centre for Strategy
and Security, said on the Atlantic
Council’s website.
“Trump is increasing the economic and military pressure on
Iran so long as it pursues its threatening nuclear and missile programmes and support for terrorism while simultaneously holding
out the promise of talks if Iran is
willing to choose a more responsible path.”

13

August 5, 2018

Special Focus

Iran

Iran’s porous periphery faces armed challenge
Ali Alfoneh

E

ven as Iran tries to
expand its sphere of
influence in the Middle East, its peripheral
regions and borders are
increasingly challenged
by armed groups. These groups
generally target Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) border
outposts. Sometimes, they try to
assassinate Iranian central government representatives and their
local allies.
The predominantly Sunni,
economically disadvantaged
provinces of Kurdistan and SistanBaluchestan have experienced the
largest number of attacks.
The IRGC usually responds by
accusing “foreign intelligence
services” of “encouraging” or even
“masterminding” the attacks. It
also pledges revenge. There is no
attempt made to address local
grievances, such as unemployment, poverty and limited access
to education, health care and, in
some cases, to drinking water. This
risks eroding local support for the
central government.

Kurdistan and SistanBaluchestan are under an
unofficial and undeclared
state of emergency, with
heavy IRGC presence on the
streets of towns and villages.

Fraught with risks. An Iranian Kurdish man arrives at the Iran-Iraq border crossing
of Haji Omran, last January. 							
(AFP)
Recent attacks in Kurdistan
and Sistan-Baluchestan and the
regime’s response illustrate the
dynamics in Iran’s periphery.
On July 21, the public relations
bureau of the IRGC’s Hamzeh
Seyed al-Shohada base issued a
statement condemning a “terrorist attack” that targeted an IRGC
border outpost in Dari village in
Iranian Kurdistan.
IRGC spokesman Brigadier-General Ramezan Sharif said the dead
included two IRGC members, eight
men of the local Basij militia and
one enlistee killed in an explosion
at the arms cache. In a separate
interview, Reza Mirzaei, directorgeneral of Kurdistan security and
law enforcement, said the fatalities
were local residents from Marivan

and Qorveh. Mirzaei said eight
servicemen were wounded in the
attack.
Sharif and IRGC chief commander in Iranian Kurdistan BrigadierGeneral Mohammad Hossein
Rajabi blamed “foreign intelligence
services” for the attack. They
pledged “harsh revenge” and urged
foreign forces to “stop supporting
and encouraging criminal terrorist
groups or else face the iron fist of
the security forces.” Mirzaei specifically accused the militant leftist
Kurdistan Free Life Party (PJAK) of
perpetrating the attack.
What Iranian security authorities
failed to mention was the motive
for the attack. The PJAK, which
took formal responsibility for the
incident, said the attack was in

retaliation for “assassination of
four cadres of the party, including Eqbal Moradi,” a reference to
a political activist killed July 19 in
Iraq’s Sulaimaniyah governorate.
Moradi’s son Zanyar is in prison in
Iran, awaiting execution for murder
though he denies the charge and
says he’s being punished for his
father’s activism.
The attack in Iranian Kurdistan
was preceded by a series of assassination attempts in SistanBaluchestan. On June 29, there was
an attempt on the life of Esmaeil
Saeedinasab, director-general of the
governorate’s Culture and Islamic
Propagation.
On July 5, Molavi Abd al-Shakour
Kord, a pro-government Sunni
Islamic scholar, was assassinated in
Khash. On July 18, two Basij members were killed in a fight against
“armed bandits” and, on July 28,
a border guard was shot dead in
Jakigur, close to the Iran-Pakistan
border. The IRGC attributes most of
the incidents in Sistan-Baluchestan
to Jaish ul-Adl, an offshoot of the
defunct Jundullah group, smugglers and narcotics traffickers in the
region.
Kurdistan and Sistan-Baluchestan are under an unofficial
and undeclared state of emergency,
with heavy IRGC presence on the
streets of towns and villages. It’s
unclear if this will reduce the
number of attacks but the Tehran
regime would probably achieve
improved security by providing
people in its peripheral regions
with something as simple as safe
drinking water.
Ali Alfoneh is a visiting scholar at
the Arab Gulf States Institute in
Washington.

Iranian naval exercise in Gulf: A calculated provocation?
Mark Habeeb

T

he Iranian Navy has
begun exercises in
the Gulf involving an
estimated 100 vessels, most of which are
reported to be small
attack boats. Iran normally has
such drills later in the year, leading
to speculation the date was moved
forward to coincide with soon-tobe-reimposed US sanctions.
If that is the case, the action
should be regarded as a calculated provocation by Iran that will
ratchet up tensions even if it does
not lead to armed confrontation.
The US Defence Department’s
Central Command issued a statement saying that “we are aware
of the increase in Iranian naval
operations within the Arabian Gulf,
Strait of Hormuz and the Gulf of
Oman. We are monitoring it closely
and will continue to work with our
partners to ensure freedom of navigation and free flow of commerce
in international waterways.”
The statement added that “we
also continue to advocate for all
maritime forces to conform to
international maritime customs,
standards and laws.”
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guard Corps (IRGC) maintains its
own vessels that periodically harass US ships in the Gulf but there
is no indication IRGC ships are
involved in the current exercises,
which began August 2.
Iranian leaders have made thinly
veiled threats to close the Strait of

Threatening words and
naval exercises aside, US analysts
say it is highly unlikely that Iran
would try and choke off the strait.

Hormuz to shipping, a move that
would have a devastating effect on
global oil prices and supplies.
An elevated threat level alone
could raise insurance rates on
shipping through the strait, which
could lead to higher prices for oil
and natural gas. The US Energy Information Administration calls the
Strait of Hormuz “the world’s most
important choke point” and any
serious attempt by Iran to block it
would represent a dangerous escalation in the war of words between
Washington and Tehran and the
war-by-proxy between Iran and
Gulf Cooperation Council states.
An action that closes the strait
would almost certainly lead to
a direct military confrontation
between Iran and the United States
and its Gulf allies.
Iran’s Fars news agency quoted
Iranian Navy Rear Admiral Hossein
Khanzadi on August 1 as saying
“the cruel sanctions against Iran
will have an effect on the performance of the Strait of Hormuz.”
He added: “If any oil faucet in the
region is turned on and the petrodollars go to the pocket of those

who threaten Iran, it will definitely
have effects on the security of the
strait.”
Khanzadi said Iranian Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
ordered the IRGC and the Iranian
armed forces to maintain security in the region. “The Strait of
Hormuz remaining open hinges
on Iran’s interests and the international community should live up to
its obligations towards the Islamic
Republic,” he said.
Threatening words and naval
exercises aside, US analysts say it is
highly unlikely that Iran would try
and choke off the strait.
Karim Sadjadpour, senior fellow
at the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace in Washington, told CNN that Iran closing the
Strait of Hormuz would be “the
strategic equivalent of a suicide
bombing.” Iran, Sadjadpour said,
“would hurt a lot of other people
but they would above all hurt
themselves.”
The International Crisis Group
(ICG) issued an analysis that concluded Tehran would be “unlikely
to go too far in tangling with the

An action that
closes the
Strait of
Hormuz would
almost
certainly lead
to a direct
military
confrontation.

Fuelling tensions. A file picture shows Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
attending a graduation ceremony of Iranian Navy cadets in Noshahr.
(AP)

US Navy with its superior capabilities.” More likely, the ICG said,
“Iran might choose indirect retaliation against US forces in Iraq and
Syria, which are in close proximity
of militias backed by Iran.”
The ICG warned that an unintentional confrontation between
US and Iranian naval forces could
spiral out of control. Such an
incident occurred in January 2016
and led to the detention of ten US
sailors. At the time, the United
States and Iran were implementing
the nuclear deal negotiated under
former US President Barack Obama
and maintained contact and communications at a high level.
“There is little at the moment
to suggest that the type of swift
resolution facilitated by (former
US Secretary of State John) Kerry
and (Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad) Zarif during that
episode could be replicated now,”
the ICG said.
Another important regional
choke point, the Bab el Mandeb
Strait that links the Red Sea to the
Gulf of Aden, is becoming a source
of potential conflict. Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu said
that Israel would deploy its military if Iran were to try to block the
Bab el Mandeb Strait. Saudi Arabia
suspended oil shipments through
the strait, on the main sea route
from the Middle East to Europe,
after Yemen’s Iran-aligned Houthis
attacked two of its tankers in the
waterway.
“If Iran will try to block the strait
of Bab el Mandeb, I am certain that
it will find itself confronting an
international coalition that will be
determined to prevent this, and
this coalition will also include all
of Israel’s military branches,” Netanyahu said August 1 in a speech to
new naval officers in Haifa.
Mark Habeeb is East-West Editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.
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Turkish-US ties on the brink as Washington
imposes sanctions on Erdogan’s ministers
Thomas Seibert
Istanbul

T

urkish-US relations have
been thrown into the biggest
crisis of their 70-year history
after Washington imposed
sanctions against two Turkish government ministers for their roles in
the detention of a US pastor in Turkey.
The pressure from Washington to
force the release of pastor Andrew
Brunson is turning a bilateral spat
into a more fundamental question of
sovereignty in the eyes of the Ankara
government, making a solution more
difficult. Turkey’s currency, the lira,
sank to new lows against the dollar
and the euro, increasing concerns
about a full-blown economic crisis in
Turkey.
A meeting between the Turkish
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu
and US Secretary of State Michael
Pompeo at the on the sidelines of
an Association of South-east Asian
Nations conference August 3 in Singapore failed to solve the crisis. Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan did not comment on the sanctions
decision.
Brunson was arrested nearly two
years ago in the western Turkish
city of Izmir on charges of cooperating with coup plotters and terrorist
organisations. A local court ordered
his transfer from jail to house arrest
on July 25 on health grounds but the
United States says this is not enough.
Brunson faces 35 years in prison if
convicted in a trial that is scheduled
to reconvene October 12.
After public warnings by US President Donald Trump and Vice-President Mike Pence, the US government
on August 1 placed sanctions on Turkey’s Justice Minister Abdulhamit
Gul and Interior Minister Suleyman
Soylu over their role in Brunson’s detention.
The sanctions are symbolic, because the two ministers do not have
assets in the United States that could
be blocked. However, the political
signal of the move for a relationship
that goes back to the beginning of the
Cold War but is burdened by many
problems is devastating.
“The US government might designate additional Turkish individuals and entities if Erdogan refuses
to release pastor Andrew Brunson

In circles. US Vice-President Mike Pence speaks at the end of a conference on religious freedom at the State Department in Washington, on
July 26. 							
									
(AP)
and other US citizens and employees,” Aykan Erdemir, a senior fellow at the Foundation for Defense
of Democracies, a Washington think
tank, said via e-mail. “Regardless of
the outcome of the crisis, the diplomatic spat between Washington and
Ankara will fuel anti-Americanism in
Turkey and further drift the country
away from the transatlantic alliance.”
Turkey’s Foreign Ministry said it
would retaliate against what it called
Washington’s “hostile” action. “We
call on the US administration to walk
back from this wrong decision,” it
said in a statement.
In parliament, governing and opposition parties united to reject the
US decision. Media commentators
called on the government to rearrest Brunson and close the Incirlik
Air Base in southern Turkey, which is
used as a US military base for attacks
against the Islamic State in Syria.
Erdogan rejected Washington’s
warnings before the sanctions decision. “You will not be able to force us
to make concessions with the help of
sanctions,” Erdogan said. “It should
not be forgotten that the United
States will lose Turkey as a strong

and serious partner if it doesn’t
change its stance.”
The Brunson crisis has “allowed
Erdogan to reframe the debate
around an embarrassing and farcical
trial as a diplomatic spat about Turkey’s sovereignty,” Erdemir said. “He
knows too well that the rally-roundthe-flag effect of anti-Americanism
would silence the few critical voices
in Turkey raising the plight of the
pastor.”
Turkish officials say Trump’s calls
for Brunson’s release reflect a desire
by the US administration to please
Christian-fundamentalist voters. “It
is out of the question for us to accept
threatening language in an Evangelist and Zionist mentality,” Erdogan
said on August 1. “We will continue
on the path that we believe in without deviating in the slightest from
our independence.”
The pressure from Washington
shows no sign of producing results.
A court in Izmir rejected an appeal by
Brunson’s lawyer to free the pastor.
Calls by the United States to release
three local members of its consular
staff detained in Turkey under accusations similar to those levelled

against Brunson have also led nowhere.
The cases are additional complications for a relationship burdened by
deep differences. Washington has
angered Ankara with continued support for a Kurdish militia in northern
Syria that is seen as a terrorist group
by Turkey. The Erdogan government
has failed to convince US authorities
to extradite Fethullah Gulen, a Pennsylvania-based Muslim cleric who is
accused by Ankara of masterminding a coup attempt in Turkey in 2016.
Turkey says a senior manager of a
state-owned bank was convicted in
a US court because of fabricated evidence provided by Gulen supporters.
The United States is criticising Erdogan’s decision to buy the S-400
Russian missile defence system. A
bill passed by the US Senate, but
awaiting further legislative action,
would delay the delivery of 100 USmade F-35 fighter jets to Turkey because of the S-400 deal. Erdogan has
sought to build a strong relationship
with Russia, a key player in Syria,
and has met with Russian President
Vladimir Putin a dozen times in two
years.

Turkish nationalists say the crisis
between Washington and Turkey is
a watershed moment. “The strategic partnership between Turkey and
the United States is finished,” wrote
Ibrahim Karagul, editor of the progovernment Yeni Safak newspaper.
“The United States has become the
biggest threat facing Turkey.”
No Turkish government official
has advocated taking the country
out of NATO or other institutions in
which Turkey and the United States
work together but Soner Cagaptay,
director of the Turkish Programme at
the Washington Institute, said the rift
could have long-term consequences.
“A potential rupture between Turkey
and US could result in the unmooring
of Turkey from the West,” Cagaptay
wrote on Twitter.
In a sign that the United States has
lost its position as a central factor
in Turkey’s foreign policy, Erdogan
excluded the Trump administration
from the list of invitees for a meeting on Syria, scheduled to take place
September 7 in Istanbul. The Turkish leader said Russia, Germany and
France had been invited to the conference.

Viewpoint

Arm-wrestling or not, Turkey’s spat with the West leaves a mark
Stephen Starr

The political elite in
the West and Turkey
understand that they
need each other and
no one must cross the
line that could lead to
a diplomatic
shutdown.

I

t seems that in almost every
aspect, at every angle of diplomatic engagement, Turkey
and the West have become
diametrically opposed to
each other.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan has railed at Washington
for refusing to extradite Fethullah
Gulen. Ankara regards the cleric,
who lives in Pennsylvania, as the
prime suspect behind the failed
July 2016 coup attempt. Gulen
denies the accusations.
Erdogan rages against US support for Kurdish militias that
have been largely responsible for
eliminating the Islamic State in
northern Syria and Iraq.
Turkey has bought a major missile defence system from Russia,
angering the United States.
Europe hasn’t escaped the
stream of vitriol. Erdogan has
referred to European countries as
“failed cradles of democracy” and
he has called its leaders “vile.” He
told Turkish parents not to send
their children to the West to be
educated.
Then there’s the sorry case of
German footballer Mesut Ozil, who
retired from international football

citing an avalanche of racism and
criticism in Germany after meeting Erdogan in May.
Erdogan has pushed for better
relations with several Middle Eastern countries and Asia to boost his
Islamic credentials and to show
that Turkey was not reliant on the
West.
Look for context and it becomes
clear that anti-Western, and particularly anti-American, sentiment
in Turkish society predates the
Erdogan era.
Turkey is one of the last countries to have elements of society
identifying as radical leftist, a
hangover from the Cold War
period. For years, Pew Research
and other polls have recorded very
“unfavourable” views of the United
States among Turks.
The anti-Western rhetoric is useful for Erdogan. It allows him to
sell his own message domestically.
His anti-Western narrative plays
well with his Islamist followers.
The opposition Republican People’s Party has long exhorted the
importance of good relations with
the West to show up Erdogan and
the Justice and Development Party
as provincial and nativist. That

clearly has not worked.
Even so, look at trade and economic activity and there is a very
different set of circumstances.
Here are the figures: 44% of
Turkey’s exports go to EU members
and 38% of its imports are from the
European bloc. Trade in goods and
services with the United States was
more than $22 billion in 2016.
Trade with neighbouring Iran,
on the other hand, has fallen more
than half since 2012, Turkey’s
Ministry for Foreign Affairs said. In
2016, it was $9.7 billion.
The political elite in the West
and Turkey understand that they
need each other and no one must
cross the line that could lead to a
diplomatic shutdown.
Turkey’s official position is full
of contradictions, however. Those
in the higher political echelons
are biting in their criticism but
people on the level below — cabinet
ministers, for example — regularly
strike a more conciliatory note. In
October, Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said while
visiting Germany last year: “If you
(Germany) take one step towards
us, we will take two towards you.”
Statements such as these are

made all the time and are for the
most part meant to keep the door
ajar for communication between
Ankara and Western capitals.
That’s because neither the United States nor Europe wants deteriorating ties with Ankara. Turkey is a
NATO member. It controls the flow
of refugees into Europe. It serves as
a bulwark against Russian influence in the region. Turkey is set to
become an increasingly important
conduit for energy supplies from
Central Asia to Europe, particularly
if Western relations with Russia
continue to slide.
Neither side seems able to
see the long-term damage their
political leaders are incurring. It’s
mostly in terms of how the people
of Turkey, Europe and the United
States perceive each other and
each other’s countries. The seeds
of distrust sown by politicians
and reported by right-wing media
outlets are creating a false reality.
What’s troubling is it won’t be easily reversed.
Stephen Starr is the author of
“Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to
the Uprising” and has lived in
Syria and Turkey since 2007.
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Erodgan fiddles with glee as Turkish lira goes down in flames
Yavuz Baydar

T

here’s been an unprecedented escalation in tensions between Turkey
and the United States,
countries that have been
allies for seven decades.
The US decision to impose targeted
sanctions on two Turkish ministers
is a harbinger of massive changes in
international politics. It shows the
worrying effects of the convergence
of political folly and erratic behaviour at the highest levels of government in both countries.
The sanctions specifically target Turkey’s interior and justice
ministers. Coupled with the US
Congress’s decision to block the
sale of F-35 jet fighters to Turkey,
the sanctions are incendiary in
terms of Turkey’s slow-burning
anti-Americanism. The headlines in
the Turkish media — governmentcontrolled or self-censoring — say it
all: “We are all one!’; “One Voice”;
“Know your place, America!” The
leftist, quasi-opposition nationalist media is venting its frustration
against what it sees as the “mother
of all evil.”
Furthermore, as was predicted,
the hardball played by the Trump
administration has unified Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
ruling Islamist-nationalist coalition and the secularist-nationalist
opposition. This was to be expected
because resentment of the West
remains fiercely inherent in the
Turkish psyche.
On the surface, the impasse that
led to the US sanctions seems all

With the Brunson case and US
sanctions, Erdogan may have
found the perfect way to
divert the blame.

Faltering economy. A money changer counts Turkish lira banknotes at a currency
exchange office in Diyarbakir. 						
(Reuters)
about an evangelist pastor. Andrew
Brunson is held captive in Turkey
on what are seen as bogus charges
of terrorist activity.
For US President Donald Trump,
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
and a sizeable section of the US
Congress, Brunson is someone who
must be “brought home.” The pastor has emerged as a cause for which
every devout Christian must rise
against the Turkish government.
As American politicians prepare
for elections this fall, realpolitik
is causing a stalemate in ties with
Turkey. It is approaching a turning
point that American neoconservatives see as irreversible. They must
win. The pastor must come home.
Period.
All this happens while a few in
Washington, whose opinions somehow have less weight than before,
argue for a wide-angle view of the
situation.
They make the following points:
That at least five other people linked
with the US Embassy in Ankara are
being held in Turkey under bizarre

circumstances. The detainees
include Hamza Ulucay, a Turkish
citizen, who has spent years as a
respected liaison between Kurds
and Americans. Tens of thousands
of Turks and Kurds are imprisoned under conditions that do not
respect the rule of law but those few
voices in Washington don’t seem to
be heard.
If Brunson is released, politicians
in Washington may sigh with relief,
and the sad cases of all the rest —
political prisoners and intellectuals
languishing in jail — will recede
further. The pattern is not much
different from the one that defined
US-Turkish relations during the
Cold War.
This may be exactly what Erdogan wants. His strategic redesign
of relations with the European
Union and the United States is clear:
ties must exclude any dimension
that touches on freedom, diversity
and human rights in Turkey and the
relationship must be a
transactional one.
Many Western capitals, includ-

ing London and Berlin, are rapidly warming to the idea given the
general global disarray, the rise of
multipolarity and the fact that most
Turkish voters favour top-down
iron rule. Yet, given the yo-yo game
on the Brunson case, many wonder
why Erdogan did not simply send
the pastor home.
Erdogan stands out in international politics as one who tries to
play his hand smarter than everyone else. He is enjoying the disarray
within the Trump administration,
where dissonance on Turkey rules.
The answer to his seeming obstinacy to keep Brunson may be found
in the Turkish economy.
“Erdogan’s choices aren’t doing
much for his country. The lira has
reached a record low, the stock market has plunged by 35% this year,
external debt has soared, inflation
is high, foreign investment is drying
up and wealthy Turks are fleeing,”
Bloomberg News editors recently
wrote. “The faltering economy gives
the United States and its allies some
long-term leverage. And Turkey is
unlikely to quit NATO. To be sure,
that would be a huge blow to the
alliance — but a far bigger one to
Turkey’s national security.”
The editorial concluded: “Erdogan
needs to be told there’s a price to
pay for the course he’s on.”
This line of reasoning may make
sense but there are other aspects to
consider. Erdogan’s decisions are
tied to domestic support. He has
known that his true enemy would
be economic decline, for which he
and his team are to blame.
However, with the Brunson case
and US sanctions, Erdogan may
have found the perfect way to divert
the blame. A large majority in Turkey, regardless of ideology, sees the
West as the culprit. Now, Erdogan
is pushing this and is prepared for
extreme measures.
It may be a good time to read
about Nero.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journalist
and regular columnist for The Arab
Weekly.

Erdogan’s party seeks power for a generation
Stephen Starr

T

urkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
and his advisers are
nothing if not blessed
with foresight.
After Erdogan
emerged victorious in last year’s
closely fought referendum to
enact an executive presidency,
data emerged that worried him
and his Justice and Development
Party (AKP). Of all the demographic groups that supported
the president and his causes in
the many elections he has fought
and won, young people were less
inclined to back him.
The statistics moved Erdogan
to embark on a campaign to
embrace Turkey’s youth. After
the referendum, he introduced a
law that reduced the minimum
age for election to parliament
from 25 to 18. He added people in
their early 20s to the inner circle
of the AKP’s elite council, the
Central Decision and Executive
Board.
“Young people will not be
ordered around. We will work
alongside you,” he told attendees at an AKP youth congress.
“There is no other political party

For Erdogan to get through
the coming period of
economic instability, he
needs to have young
people on his side.

in Turkey that trusts young people and relies on them as much
as we do.”
Erdogan has been rewarded
for the outreach. In last month’s
election, several parliamentary
seats went to young, tech-savvy
AKP members. By adjusting
its message to directly address
young voters, the AKP is setting
in motion a project that could
see it control the country for a
generation.
More than 1.5 million first-time
voters were eligible to vote in
June’s presidential and parliamentary elections. They are part
of a new generation, one that has
not lived through the 1980s or
1990s, a time when stores were
filled with only the most basic
goods.
The 1980s and 1990s were
also a time that services such as
electricity and waste disposal
were patchy at best. Back then,
political stability was almost
always out of reach and military
coups and minority government
coalitions resulted in political
and economic stagnation.
Today’s 18- to 20-year-olds
make up a cohort that has only
lived with Erdogan in power.
During Erdogan’s rule, Turkey
has been physically and economically transformed and national
pride has been restored.
Young people, of course, have
been told by their parents and
grandparents how much better
the standard of living is today.
This point is largely acknowledged by both Erdogan’s supporters and opponents.
Turkey’s young have come of
age during a period of unbroken

economic growth and expansion
but what would happen if the
economy slowed? What if the
mortgages and jobs that have
been so plentiful over the past
decade dry up? Though Erdogan

Across generations. Supporters of Turkey’s ruling
Justice and Development Party (AKP) attend a rally in
Eskisehir in north-western Turkey, last June.
(AP)

has defeated all comers and
overcome all challenges during
his 15 years in power, he and
his party are facing a period of
economic uncertainty.
Inflation has breached the 15%
mark, the highest since the AKP
rose to power. Unemployment
in the 18-24 age group is more
than double the national average
for men and five times that for
women.
It’s worth remembering that
Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir voted
against Erdogan’s proposed executive presidency in 2017. Turkey has more urban young than
when Erdogan led the AKP to
power. Young city-dwellers have
risen from 65% to 84% in the
past 17 years. Perhaps the AKP’s
faltering hold on urban centres is
down to the government’s on-off
blocking of websites such as YouTube, Twitter and Wikipedia.
It’s one thing to lock up journalists, activists and supposed
“opponents of the state” but it’s
entirely different when the economy grinds to a halt and restless
young people look for someone
to blame. They are the ones most
susceptible to unemployment
and economic insecurity.
For Erdogan to get through the
coming period of economic instability, he needs to have young
people on his side. If he can do
that, and who would bet against
him and the young AKP apparatchiks he has taken into the fold,
Erdogan’s party could be at the
helm for decades.
That said, it remains to be seen
whether Erdogan will be able to
maintain control if the wheels
start to come off the economy.
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How will new UK Foreign Secretary
Jeremy Hunt deal with the Middle East?
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

N

ew British Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt is
facing a tough challenge
to outline and promote
Britain’s policies in a Middle East
that is more divided than ever but
many say they hope he will prove
a more solid and steady presence
than his predecessor.
Even while serving as health secretary for six years, Hunt showed
an interest in foreign policy and
particularly the Middle East, including taking strong stances on
the Palestinians’ situation and
Hezbollah.

Hunt is not known as being a
rebel or for having
unorthodox views, unlike
his predecessor Boris
Johnson.
Hunt is known to support a
stronger line on Hezbollah than
current UK policies. He has explicitly called for an outright ban of
the group to be considered rather
than the current position, which
differentiates between Hezbollah’s
political and military wings. While
it is unclear whether Hunt intends
to overturn Foreign Office policy
on Hezbollah, his appointment is a
sign to those who support stronger
British action against the group.
“Hezbollah’s beliefs are outrageous, disgusting and should be
condemned at every opportunity.
I deplore the group in its entirety,”
Hunt said in a statement carried
by his constituency website. “The
UK government has long held the
view that elements of Hezbollah
have been involved in conducting and supporting terrorism and,
as a result, proscribed Hezbollah’s
External Security Organisation in

2001, and, in 2008 proscription
was extended to include the whole
of Hezbollah’s military apparatus.”
“A decision to proscribe an organisation is done on the recommendations submitted by law
enforcement agencies, security
services here and intelligence services overseas. However, it is crucial that we constantly monitor
these groups and individuals involved in them and review the use
of proscription as a means to take
action where we see fit,” the statement added.
Hunt expressed “disappointment” about the decision by US
President Donald Trump to move
the US Embassy from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem.
“It is the UK view that it is unhelpful in terms of prospects for
peace in the region. The British
Embassy to Israel is based in Tel
Aviv and there are no plans to
move it,” Hunt said.
The UK position on the status
of Jerusalem is clear: It should be
determined in a negotiated settlement between the Israelis and the
Palestinians and Jerusalem should
ultimately be the shared capital of
the Israeli and Palestinian states,
he said.
Hunt’s position on Israel and the
Palestinian territories are more
nuanced, with many wondering
what this means for British foreign
policy. Hunt has spoken up for the
Palestinians, most recently over
Israel’s plans to demolish Palestinian villages in the West Bank, including the Bedouin encampment
of Khan al-Ahmar. He has also spoken out against the pro-Palestinian
Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions movement.
Another issue on which Hunt’s
position appears ambivalent is Syria. He has spoken out against Syrian President Bashar Assad, including describing Assad’s campaign
to take control of Eastern Ghouta
as “brutal” but went on a 3-day
visit to Syria in 2007 courtesy of

Tough challenge. British Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt at a news conference at the Royal Botanic
Garden in Edinburgh, on July 20.
(Reuters)
the British Syrian Society, which
is headed by Assad’s father-in-law
Fawaz al-Akhras.
Even though this was years before the start of the Syrian conflict,
Kristyan Benedict, Amnesty International’s UK campaigns manager,
noted that “mass torture was a reality in 2007 as it is now.”
Hunt is not known as being a
rebel or for having unorthodox
views, unlike his predecessor Boris
Johnson. He is expected to take a
conventional approach to being
foreign secretary. This means that
he is likely to avoid gaffes such
as Johnson’s comments before
parliament on the case of jailed
British-Iranian journalist Nazanin

Zaghari-Ratcliffe in which Johnson
appeared to inadvertently back the
Iranian case against her.
This also means that Hunt will
work to rectify some of the mistakes made in the past, not least
securing Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s release.
However, for a Britain that remains divided on Brexit, Hunt’s focus will not be on the Middle East
but the United Kingdom’s relationship with Europe. Post-Brexit, the
United Kingdom will look to secure trade deals with numerous
countries outside the European
Union, not least in the Middle East.
Much of that will depend on Hunt
ensuring good relations with Brit-

ain’s allies in the region. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates
have expressed keenness on new
trade agreements with the United
Kingdom.
In his first official statement as
foreign secretary, Hunt acknowledged the scale of the task that he
was facing. “This is a time when
the world is looking at us as a
country wondering what type of
country we’re going to be in a postBrexit world,” he said, “and what I
want to say to them is that Britain
is going to be a dependable ally, a
country that stands up for the values that matter to the people of
this country and will be a strong
and confident voice in the world.”

Viewpoint

Fear of migrants unites right-wing populists in US, Europe
Mark Habeeb

US and European
versions of right-wing
populism have much
in common: A call for
a return to tradition
and hostility to
globalisation,
multilateralism and
multiculturalism.

L

iberal democracy in
Europe and the United
States is being shaken
by populist right-wing
movements variously
described as nativist,
ethnic supremacist and even
fascist. Populist left-wing movements — such as Podemos in
Spain, Syriza in Greece and the
supporters of Bernie Sanders in
the United States — have grown
in popularity but not to the same
degree.
How can the term populist
apply to both right- and left-wing
groups? Cas Mudde, a professor
at the University of Georgia in the
United States and the co-author
of “Populism: A Very Short Introduction,” said populism simply
refers to a movement that is opposed to the existing governing
class, which it believes is morally
bankrupt and works against the
interests of the common people.
Whether ideologically leftist or
right-wing, populist movements
thrive when people are frustrated
with their lives and prospects.
They tend to pinpoint a particular
group or concept as the source
of their frustration: For left-wing
populists, the enemy is global
capitalism and the institutions
that bolster it; for right-wing populism, it often is minority groups
in a country and immigrants or
refugees who wish to enter.
Since the June 2016 Brexit vote
in the United Kingdom and the
election of Donald Trump as US

president, right-wing populism
has been on the ascendance. Populist right-wing parties have won
office in Austria, Hungary, Poland
and Italy and waged serious
challenges in France, Germany
and the Netherlands. Left-wing
populism has been less successful
at the polls: Syriza holds power
in Greece and Mexico just elected
a populist left-wing presidential
candidate, Andres Manuel Lopez
Obrador.
US and European versions of
right-wing populism have much
in common: A call for a return
to tradition (however that is defined); hostility to globalisation,
multilateralism and multiculturalism; charismatic (some would
say demagogic) leadership; and
a curious fondness for Russian
President Vladimir Putin.
On both sides of the Atlantic,
right-wing populist movements
have identified immigrants and
refugees as a cause of their frustration and a direct danger to the
nation. In Europe, this has taken
the form of hostility towards
migrants, refugees and asylumseekers from the Arab world and
Africa. In the United States, the
hostility is towards those trying
to enter the country from Central
America and Mexico, as well
as those from Muslim-majority
countries.
Right-wing populism in Europe
is more overtly linked to ethnic chauvinism than it is in the
United States. European right-

wing populists openly express
fear that immigration will change
their cultures and traditions and
even threaten their languages. In
the United States, immigration is
framed as a security issue — Central American drug gangs, Islamic
terrorists — and a threat to jobs,
even though most immigrants
take jobs few Americans want
and the national unemployment
rate is at its lowest level in many
years.
Ethno-racist chauvinism plays
a huge role in American rightwing populism, although it is
rarely talked about except in
dark corners of the internet. The
US population is projected to
become majority non-white by
the middle of this century and
many white Americans view this
prospect as an existential threat.
It is no coincidence that the antiimmigrant forces in the United
States focus on the Mexican
border, where the people crossing into the country are mostly
brown-skinned.
The Irish Embassy in Washington has estimated that there
are as many as 50,000 undocumented Irish citizens living in the
United States but there have been
no calls for their expulsion.
This shared concern over
ethnic dilution is thus a common concern in US and European
right-wing populist movements.
In both cases, the feared immigrants hail from regions that
were once either official colonies

(North Africa and the Middle
East) or de facto colonies (Central
America), regions that also face
widespread economic, social and
political challenges.
For some reason, neither
Europe nor the United States is
devoting significant resources to
improving conditions in these regions to reduce migration. Trump
and his supporters demand a wall
along the US-Mexico border that
will cost more than $25 billion
to construct. The same amount
spent on economic and social
development in Central America
could do wonders but Trump has
proposed cutting US aid to the
region.
There is a myth embedded
deep in the Western psyche:
The fall of Rome, which claims a
great civilisation was overrun by
barbarians who sacked the great
city on the Tiber and slaughtered
its people. Rome, indeed, did fall
but not like that. It was a slow
process that was caused more
by internal social decay than by
hordes of conquering barbarians.
In any event, migrants and
refugees seeking to enter the
United States and Europe are
not barbarians; they are human
beings often fleeing unbearable
conditions in search of better
lives. As the Somali-British poet
Warsan Shire writes: “No one
leaves home unless home is the
mouth of a shark… no one puts
their children in a boat unless the
water is safer than the land.”
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Italy trumps France in Libya; UN also stands to lose
Michel Cousins

Tunis

A

mid the barely disguised
rivalry between Italy and
France for influence in
Libya, observers had been
putting their money on France as
the potential winner. Suddenly this
has changed.
French President Emmanuel Macron’s summit in May, during which
he persuaded the four main political players in Libya — Presidency
Council head Fayez al-Sarraj, the
east’s Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar
and the presidents of the House
of Representatives (HoR) and the
State Council — to agree to a timetable for elections before the end
of the year, appeared to confirm
France’s dominance.

A Rome conference, which
would be difficult to
organise before the end of
August, is likely to make the
September deadline
impossible.
However, the Italian government
went on the offensive at the end of
July, dismissing Macron’s election
plans as shortsighted. Libya needs
stability and reconciliation first,
Italian Prime Minister Giuseppe
Conte and Defence Minister Elisabetta Trenta insisted.
The Italians have gained a decisive upper hand by playing the
Trump card. At his meeting with
US President Donald Trump on
July 30, Conte got Trump to back
an international conference in
Rome on the Libyan crisis as well
as throw his weight behind Italian
anti-immigration policies on Libya
by supporting a “permanent control room” on immigration in the
Mediterranean in which Italy would
have a leading role.
The White House has not confirmed this but there have been no
tweets from Trump denying Conte’s claims. Nor can there be any
doubt about a new American alliance with Italy. The Italian government is Trump’s new best friend in
Europe.
Both administrations are anti-immigration. Both are sceptical about

the European Union. Both are suspicious of France and Macron.
There is almost no other potential
US ally in Europe. The Trump administration does not trust Germany and Angela Merkel and the British government, which would have
been the natural partner, is fixated
and bowed down with Brexit.
While the Washington-Rome alliance is about much more than
Libya, at least from the US point of
view, Libya is where it is likely to
have its greatest effect. Conte basically confirmed this after his White
House meeting, saying Trump had
agreed that Italy should become “a
reference point in Europe and the
main interlocutor for the main issues that need to be faced… with
particular reference to Libya.”
This is of major significance.
Faced with plummeting living conditions and disillusionment with a
revolution that, in the view of so
many, has failed them, Libyans are
resentful of most of their own political and military leaders and suspicious of the intentions of foreign
players in the country.
Despite this, there is considerable
respect for the United States plus a
strong empathy with Italy that often overrides suspicions about its
plans. Together, Washington and
Rome can bring their collective influence to bear in Libya: Italy with
Sarraj and the Presidency Council,
Washington with Haftar and the
Libyan National Army.
It means Conte’s Rome conference will take place with all the
main Libyan players turning up.
The conference is not only a shot
across the bow of French policy in
Libya. It is likely to seriously undermine UN efforts at a settlement.
UN Special Envoy Ghassan Salame
and the UN Support Mission in
Libya (UNSMIL) have backed Macron’s election timetable: a legal
framework in place — preferably a
referendum on the proposed constitution — by September 16 and
elections by December 10.
A Rome conference, which would
be difficult to organise before the
end of August, is likely to make the
September deadline impossible.
There are HoR members who do
not want elections and who have
been trying to ensure the referendum either does not take place or
fails. Under pressure from UNSMIL
and France, however, there had

Walking the same path. US President Donald Trump (R) and Italy’s Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte
arrive for a joint news conference in Washington, on July 30.
(AFP)
been a promise from HoR President
Ageela Saleh that a referendum law
would be in place by the end of July.
That vanished before August
dawned amid a row — highly contrived in the view of some observers — over one of the clauses. How
members are to reconvene August
13 to consider the bill. There could
be more delays.
With a Rome conference — organised by an Italy backed by Washing-

ton that says elections need to be
postponed — on the horizon to try
to solve the Libyan crisis the pressure on the HoR to deliver any referendum law is likely to subside.
In his report to the UN Security
Council on July 16, Salame warned
that, because of the complexity of
the Libya crisis, the international
community had to work as one and
back his Libya action plan. “If even
a single member state chooses to

act alone, … the process will go nowhere,” he said.
He probably was not thinking
of Italy at the time but Conte’s intervention and Trump’s support
for him have turned the tables on
France and are likely to unravel UNSMIL’s efforts to ensure an election
timetable.
Michel Cousins is a contributor to
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.

Viewpoint

Protecting Chinese oil: A new breed of private security company expands in Iraq
Alessandro
Arduino

Most of the 5,000
Chinese private
security companies
cannot operate in
highly volatile areas
and the ones in Iraq
are exceptions.

O

ver the last 15 years,
conflicts and the
threat of terrorism have provided
fertile ground for
the proliferation of a
new breed of international private
military and security company.
The growth of the Chinese private
security market far exceeds the
shrinking budgets of industrialised
Western countries and corporations active in the private security
sector.
The experience in threat assessment and risk management in Iraq
by the Chinese in the oil and gas
sector is an interesting benchmark
for the growth in China’s private
security companies. China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC)
is one of the state-owned enterprises that spearheaded Beijing’s
presence in the post-war Iraqi oil
industry.
CNPC’s status as one of the
largest foreign companies in the
area increased the necessity for
operational compliance and risk
management to a level not reached
by other Chinese state-owned enterprises that are exploring foreign
investments along the Belt and
Road Initiative.
In Iraq, the export of crude oil
to China amounted to 8.5% of
Chinese imports in 2017, with a
value of $13.8 billion. Since the

beginning of 2018, the Iraqi crude
supply plugged the gap generated
by Saudi Arabia’s planned output
reduction. This move increased
Baghdad’s strategic importance in
Beijing.
The Chinese oilfield concessions in Iraq are mostly in the safer
southern part of the country. Recent aggressive bidding by Chinese
state-owned enterprises has won
awards from the Iraqi Ministry of
Oil for four development projects
as well as for two of seven exploration blocks in the less safe northeast, which offers good prospects
for oil and gas exploitation but also
calls for sophisticated risk prevention and crisis management.
The territorial losses suffered by
the Islamic State in Iraq have contributed to an overall stabilisation
but the energy assets may still be a
target due to the strategic importance of Iraqi state revenues. In
addition, oil sector employees face
a significant threat of kidnapping
from politically motivated organisations and criminals.
Most of the 5,000 Chinese
private security companies cannot
operate in highly volatile areas and
the ones in Iraq are exceptions.
The Chinese private security sector
is anchored to a culture of cutting
costs and improving profitability
by focusing only on the lowest
price.

To resolve this, the corporate
culture of high-level service
provision must substitute the
approach that tends to favour the
lowest bidder. While the private
security sector in China provides
a limited range of services, the
Iraqi situation demonstrates that
the need for professionalisation is
urgent and that Beijing’s “banking
diplomacy” and non-intervention
principle is not always the most
viable solution.
The Iraqi government’s requirements for licences and regulatory
compliance, as well as the internal
regulations of Chinese state-owned
enterprises in the energy sector,
have forced the private security companies to develop higher
professional capabilities compared
to the private security companies
employed in other regions.
The Chinese private security
company presence in southern
Iraq is more in line with passive
stance of other such international
firms in the area: to protect the
oilfields or, in the case of a crisis,
to evacuate Chinese personnel.
Chinese private security companies such as Ding Tai An Yuan
cooperate with armed Iraqi ones to
protect personnel and infrastructure. Other Chinese companies
prefer to add a layer of security by
employing foreign groups that can
provide local and international

security contractors.
The new hydrocarbon extraction
areas in north-eastern Iraq, while
offering good prospects for return
on investment, present significant challenges. China’s energy
relations with the Middle East are
poised to increase significantly
and the new Chinese national
guidelines for public private
partnership are going to increase
the number of international partners that will share Beijing’s risk
profile.
From the boots-on-the-ground
perspective, the services related
to the provision of human security and infrastructure protection
are going to witness an increase
in capabilities, risk management
and mitigation. In addition, the
introduction of new standards
with unmanned aerial vehicles
and tethered blimps for scouting is
under way.
The “Iraq Model” best practices
model among the Chinese private
security companies is an important
benchmark for the entire Chinese
private security sector. If successful, this model could be duplicated
along the Belt and Road Initiative’s
high-risk areas.
Alessandro Arduino is the
author of “China’s Private Army.
Protecting the New Silk Road,”
Palgrave-Macmillan, 2018.
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Planning minister says Egypt is ‘on the right track’
Hassan
Abdel Zaher

E
Cairo

gypt’s minister of
planning and
administrative
reform said that,
while economic
reforms have been
painful to millions
of Egyptians, there
is light at the end of the tunnel.
“It is important for people to
know that the current administration could have easily avoided
getting the criticism it is getting
by neglecting the reforms and
applying quick fixes to economic
problems,” Planning Minister Hala
al-Saeed told The Arab Weekly.
“It, however, opted for painful
reforms but the same reforms will
save the economy for many years
to come.”
Saeed is at the heart of Egypt’s
development plans and some
people attribute her having
survived a cabinet shuffle in June
to the efforts she made since
taking over the ministry in
February 2017 in reforming
Egypt’s administration and the
development of the economy.
An economist, Saeed is the
daughter of former Electricity and
High Dam Minister Helmy
al-Saeed and Egypt’s second
female planning minister.
“The unemployment rate is
falling. The economic growth rate
is growing and the inflation rate is
dropping,” Saeed said. “All of
these indicators show that we are
moving on the right track and the
future holds many good things for
the people.”
Egypt’s unemployment rate fell
to 10.5% in the third quarter of the
fiscal year 2017-18, which ended
June 30. The unemployment rate
in the corresponding quarter of

the previous fiscal year was
12.6%.
The economic growth rate rose
to 5.4% in the same quarter, the
highest in seven years, up from
4% in the same quarter a year
earlier. Foreign currency reserves
have risen to $44.3 billion, the
highest in Egypt’s history. The
inflation rate was down to 12.9%,
from more than 16%.
These developments are helping
the central bank reduce the basic
interest rate, which is expected to
encourage investments and propel
market activities.
Egypt, Saeed said, would work
to raise the economic growth rate
to more than 7% in the coming
years. She said economic development goals could not be achieved
without first securing a high
growth rate over a long period.
“We are talking about sustainable growth here,” Saeed said. “To
be able to solve our country’s
economic problems and for the
people to feel the effect of the
reforms, this growth rate must
persist for several years.”
Egypt needs solid economic
growth to meet the needs of its
population, which is growing at
2.5% annually, and create enough
jobs for the approximately
600,000 graduates joining the
labour market every year.
The government depends on
specific sectors, including energy,
to hit economic growth targets,
Saeed said. It has been growing
rapidly thanks to major oil and
gas finds.
The discoveries include the
huge Zohr gas field off Egypt’s
Mediterranean coast, which is
expected to turn Egypt into a
natural gas exporter in a year.
Another major discovery off the
coast of North Sinai is to see
drilling operation begin within
weeks.
Saeed said economic growth
would also be fuelled by the
industrial sector, which Egypt is
trying to revive to reduce imports

On the right track. Egypt’s Planning Minister Hala al-Saeed.
and increase exports. She also
pointed to the construction
sector.
“These are sectors that have
huge potentials, are ready for
investments and have the ability
to transform the economy,” she
said.
Even with statistical evidence
of economic improvement, the
government is finding it increasingly difficult to convince
Egyptians with optimistic talk.
The poverty rate has risen
dramatically to 28.7% because
reforms caused a sharp rise in
commodity prices.
The flotation of the Egyptian
pound, a November 2016 decision
to eradicate a parallel foreign
currency market and boost
foreign currency reserves, caused

the national currency to quickly
lose almost 50% of its value.
For an import-dependent
country, this has proven to be a
major challenge, with ordinary
Egyptians suffering the most.

“These are sectors
that have huge
potentials, are ready
for investments and
have the ability to
transform the
economy.”
Egypt’s Planning
Minister Hala al-Saeed

(Egypt’s Ministry of Planning)
Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi has expressed
concern that some people did not
want his administration to
maintain the reform drive.
“We must walk the road to the
end like we promised each other,”
Sisi said in late July in a National
Youth Conference speech.
Saeed said the government was
confident that the coming months
would bring good economic news
for Egyptians.
“We are talking about things
that can be measured here,” Saeed
said. “When more people find
jobs, this shows that the reforms
are paying off.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Viewpoint

Saudi Aramco may take controlling stake in SABIC, delaying IPO
Jareer Elass

A

n interesting wrinkle
is unfolding in the
two-and-a-half-yearlong saga of whether
the Saudi government will sell a stake
in its crown jewel — state oil and
gas conglomerate Saudi Aramco —
through an initial public offering
(IPO).
This development ironically involves one state industrial power
becoming a majority shareholder
in another state industrial giant to
plump up the kingdom’s sovereign
wealth fund and help foster economic investment in the kingdom.
Such a purchase raises questions of whether a large cash infusion into Saudi Arabia’s sovereign
wealth fund, the Public Investment Fund (PIF), eliminates the
need for the Saudi Aramco IPO or
strengthens the energy firm’s corporate profile ahead of a limited
sale, which is now unlikely to take
place until at least 2020.
The government of King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is pressing Saudi Aramco to raise cash
through domestic and international bond issuances and tap into
bank loans to purchase most or all
of the Saudi government’s controlling stake in state petrochemical firm Saudi Basic Industries
Corporation (SABIC). The Saudi

Managing delays. Chief Executive Officer of ARAMCO Amin Nasser
speaks during an interview in Dhahran in Saudi Arabia.
(Reuters)
government’s 70% stake in SABIC
is technically owned by the PIF,
which has become the investment
vehicle for revamping the kingdom’s economy as part of Saudi
Vision 2030.
Saudi Aramco said it is in early
stage discussions with the PIF to
acquire a stake in SABIC via a private transaction, with no plans to
buy publicly held shares. The PIF’s
stake in SABIC is valued at about
$70 billion. SABIC, the world’s
fourth largest petrochemical firm,
has a market capitalisation of $104
billion with 30% of the company
listed on Tadawul, the Saudi stock
exchange.

Riyadh has faced numerous
setbacks since it announced in
January 2016 that it planned to sell
up to 5% of Saudi Aramco’s shares.
The initial plan was to have the
IPO in the latter half of 2018
but slipped into 2019 as Riyadh
encountered serious concerns, including questions of transparency
in providing critical production
and economic data that foreign
bourses and investors would
demand, as well as legal risks from
listing internationally and the
government’s desire for higher oil
prices to support a greater valuation for the state company.
Saudi Aramco CEO Amin Nasser

indicated in a July 20 interview
with Saudi state-owned Al Arabiya
television that purchasing shares
in SABIC would make Saudi
Aramco less vulnerable to price
volatility but that the sale process
would affect the timing of the
Saudi Aramco IPO.
“If the deal is completed with
relevant regulations taken into
account,” Nasser said, “it will definitely affect the time frame for the
partial IPO of Saudi Aramco.”
There is doubt about whether
the Saudi Aramco IPO will happen
even though it is the cornerstone
of Vision 2030. Saudi government officials, including Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz, have said that proceeds
from the IPO could generate as
much as $100 billion for the PIF
to use for investing at home and
abroad.
The delay in the IPO has put
political and fiscal pressure on the
Saudi government, which may
explain the proposal to effectively
transfer state assets to provide
income for the PIF to spur investment and stimulate the domestic
economy, including job creation.
Raising cash for the PIF through
Saudi Aramco’s purchase of SABIC
shares would help the government
counter criticism that little has
materialised from the ambitious
Vision 2030 programme and put
off difficult decisions regarding
the Saudi Aramco IPO. The Saudi
leadership may feel that a cash
injection of $50 billion-$70 billion
from the Saudi Aramco-SABIC
deal is close enough to the prom-

ised $100 billion revenue from the
IPO that there is no urgency to sell
a stake in the prized state oil and
gas firm.
Saudi Aramco has reportedly
hired JPMorgan Chase and Morgan
Stanley to advise it on the SABIC
acquisition. To raise funds for the
purchase, the energy conglomerate is expected to issue a $2 billion
tranche of Islamic debt in the
form of sukuk, which would be
followed by a substantially larger
international bond issue. Ironically, Saudi Aramco may have to
be as transparent to potential
bond investors about key oil and
gas reserves and financial data as
it would to IPO investors.
Merging Saudi Aramco’s considerable petrochemicals businesses with SABIC’s expansive
petrochemicals empire would
dramatically boost its downstream portfolio domestically and
internationally, whether or not
the Saudi government ultimately
launches the Saudi Aramco IPO.
It is telling, though, to look to
comments made two years ago by
Crown Prince Mohammed about
the Saudi Aramco IPO and the
prospect of combining petrochemical assets from the two state industrial giants before shares were
put on offer. The Saudi leader said
at the time: “SABIC and Saudi Aramco are two independent companies but both will have a majority
ownership by PIF.”
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues
for The Arab Weekly.
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Algeria reduces unemployment,
inflation with ‘easy money’ policy

Briefs
Saudi chemical
giant sees profits
surge on high sales

Lamine Ghanmi

Saudi petrochemicals giant
SABIC registered an 80% surge
in profits in the second quarter
of 2018 due to higher prices and
sales, the company said.
SABIC, the largest capitalised
firm on the Tadawul, said in a
statement it posted a $1.79 billion
net profit for the three months to
the end of June, compared to $990
million in the same period of 2017.

Tunis

T

he Algerian government has
reduced unemployment and
kept inflation under control
through an “easy money”
strategy, confounding critics who
said the policy would hamper longterm success of a diversified economy.
The Bank of Algeria has bought assets, including government debt with
a long-term maturity, and churned
out more than $190 billion — double
the country’s expected foreign currency reserves for the year — to cover
the 2017 and 2018 budget deficits and
keep the economy afloat.
The policy, known as quantitative
easing, is similar to expansionary
monetary policies used by the US
Federal Re
serve and the European
Union to jump-start the global economy during the 2008 financial crisis.
In Algeria’s case, the result has
been impressive: Algeria’s jobless
rate dropped 0.6% to 11.1% year on
year during the first quarter of this
year. The economy grew 1.3% during
the same period and inflation slowed
to 4.6% versus 5.6% year or year, official figures released July 24 indicated.
That contradicted predictions by
international financial institutions,
such as the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank,
which argued the policy would weaken the economy and cause massive
inflation. They used the example of
Venezuela, which recorded an annual inflation rate of 41,838% in June.
Algeria turned to “easy money” to
stabilise the economy during a period of low oil prices. Oil and gas exports account for 95% of its total sales
abroad and 60% of the state budget.
Analysts said Algeria’s policy has
been surprisingly effective.
“Few experts shared the government’s assumptions that this financial alternative would have positive
results,” said Algerian economist
Mohamed Touati. “The experts, including teams of the IMF, expected
an inflation rate at least of two digits.

(Agence France-Presse)

Iran currency
extends record fall
as US sanctions
loom

Economic necessities. A customer buys a light bulb at a lighting store in Algiers.
In their eyes, Algeria would be contaminated by the Venezuelan syndrome.”
Inflation in Algeria was 5.6% in
2017 but slowed to 4.6% year on year
this June, well below the government’s target inflation rate of 5.5%
for 2018.
“The government announced
these figures about inflation, growth
and unemployment to show that it
had made the right choices,” said
Touati. “With the rising oil prices,
the Algerian economy will not be in
the stagnation many experts had predicted earlier.”
Algerian Prime Minister Ahmed
Ouyahia pointed to the lower unemployment rate as evidence of the policy’s success. Economists said since
the plan produced gains, the government was unlikely to change course
before 2019 presidential elections.
“More than 200,000 fewer unemployed Algerians in less than one
year. That is the result of the government policy to stimulate the economic activities by high spending,”
said economist Hassan Haddouche,

adding that it is “a good reason for
the government to stick to this policy.”
However, the IMF in its July review
of Algeria’s economy warned that
“the government may need to resort
to monetary financing in subsequent
years, which risks plunging the economy into an inflationary spiral.”
“The environment may become
less conducive to reforms and private
sector development,” it added. “Importantly, the new policies are likely
to reduce the economy’s resilience
to shocks, externally from lower oil
prices or domestically from higherthan-planned fiscal spending or
contingent liabilities.”
Some economists said the results
should be considered part of the government’s efforts to preserve the stability of the regime, not necessarily
to ensure a diversified economy that
will succeed in the long term.
Economist Ali Tatouche, who
teaches at Algiers University, said
planned spending for this year rose
to $19.4 billion against $11.8 billion in
2017. The government’s appropriated

(Reuters)

funds for development programmes
for 2018 totalled $34.2 billion, compared to $19.5 billion in 2017.
“For all that investment, the economy expanded by a meagre 1.3%
and the breakdown of the workforce
showed that the sectors that create
more jobs and wealth are getting nowhere fast,” he said.
Many of the jobs created this year
were in the construction and administrative sectors, which rely heavily on government spending, figures
from the Algeria’s National Office of
Statistics showed.
“The new figures underline anew
that the government’s economic
choices were rarely stemming from
economic necessities and logics,”
said analyst Mustapha Hammouche,
adding that the regime was interested only in ensuring its own survival.
“There is a relation between the
democratic deficit in Algeria and the
underdevelopment of its economy.
The IMF will never say so because it
is not its business. It falls on the Algerian political parties and civic society
to play a role on that,” he added.

Viewpoint

Tunisia pursues quiet force of economic diplomacy

A

Riadh Bouazza

sort of cold war involving a series of complex
issues has been going
on the last few weeks
in Tunisia between
the presidency of the
republic and the presidency of the
government regarding preparations
for the 2019 general elections.
The winner emerging from that
shadowy conflict is Tunisia’s economic diplomacy, the only quiet
force in the country.
There are signs Tunisia is inching
its way out of its economic crisis
and Tunisians have their country’s
economic diplomacy to thank for
that. Everything that could be done
diplomatically to save Tunisia’s
exhausted economy has been done.
Tunisia’s diplomats have focused
on finding new markets for the
country’s products, attracting foreign investors and selling Tunisia as
one of the best tourist destinations
in the Mediterranean. They’ve done
this despite sensitive security and
diplomatic issues, particularly related to the situation in neighbouring Libya. Tunisians are hopeful
that once the dust settles in Libya,
Tunisia’s economy will boom again.
The flurry of diplomatic activity
began with Prime Minister Youssef

Chahed’s government. Chahed’s
team won over many strategic partnerships that officials and economic
experts deemed crucial to alleviate
the country’s economic woes. The
success of Tunisian diplomacy must
be credited to the stability and energy inside the Tunisian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs under the leadership
of Khemaies Jhinaoui, who took
office in 2016.
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs
collaborated with 14 other ministries and government agencies. In
addition to partnerships with traditional trade allies, many hopes are
pinned to two new major strategic
alliances that promise to drive an
imminent economic boom. Many
trade and investment deals have
been signed within the framework
of the partnerships.
Two-and-a-half years of negotiations with China culminated with
the signing of an agreement within
the framework of China’s Belt and
Road Initiative. Tunisia considers
this partnership one of its most
important strategic partnerships
and anticipates welcoming huge
Chinese investments in developing Tunisia’s roads, trade ports and
free-trade zones. Trade relations
and tourism with China are expected to increase.
To its credit, China did not look at
its Tunisian partner as an economic
midget to be exploited and taken
advantage of. The Chinese saw
Tunisia as one link in a long line

of similar links in more than 65
countries in China’s ambitious trade
project.
This attitude is quite different
from Turkey’s or the European
Union’s. Tunisia’s 2004 free trade
agreement with Ankara was a oneway street in favour of Turkey. The
European Union has, for some time,
been pressuring Tunisian authorities to make further concessions in
its negotiations within the framework of the controversial Deep and
Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement (ALECA).
Tunisia had taken a lot of time
to understand that the solution to
Turkey’s and the European Union’s
blood-sucking policies was to diversify its economic partners and strike
new strategic economic alliances.
So it turned its eyes towards Africa,
a continent rich with promises. It
took Tunisia more than two years of
tough negotiations to be accepted
into the Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA)
group starting next year.
COMESA represents a market of
about 500 million consumers in 19
countries with a combined gross
domestic product of as much as
$800 billion. The yearly volume of
trade between COMESA members is
about $250 billion. Obviously, such
potential is attractive to Tunisian
exports in addition to attracting
African investments to Tunisia.
Tunisian authorities are convinced that exports are vital for the

country’s economy. It is essential
for Tunisia to boost exports because
of the country’s dependence on
foreign currency. The Tunisian
Central Bank’s reserves of hard currency have fallen dramatically since
January 2011. Recent statistics place
them at $4.4 billion.
There is a consensus in Tunisian
economic circles, and even among
the political opposition, that the
1995 partnership agreement with
the European Union was catastrophic for the industrial sector in
Tunisia. There are fears that ALECA,
which is being negotiated, will ruin
other vital economic sectors, especially farming, because Tunisia’s agricultural products cannot compete
with their European counterparts.
Tunisia’s trade agreement with
Turkey required a major overhaul
through Tunisia’s economic diplomacy. Tunisian markets have been
flooded with Turkish imports and
the trade deficit with Turkey stands
at a historic high of $6 billion. To
reverse the trend, the Tunisian
parliament voted to double import
taxes on products from Turkey.
Tunisia’s economic diplomacy
convinced Ankara that the Tunisian
market is too small for its imports.
The real test for this soft diplomacy
is going to be to convince Tunisia’s
European partners that economic
fairness is key to the future of
Tunisian-European cooperation.
Riadh Bouazza is a Tunisian writer.

Iran’s currency plunged to
another record low on July 29,
dropping past 100,000 rials to the
US dollar as Iranians brace for US
sanctions to go in effect.
The United States in May pulled
out of a 2015 deal between world
powers and Tehran under which
international sanctions on Iran
were lifted in return for curbs on
its nuclear programme.
(Reuters)

Iraq spent more
than $700 billion
of its oil wealth
since 2005
Iraq has raised more than $700
billion from oil since 2005 but
almost the entire amount has been
spent, the Central Bank of Iraq
announced
The bank said that, in the 200517 period, the Finance Ministry
took in $706.2 billion in foreign
exchange from oil, adding that
$703.1 billion — 99.5% — had been
spent.
(Agence France-Presse)

Saudi cabinet
approves higher
committee for
hydrocarbons
Saudi Arabia plans to establish
a committee for hydrocarbons
to be headed by Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz, the state news agency
SPA said.
The decision was approved in a
cabinet meeting led by Saudi King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud. The
Higher Committee for Hydrocarbon Affairs will include the energy
minister and the ministers of
trade, finance and economy, the
statement said.
(Reuters)

Bahrain
government
rejects parliament’s
subsidy reform plan
Bahrain’s government has
rejected parliament’s proposals to
reform allowances paid to Bahrainis squeezed by years of austerity
because they would break government spending caps, lawmakers
said.
(Reuters)
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E-learning reforms facing major challenges in Egyptian schools
Ahmed Hafiz

Cairo

T

he results of exams at
elite science and technology secondary schools in
Egypt were catastrophic.
The failure rate was 44%, a result
that shocked education circles and
revealed potential shortcomings of
the education reforms that are still
to be instituted in September.
Testing was done through computers or tablets at elite schools.
Students received questions directly from the national test centre and the exams were scored
automatically, without human intervention. It is this same system
that the Egyptian Ministry of Education intends to introduce to all
secondary schools in the coming
school year.

Opponents of the new
system argue that the
technology and internet
infrastructures in Egyptian
schools are weak.
Elite schools in Egypt are open
only to students who achieve
scores above 96% at the end of
their junior high school education
and after passing an intelligence
test. The idea is to provide an appropriate learning environment for
talented and creative learners who
excel in science and math. The scientific and technological curricula
at the schools are very advanced
and technology-based education is
prioritised.
Egyptian Minister of Education Tarek Shawki had already
announced that curricula and
testing technology used at elite
schools would be used at all secondary schools. The project strives
to change students’ habits and
move them from rote learning to

research, creativity and critical
thinking through digital technology.
However, with public anger
at the low success rates at elite
schools, the Ministry of Education
decided to rescore the exams manually. Observers pointed out that
the ministry’s backing down on
digital testing and scoring could be
a prelude to not implement educational reforms based on that technology. Since the ministry cannot
assure the proper implementation
of the new system, more voices are
opposing it.
The plans to be used starting
in September state that first-year
secondary school students would
each receive a tablet containing
the entire syllabus and they would
be tested electronically four times
during the school year. The same
testing application would be used
to score the tests.
The educational reforms would
eliminate the generalised textbook
in favour of a curriculum based on
research and innovation. Teachers
would become facilitators rather
than sources of knowledge and
students would develop innovative
and critical thinking skills.
Egyptian parents are becoming
increasingly wary of the ministry’s
plans. There are no more than 11
elite schools in Egypt but more
than 2,500 secondary schools.
Parents argue that, if the ministry
is failing to implement the digital
learning platform in just 11 schools,
how can it hope to effectively do
this in thousands?
Opponents of the new system
argue that the technology and internet infrastructures in Egyptian
schools are weak. Work on a dedicated intranet serving 600,000 students a year is yet to be completed.
Iman Ali was among the students
who used the digital education system at an elite school. She said she
and her classmates had to contend
with faltering internet connec-

Changing times. An illustration shows a USB device being plugged into a laptop computer.
tions, which meant that many were
late in completing research projects and homework, which contributed to the high level of failing
grades.
“The events [at the elite schools]
are forcing the government to review its decisions to replace paperbased tests with digitally based
tests because of the reality on the
ground,” she said.
Experts fear that the elite
schools’ implementation problems
will be reproduced when the new
system becomes generalised in
September. The Ministry of Education would face an insurmountable task to restore the old system,
placing it in a difficult position
with both students and teachers.

“Egypt is not ready yet to implement a technology-based system
of education for many reasons,
the most important of which are
the crumbling school infrastructure, the high number of students
per institution and the failed experiment of the digital classroom
of four years ago,” warned Tarek
Nour al-Din, a former assistant to
the minister of education.
The 2014 experiment in which
the Ministry of Education introduced digitally based teaching
and testing in six governorates indicated that many students were
not receptive to the new methodology. Equipment would often
break down and internet connections were unreliable. The min-

(Reuters)

istry scrapped the project that
same year and reverted to the old
system, something that many analysts say could happen again this
year.
Nour al-Din said the main problem was that decision makers at
the ministry failed to understand
the challenges in the schools before deciding to implement reforms.
“The crisis at the elite schools
sounds the warning that we must
modify or even withdraw these reforms in accordance with the major challenges facing e-learning in
Egypt,” he said.
Ahmed Hafiz is an Egyptian
writer.

Viewpoint

MENA’s mental health start-ups navigate minefields
Khadija
Hamouchi

What seems to unite
these ventures is the
focus: All seek first to
alleviate the stigma of
mental illness and
then to treat it.

W

hen American
singer Demi
Lovato was hospitalised after
a suspected
drug overdose,
an Egyptian woman went on BBC
World Service radio to explain
what the pop star meant to her.
She said Lovato gave her the
courage to face her own mental
health issues. In Egypt, she added,
any mention of mental health
problems was taken to mean you
were crazy; it was Lovato who
helped the woman face her problems.
That such distant support —
from a singer she did not know
personally, in faraway America
— was so gratefully received by a
young woman in Egypt says something. Not just about her need but
about the extent of the problem.
Statistics related to mental illnesses and suicide are not recorded in the region but Lina Geha, a
psychotherapist in London, said
the Middle East and North Africa
has a range of mental health issues. “The most prevalent are
stress-related depression, anxiety
and, more recently, trauma related
to either living through war or
witnessing others living through
war,” she said.
That diagnosis makes sense.
There are two hot wars in the
region — Yemen and Syria. The
Palestinian-Israeli conflict is a
running sore. There is Kurdish restiveness, the aftermath of Turkey’s
failed 2016 coup, the Gulf states’
row with Qatar and the fallout of
the Tunisian and Egyptian uprisings.
Maha, a 23-year-old Cairo design

freelancer, blamed the toll of
political events: “I have suffered
depression for 10 years or so. It got
worse after the revolution.”
Until recently, Arab millennials had few options for help
with mental health issues. New
ventures are answering the call but
there aren’t many of them.
Regional start-ups’ gateway
Magnitt recorded just three mental
health start-ups from Egypt to
Lebanon. In Lebanon and the
United Arab Emirates, health
start-ups such as Sohati.com
and Altibbi.com provide quality
Arabic-language information on a
range of mental illnesses.
Start-ups such as Sympaticus
are more hands-on. Though it
is designed to help both sexes,
the 3-year-old Lebanese mobile
application has a women’s focus.
It addresses symptoms of mild to
moderate depression.
Sfearia, a Lebanese start-up in
an early beta version, wants to
provide virtual reality content
designed by specialists using cognitive behavioural therapy.
Shezlong, an Egyptian online
platform, provides anonymous
online therapy using licensed
professionals.
What seems to unite these ventures is their focus. All seek first
to alleviate the stigma of mental
illness and then to treat it.
Shezlong customer relationship manager Aya Ali said media
and entertainment content can
encourage people to seek therapy.
“Movies really shape people’s
views. Imagine what one successful movie can do when it depicts
how seeking professional help can
transform a person’s life,” she said.

Geha, who can speak with
patients in both Arabic and English, said she agrees that popular
narrative matters. Mental illness
is stigmatised in the region, she
said, with the stigma serving as “a
form of social bullying by shaming
and isolating the other.” That is
not unique to the Arab world and
“is an international inter-social
dynamic,” she said.
The start-ups navigate the social
minefield carefully. Sympaticus
founder Joe Zarur said some
clients choose online therapy to
avoid the friction of face-to-face
therapy.
The subtext is the shame of
meeting face-to-face with a therapist.
Amer, an Egyptian student, said:
“I have personally tried face-toface therapy and found it difficult
to express myself entirely. Maybe I
was not that ready after all.
“So I started to look [for a]
platform in which I could deal with
my emotions in a slower way. I
subscribed to an app that provides
a 10-week programme. The experience was much better. I know that
one day I will get back to face-toface therapy.”
Shezlong, however, offers only
face-to-face therapy via video
conference. Customers choose a
therapist and book sessions online. The cost is $20-$100 for up to
an hour of counselling. Prices are
determined by the therapists.
Ali said take-up is good, despite
the cost. “Even employees working in big corporates who need
professional psychological care
are not necessarily getting it with
their firm’s health-care package,”
she said.

Regionally, mental health regulation and pricing are barely defined, so patients can expect to pay
as much as $150 for a 45-minute
session in Lebanon. That’s nearly
one-third of the monthly salary for
many Lebanese, as it is for citizens
of Morocco, Egypt and Syria.
Maha, a Cairo freelance designer, said she pays what she
must because she needs help
but the search for a therapist has
been frustrating. “I have tried
therapists, sometimes expensive
ones. Sometimes, I encountered
so-called therapists and still ask
myself how they got into that position,” she said.
Maha said she finally found a
psychotherapist she could afford,
adding: “I don’t have to choose
between food and my sessions.”
Not everyone is so lucky, unless
they live in Algeria. The North
African country stands out in the
region for its accessible and affordable mental health provision.
Samia Lounes, a psychiatrist at a
hospital in Algiers, said: “In our
country, patients have access to
free mental health treatment.”
However, Algerians don’t take
advantage of the provision. They
may “go for alternative traditional
medicine, which is usually exorcism by trusted quacks,” Lounes
said.
What emerges is a disturbingly
patchy picture of regional mental
health, with start-ups pushing
uphill, slowly.
Khadija Hamouchi is a
Belgian-Moroccan social
entrepreneur and founder of
SEJAAL, an initiative that is
building an app for young people.
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Iraqi charity takes on mammoth task of rehabilitating Mosul
Nazli Tarzi

London

N

avigating the maze of narrow alleyways in the old
city of Mosul are volunteers from the Wasel Tasel
charity, distributing food hampers.
Unlike others coordinating relief
programmes in cities bearing the
scars of war on the Islamic State
(ISIS), Wasel Tasel is not accompanied by a media-savvy team that
publicises its story.
The charity was established after
the liberation of Ramadi in December 2015, attending to the financial
and health needs of displaced families, orphaned children and widows.
Like the communities it helps,
Wasel Tasel is led by young Iraqis
displaced from their home cities
during the lightning ascent of ISIS.
Fallout from the battles that raged
over the 3 years since the charity
formed, compelled it to expand its
volunteer network.
It operates across seven Iraqi
provinces and its teams’ ability to
reach those in need is largely decided by capital it can attract from local
and regional funders. The aim is to
improve the quality and scale of its
humanitarian relief for as long as its
services are needed.
Among the longest-serving volunteers is Muhammad Dylan, who
spoke over WhatsApp about the utilisation of Facebook as an important
avenue to mobilise donors. “Close to
98% of our funds are raised online,”
he said. “The rest comes from local
organisations, including Al Amal
and another local charity founded
by Iraqi oud player Nasser Shamma.”
The platform, he added, has
proven instrumental for recruiting
volunteers in provinces that were
targeted in battles waged by the

government forces and their allies
in north-western Iraq.
“We have toured close to 35
camps where internally displaced
communities reside. We also
launched ‘Sanad,’ an outreach programme in which we have assisted
30 families for anywhere between 3
to 12 months, funding their meals,
shelter, electricity and health care,”
he said.
“The list of our accomplishments,” Dylan said, “is endless but
if I had to name one it has to be the
opening of the first school in Mosul’s historic city centre,” where
nearly 300 pupils will resume their
education after years of abeyance.
The $10,000 needed to relaunch Al
Makasib school was raised by the
local Wasel Tasel team, encouraging
the return of more families. Dylan
said more is required “to address
the post-war realities that communities have no choice but to live
with.”
Dylan said he noticed an uptick in
humanitarian relief initiatives since
Ramadan began, filling the absence
of an operative welfare state to assume responsibility over public and
health services, nutrition and housing in liberated territories.
Doing nothing was never an option for Dylan, 32, and the Mosulteam headed by Abdallah Fateh, as
young men and women who witnessed the disfiguration of their
homes in the war.
“We all have skills. Volunteers are
graduates or students are bringing
with them talents that they have
incorporated into relief operations,”
Dylan said.
The changes communities felt are
only incremental, with only a trickle of the funds for reconstruction
finding its way to families living in
most dire conditions.
Dylan said he is apprehensive and
ambivalent towards the future and

A glimmer of hope. An Iraqi volunteer with the charity Wasel Tasel distributes food to displaced
Iraqis in Mosul.
(Wasel Tasel)
service accessibility is not all that
haunts him but rather the “inescapable sight and repugnant smell of
rotting corpses.”
Since Mosul’s liberation was announced last October, reconstruction funds have not resulted in
much. First the bodies must be
recovered and buried. In three recent days, 763 corpses were taken
from the rubble by the Iraqi Civil
Defence, Lieutenant-Colonel Rabie
Ibrahim told Agence France-Presse.
Many of the bodies that have been
recovered may never be publicly
identified and some commentators

have mischaracterised the city as
the graveyard of ISIS.
The sight serves to remind residents how the protection of heavily populated civilian centres was
a priority second only to the aerial
bombardment of suspected ISIS
hideouts. Many lament the decision
to bomb the city from above as a
military tactic that could have been
avoided.
Few changes are detectable
by scanning the city’s exterior 8
months after the last ISIS pockets
in the old city were cleared. Houses
and infrastructure are in ruins while

families seek shelter in pockmarked
buildings that displaced families
can rent for as little as $50 a month,
Dylan said.
The opening of Al Makasib school,
he said, “has pumped fresh blood
back into the city — a sanctuary for
its people” but points out the summer is coming and the “needs of the
people and the existing challenges
will certain be amplified.”
Nazli Tarzi is an independent
journalist whose writings and films
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and
contemporary political scene.

Viewpoint

Miss Iraq discovers her political voice in Israel
Nazli Tarzi

Whether unaware or
feigning ignorance,
the biases captured by
Idan’s speech
disappointed global
observers and
betrayed the promise
of spreading peace.

S

arah Idan, one of three
women who share the
title “Miss Iraq,” has been
at the centre of much
controversy over her
budding friendship with
Miss Israel.
An intimate portrait of the
beauty queens on the cover of
LaishaMag — an Israeli lifestyle
magazine — drew both criticism
and adulation. The storm grew in
response to Idan’s surprise visit to
Israel after accepting the American
Jewish Committee’s (AJC) invitation to tour Israel and speak at its
global forum, which was in Jerusalem for the first time.
“We became like sisters,” Idan
said, speaking of her first encounter with Israeli counterpart Adar
Gandelsman at the Las Vegas Miss
Universe pageant in 2017.
What drew her deeper into the
ocean of controversy was the
platform on which she spoke and
the ideas she presented. The AJC
as Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu reminded attendees
was “the first American-Jewish
organisation to establish a full-time
office in Jerusalem 60 years ago.”
It was on this pro-Israel advocacy
platform that Idan chose to spread
ideals of “love” and “coexistence.”
Behind the glossy images of
Idan’s blossoming friendship, she
is establishing herself as a peacemaker whose voice is distinctively
political.
Like other celebrities in the
media spotlight, certain details
of Idan’s personal life have risen
to the surface. Few could have
predicted the 28-year-old’s military
past. During the US-led occupation
of Iraq, the Baghdad-born model
served as a US Army translator,
not so dissimilar from her Israeli
counterpart, whose two years of
military service in the Israeli Defence Forces recently concluded.
Idan’s growing fanbase com-

mended her commitment to peaceful coexistence but others viewed
it with caution.
Her personalised speech, peppered with childhood tales and
references to Iraq’s Babylonian ancestry, reaffirmed the right for both
Israelis and Palestinians to coexist,
“on this beautiful land,” Idan told
the crowd.
Her reading of Israel’s “rights”
and negation of the disproportionate violence it exercises against
unarmed Palestinian civilians led
to accusations of bias against Idan
— for advancing a narrative void of
the broader context.
Idan’s tour included visits to the
Babylonian Jewry Heritage Centre
and the Western wall but did not
include spots in the occupied
Palestinian territories. She was
warmly received by shoppers at
the Mahane Yehuda Market “as if

she was royalty,” an Israeli citizen
wrote on his Facebook wall.
Not everyone has embraced
Idan’s politicised role as peacemaker in her capacity as Miss Iraq and a
marginal social media influencer.
Allowing Israel’s repeated violations of peace treaties and its systematic theft and illegal occupation
of Palestinian land to go unchallenged made her unpopular with a
host of people. While emphasising
the need to move forward “instead
of planting hatred… and emphasising difference,” the approach she
vocalised raised more questions
than answers of how to resolve the
conflict.
Her hope, Idan said at the AJC forum, is to see Jews “roam free from
Jerusalem to Ramallah, to Babylon
and to the Nile” and for “Arabs and
Muslims… to walk through Israel
without fear of having Israel’s

Under fire. Miss Iraq Sarah Idan (R) and Miss Israel Adar
Gandelsman (L) pose for a selfie during preparations for the Miss
Universe 2017 beauty pageant in Las Vegas, last November.

(Social media)

stamp on their passport.” As for
Palestinians, Idan wishes they
can live free of “the fear of being
displaced … [and] to cross Tel
Aviv’s beaches and pray at al-Aqsa
without complication.”
The beaches Idan speaks of were
accessible to Palestinians from all
religious backgrounds prior to the
establishment of a Jewish state 70
years ago. Her dreams skim over
the ideological motivations that
transformed Arab cities such as
Jaffa and Tel Aviv into Zionist entities with the help from the Jewish
National Fund and its sponsorship
of unlawful activities in Palestine.
The potholes in Idan’s rhetoric
embody Israel’s distorted perception of itself — the single democracy in the Middle East, as its officials
repeatedly boast.
Whether unaware or feigning
ignorance, the biases captured by
Idan’s speech disappointed global
observers and betrayed the promise of spreading peace.
The victors of beauty contests,
historically speaking, are chosen
for not only their looks but also
for their desire to represent their
nation but this, in Idan’s case, has
been called into question. While
some Iraqis are proud to see Idan,
a Christian Iraqi woman, representing a liberalism that Iraq is no
longer associated with, her fondness of Israel does not chime with
public opinion or Iraq’s historically
fraught relations with Israel.
Her decision to serve the occupying force responsible for the
destruction in her country earned
her more criticism than her endorsement of an apartheid state.
Failing in her responsibility to
speak fairly as an ambassador
of peace, the new chapter for
Palestinians and Israelis that Idan
visualises will require greater
actions, beyond the revisionism
and gimmickry she has come to
represent.
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Graffiti goes
indoors in Egypt
Muhamad Abdul Hadi

Cairo

I

Harsh experience. A drawing by Azza Abo Rebieh that is inspired by her time in prison in Damascus.
									
(Galerie Alice Mogabgab)

‘Art into the Night’:
a show of night-time
inspiration and torment
Samar Kadi

Beirut

T

he night, which has been a
major source of inspiration
for poets and artists in the
Orient since the “Thousand and One Nights” folk tales, is
the theme of a main cultural event
in Lebanon, including an art exhibition, film screening, music concerts and opera.
The “Art into the Night” exhibition features works by 18 contemporary Arab and foreign artists,
including painting, sculpture, photography, graphic art, video, installations and ceramics, and forms
part of the all-encompassing ‘1001
Nights, 1001 Works’ event curated
by art gallery owner Alice Mogabgab.
“I am fascinated by the night and
I have been collecting works linked
to the night theme for many years
because I believe that the night is
a rich and colourful subject. The
night is not only a moment in time
but a place of solitude, tranquillity, heartache, dreaming, inspiration and creativity,” Mogabgab said
about her choice of the theme.
“The night-time theme has fed
the imagination of many artists
over the centuries, notably since
the eighth century in the Orient
and increasingly in Western art in
the centuries to follow. Out of the
darkness emerges artwork glorifying the night,” she said.

A black half-open curtain
designates the entrance to
the billiard room, where
visitors are swept by
constellations and starry
heavens.
The exhibition has been given an
added dimension by its symbolic
setting in Faqra Club’s La Boite, the
iconic discotheque dating to the
years of the civil war in Lebanon
(1975-90).
“I was a regular frequenter of
this nightspot. Lebanese people
from all regions and walks of life

gathered there to forget the violent
fighting and to celebrate love, music and life itself. It closed after the
war and is now reopening its doors
to art and contemporary creative
freedom,” Mogabgab said.
Lebanese artist Hanibal Srouji’s
painting “Aurora” at the entrance
of the exhibition introduces the
night theme. “It represents the
night that seems to be never ending in Lebanon,” Mogabgab said.
“At the same time, it carries a message of hope through its mere title because it reflects the artist’s
worry and his anxious waiting for
the dawn that he fears might not
arrive.”
The show continues through
lounges leading to colourful
night-time landscape paintings by
French artist Gilles Marrey, which
support Vincent van Gogh’s declaration that the night is more richly
colourful than the day.
Syrian calligraphy artist Zina elIdlibi’s work reflected the night
theme in a passage of an Arab
poem that says: “May the night
carry your dreams beyond dawn.”
“The night is an eminent theme
in Arab poetry,” Mogabgab said.
“The Orient has been charmed and
enchanted by the night for a long
time. The night has inspired Scheherazade who had to create a new
story every night to survive.”
While for many artists the night
is a soothing and friendly companion, for Syrian graphic artist Azza
Abo Rebieh, who spent months in
a prison in Damascus, night-time
was an endless dark tunnel and
moments of torture reflected in 12
artworks adorning two large black
walls.
“I was detained at the security
intelligence prison, which is like
a dark hole. Once you enter it nobody knows anything about you. It
is an obscure place. It had the mystery and obscurity of the night,”
Abo Rebieh said.
“The night was a time of torment. The questioning was taking
place at night and I could not sleep.
I just wanted the night to end hoping that the day would bring the
order for my release.”
Abo Rebieh’s black-and-white

drawings reflect the harsh experience she has been through. “At one
point I was contemplating suicide
and then I said to myself: ‘No, I
have a duty to tell my story,’” she
said.
One piece depicts “The Missing”; these are people with no
features, their faces are vague but
what is obvious are the stripes of
their clothes showing that they are
in prison but nobody knows anything about them and may never
know.

The exhibition features
works by 18 contemporary
Arab and foreign artists,
including painting,
sculpture, photography,
graphic art, video,
installations and ceramics.
La Boite’s vestibule, which was
transformed into a gallery of stars,
leads to the dance floor lit by the
glittering “Discoworld” of Belgian artist Samuel Coisne, where
the imposing night tree of Italian
sculptor Luciano Zanoni takes centre stage.
“The tree is called the ‘One
Thousand and One Tree.’ It was
chiselled in wrought iron and is the
second biggest tree executed by
Zanoni during his long career. The
other one is sitting in the private
collection of Bill Gates in Seattle,”
Mogabgab said.
A black half-open curtain designates the entrance to the billiard
room, where visitors are swept by
constellations and starry heavens.
Lebanese photographer Nancy
Debs Hadad’s images “Constellations” are inspired by computer
motherboards. “When you look at
the photos you would think they
are photos of the space at night
whereas in fact they are photos of
the details that exist on the motherboard of computers. Tiny details
that one would not notice with the
naked eye,” Hadad said.
The show at La Boite, Faqra Club,
runs through August 26
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

n a room no larger than 20
sq.metres, graffiti loses its
populist garb as street art for
all to see in bright sunlight and
becomes prisoner of private showrooms, seen only by patrons under
artificial lighting.
The first graffito to make the trip
from the street to an art gallery was
a mural commemorating the fourth
anniversary of the drowning of
Hisham Rezk, a former student at
the Faculty of Art. It was exhibited
in July at the Mashrabia Gallery of
Contemporary Art in Cairo as part
of an exhibition titled “Trader of
Simplicity.”
The mural was meant to be a tribute to the disappeared by Rezk’s
friends but it seems their brushes
went out of control and tackled political and social aspects.
Rezk belonged to the first generation of young street artists in
Egypt, the self-proclaimed Revolutionary Artists Union. Rezk created
an independent group and presented several black humour street
shows, beginning with the “Art is a
Street” initiative in Cairo’s Abdeen
Square. The artist’s goal was to
“bring a smile to the average people,” hence the nickname “Trader
of Simplicity” given to him by his
comrades.
Wild graffiti became extremely
popular in Egypt seven years ago.
It was a mixture of plastic arts, caricature and cartoons and became a
form of political opposition.
The exhibition at Mashrabia
Gallery included previous works
by Rezk and his friends but they
were all eclipsed by the giant mural. There were also blank pieces, a
commentary on the issue of freedom.
Twenty artists from different
artistic and political backgrounds
participated in the exhibition. They
were united by their commitment
to freedom of expression. There
were no preconditions on their participation in the mural and each
contributed freely. The result was a
rich piece that oozed candour and
spontaneity.
As usual, the contributing artists
did not sign the mural. They wanted
to commemorate Rezk with an unsigned piece. On his Facebook page
however, they published this quote
by Rezk: “I will stay long-haired,
shabby and wearing old shoes to
lose all those who care only about
my appearance and keep only those
who care about my essence.”
Unlike most murals during the
golden age of graffiti art in Egypt
(2011-13), the commemorative mural did not bear political slogans.
At first glance, it looked like a composition of different paintings and
photographs dealing with a diversity of topics. On closer examination,

many hidden political messages
popped up.
Representations of animals were
prominent. All of them had dark
and unpleasant symbolism in popular culture. There were pessimistic
crows, a police dog ready to attack
and an army of ants crawling without a sense of direction or purpose,
an allusion to Egyptian youth.
At the centre of the mural, two giant hands held a machine gun and
a revolver. More messages could be
found in selected Quranic verses reproduced in the mural.
Artists at the exhibition refused
to give their names because their
work was a collective effort. They
said the mural was “experimental”
and aimed at supporting independent art and opening the gates to
new generations of creators with
no shackles or strings attached.
The artists said the streets have
become unwelcoming spaces for
politically and socially aware graffiti. Only murals representing
nature or geometric shapes are allowed.
Art students are often exploited
to produce these murals or to paint
the walls of some institutions for
free. Of course, the paint companies that donated the paint don’t
miss the opportunities for free
publicity by placing their names on
the murals.
Throughout Egypt’s post-revolutionary phase, graffiti developed a
humorous and satirical quality and
played a prominent role in political criticism. Subsequent governments, however, view graffiti artists as “a bunch of teenagers” who
vandalise and deface walls and
scribble offensive tags. Graffiti is
not seen as a legitimate expression
of freedom but is criminalised as libel and defamation.
Mohammed Mahmoud Street,
facing the former headquarters of
the Ministry of Interior, was the
largest site for graffiti artwork demanding the restoration of civilian
rule during the transitional period.
The district has cleared away all
street art in the neighbourhood, including Rezk’s last piece, as well as
a mural painted in his memory by
Ammar Abu Bakr on the wall of the
American University in Cairo.
The graffiti artists at the exhibition said they see the socio-political
climate as propitious for new murals. The problem is the shrinking
room for freedom of expression.
Some said they hoped they would
be able to return to the streets; others said they wanted to stay in galleries and hoped they wouldn’t be
banned from those spaces as well.
In reaction to political interpretations of their work, the artists
smile. “It’s an open piece of work.
Everyone has a right to read it as
they see it and form their own interpretation,” they said.
Muhamad Abdul Hadi is an
Egyptian writer.

Loaded messages. Graffiti on diplay at the Mashrabia Gallery of
Contemporary Art in Cairo.
(Al Arab)
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Sharjah Architecture Triennial sets stage
for discussion on GCC urban policy directions
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

S

harjah Architecture Triennial, scheduled for November
2019, is expected to contribute to urban development by
highlighting contemporary currents
of thought and discussion relevant
to MENA and South Asian architecture and its social, economic, environmental and cultural contexts.
Khalid bin Butti al-Muhairi, chairman of Sharjah Directorate of Town
Planning and Survey, has stressed
the challenges of providing housing
for a rising population in a city such
as Sharjah.
“To meet the housing challenges
in Sharjah city, first of all we should
create new housing production
models integrated into a sustainable
overall urban policy,” Muhairi said.
“We need to collaborate with the
private sector and support the entire
housing sector in an integrated manner.”
Even though the emirate has kept
pace with growth, the demand for
housing is rising at a faster rate in
Sharjah with urbanisation being
driven by the growing service-based
economy and the resulting influx of
expatriates.
“The limited land available and
suitable for housing (residential)
sector in Sharjah city is one of the
key challenges,” Muhairi said.
He pointed out that “in keeping
with its historic policy of incorporating citizens’ welfare in all its planning projects, Sharjah will in future
seek to incorporate participatory
planning by encouraging the public
to play a crucial role in the policy
process.”
The need to provide housing is
the most evident and perhaps most
crucial shared factor between Gulf
cities, said Bahraini architect Ali Karimi. “Social housing makes up the
lion’s share of the urbanised area of
these cities,” he said.
Karimi said that, although there
were differences between the countries in how they have dealt with
the issue, the result of low-density,
single-family detached units is the
condition of most Gulf cities.
“In Bahrain, we are still reproducing the 1960s’ model of housing delivery, continuing the trend
of constructing dormitory towns
made up of single-family units,
except that today they are on reclaimed land along the country’s

Massive sprawl. A general view of Sharjah city.
coastline,” Karimi said.
Recent developments have been
driven by a 60,000-request backlog
at the Ministry of Housing, out of
which 40,000 units are expected to
be delivered by 2020 in new towns
around Bahrain.
Karimi calls it “high-speed city
making” and points out the implications in terms of the tremendous
ecological price and the detrimental
effect it will have in achieving a stable real estate/housing market.
What is perhaps most worrying
is that the speed does not allow for
iteration, invention or experimentation. The country is reproducing
a 50-year-old model at an unprecedented scale with unprecedented
speed without taking the opportunity to assess what is going on until
it is done, he said.
Karimi called for typological and
urban innovations in Gulf cities, including changing the role of the Min-

istry of Housing from a developer to
a regulator of the housing environment.
“We need to completely reconsider our funding mechanisms as well
as create platforms for meaningful
open discourse on these cities and
their issues. This cannot be completely top-down or bottom-up but
requires us to produce more flexible institutions that regulate cities
and activate multiple scales rather
than sit back and reproduce existing
models as state-owned developers,”
Karimi said.
Looking back over the urban
transformations in Gulf cities over
five decades, Kuwaiti architect
Hamed Bukhamseen said the dominant phenomenon has been that of
suburban development.
“Cities across the region have
wholeheartedly embraced the single-detached family home as the
only acceptable manner of housing

(Sharjah Architecture Triennial)
offered to them by planning authorities leading to cityscapes that are
characterised by massive sprawl,” he
said. “This method of sub-urbanisation has pushed for massive infrastructure to sustain and continuously provide for cities that are straining
limited resources, be it financial, or
geographical.”

Scheduled for November
2019, the event is expected
to contribute to urban
development by
highlighting contemporary
currents of thought.
Bukhamseen said authorities were
beginning to comprehend the ecological and financial effects of such
urbanisation practices and were
seeking alternatives in developing
cities.
Regarding the strategies that Gulf

cities should opt for in the postmodern era, Bukhamseen stressed that
the primary focus should be “inclusivity and innovation.” “What we
are noticing in our cities across the
region is the existence of hyper-segregated ‘lived experiences’ between
various communities and strata of
society,” he said.
Bukhamseen asked how authorities can use currently available
toolsets to create inclusive environments that allow for communal engagement.
“Authorities need to actively seek
the dissolution of isolation and it is
ultimately through innovation in the
provision of housing stock, multiuse zoning and the creation of variant public space that we can begin to
foster these moments of interaction
among local communities,” he said.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

International award honours legacy of slain Arab archaeologist
Irfan Rasheed

Rome

I

n preparation for its 21st edition in November, the Mediterranean Exchange for Archaeological Tourism announced
a list of the five most important
archaeological sites discovered in
2017.
They will compete for the fourth
International Archaeological Discovery Award “Khaled al-Asaad” as
the most valuable discovery of the
year. Three of the sites are in Arab
countries and the others are in Italy
and France.

Each year, five major
European archaeology
journals and magazines
nominate new
archaeological discoveries
for the award.
The award was named in honour of Professor Khaled al-Asaad,
dean of Arab archaeologists, who

was assassinated three years ago
in Palmyra, Syria, by Islamic State
militants.
Asaad, 83, was the resident archaeologist of the Palmyra site and
had spent the better part of his life
researching the area and protecting
it as historical proof of how people
and civilisations can come together
and coexist peacefully. His assassins had no respect for the man’s
age or scientific weight. They killed
Asaad in front of his family and fellow villagers.
The International Archaeological
Discovery Award is the first global
honour named after an archaeologist killed trying to protect his
country’s heritage. It was established in collaboration with several international archaeological
figures.
Each year, five major European
archaeology journals and magazines nominate new archaeological
discoveries for the award. The winning site is decided by the editors
of the magazines and a jury.
A special award is bestowed on
the archaeological discovery that
claims the most “Likes” by visitors

Dean of Arab archaeologists. A file picture shows one of Syria’s
most prominent antiquities scholars, Khaled al-Asaad, speaking in
Damascus.
(SANA)
to the Mediterranean Exchange of
Archaeological Tourism’s Facebook page. That vote will continue
through October 18.

The sites in competition for the
award are: the Hellenic Gymnasium in al-Fayoum, Egypt; a small
Pompei in Vienne, France; the old-

est commercial port of a Sumerian
city at Abu Tbeirah in Dhi Qar province, Iraq; the Centurion House
Ancient Rome near the Metro C
excavations in Rome, Italy; and the
submerged Roman villa in the Gulf
of Hammamet in Tunisia.
The Khaled al-Asaad award was
the idea of Ugo Picarelli, director of
the exchange, and Andreas Steiner,
editor of Archeo magazine, out of
the conviction that “today, civilisations and cultures of the past and
their relations with the surrounding environment are more and
more important to rediscover the
identities, in a global society which
is dispersing its values.”
The award is meant to promote
scholarly and professional exchanges regarding the nominated
sites and turn them into tools of intercultural dialogue. The award is
to be presented November 16 during the 21st edition of the exchange
in Paestum, Italy. Syrian archaeologist Feiruz al-Asaad, daughter of
Khaled al-Asaad, is to present the
award on behalf of her family.
Irfan Rasheed is an Iraqi writer.
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Travel
Agenda
El Jem:
Through August 11
El Jem Roman Amphitheatre,
160km south of Tunis, hosts
classical musicians from all over
the world for the International
Festival of Symphonic Music
of El Jem. In its 33rd year, the
festival programme includes
symphonic and orchestral music
from Spain, Russia, Italy, Austria, South Korea and Tunisia.
Baalbek:
Through August 18
Set in the Roman ruins in
eastern Lebanon, the Baalbek
International Festival includes
opera, classical music, pop and
jazz concerts, modern and classical dance by international and
local performers. This year’s edition includes Matthieu Chedid,
Jahida Wehbe and Ben Harper.
Hammamet:
Through August 26

Fishing boats are moored in the harbour in Mahdia.

(Ministry of Tourism)

Mahdia: A serene Tunisian fishing
town full of character and history
Roua Khlifi

Mahdia

A

hidden paradise of the
Mediterranean, the town of
Mahdia rests peacefully on
the central-eastern coast
of Tunisia, offering visitors a retreat
from the bustle of the world. With
mesmerising sun-kissed beaches, a
magnificent sea line and a beautiful
old section, the quiet fishing village
is the perfect destination for those
seeking serenity and calm.
Despite being a low-key destination, Mahdia, 200km south of Tunis,
is steeped in history. In 920, it was
the capital of Fatimid-ruled Tunisia,
from where the founder of the Fatimid Caliphate Abdullah al-Mahdi
Billah ruled the Maghreb.
The legacy of the Fatimid era lives
on and can be seen in the intricate
Islamic architecture of the old town.
Mahdia’s charming alleys are full
of life, with merchants showcasing
a tapestry of colours of traditional
clothing and pottery. To enter the
old town, visitors must pass through
a magnificent 33-metre-tall gate,
Skifa Kahla (“black gate”). Dating
to 916, that gate was part of the fortress surrounding the Fatimid town,
making it an important architectural
monument.
“One of the ways in which the
town of Mahdia is different from
other Islamic town is that the old
town is hosted in the same location

of the Fatimid town with the principal gate still standing till today testifying to the important role the town
played during the Fatimid rule,” said
Mohamed Houas, the curator of the
museum of Mahdia.
“The founder of the Fatimid caliphate, Abdullah al-Mahdi, wanted
to build a military town from which
he could launch his conquests to
the east as he was bringing the Shia
sect to the rest of the Arab world. He
found in Mahdia’s strategic location
a suitable site to build his town, especially that the town had an already
present port dating to the Punic
time. Mahdia was the place where
the Fatimid rule started, which gives
it a unique historical value. “
The landmark gate is a must-see
monument in Mahdia and it is connected to the town’s museum.
“The museum has a significant
value in the town of Mahdia as it
displays a rich collection of both the
historical and cultural heritage of
the town,” said Houas. “The town
is known for diverse cultural heritage and unique traditional outfits as
well as a history that dates back to
the Punic times.”
He added: “In addition to the Islamic civilisation present through
the Fatimid heritage, (there are) artefacts dating to Punic and Roman
times as well as mosaics. All of this
shows the richness of the town of
Mahdia and the region surrounding
it.”
The great mosque of Mahdia is a
testament to the renowned archi-

Dubai:
September 6-8
Written by French composer
Georges Bizet, and first staged in
1875, the opera “Carmen” will be
performed at the Dubai Opera by
the Armenian National Academic Theatre Opera and Orchestra.

Courtyard of the Grand Mosque in Mahdia.
tecture of the Fatimid Era, which,
in contrast to other religious sites,
served as a refuge for Shia Muslims
as well. Dating to 921, the mosque
was attacked and damaged but was
restored in accord with the original
model.
“The mosque is unique. It was
meant to be like the temples of the
Roman Empire being a place of worship and meeting of people,” said
Houas. “Unlike the Sunni mosques,
which use floral decorations, this
mosque displays decorations that
are abstract and geometric to resemble the architecture of Roman temples.
“The founder of the Fatimid

Tangier:
September 20-23
(Ministry of Tourism)

caliphate wanted to have a mosque
that could also host all the people of
the town and create a mosque that
gives value and glory to the town.
It is one of those communal places
that displays the grandeur of the architecture and also bestows a social
value.”
Around the medina, the fortress
of Borj El Kebir (“the big tower”) is
visible along the seafront side from
the great mosque. Built in 1595, the
fortress is on the highest point of
Mahdia, making it the most recognisable attraction for visitors.
Mahdia offers a fascinating fishing
port that has kept its traditional feel.
From there, one can enjoy a coffee
or mint-flavoured tea while watching boats go in and out of the port, as
fishermen and merchants sell fresh
fish, a main source of livelihood for
locals.

Along the coast, visitors can explore a fascinating underwater archaeological site: the Mahdia shipwreck. Discovered by Greek sponge
fishermen in 1907, the shipwreck,
which dates to 80BC, contained
sculptures and artefacts that are
displayed at Tunis’s Bardo National
Museum.
Whether one is strolling the alleys
of the medina, climbing stairs to the
tower, enjoying the sea or watching
the port, Mahdia is full of charm, serenity and history.

(Ministry of Tourism)

Byblos:
September 5-10
The Lebanon Latin Festival
takes place every year in Edde
Sands with artists from around
the world. Dance workshops
are scheduled in Salsa, Bachata,
Kizomba, cha cha cha, hip-hop,
Samba, Lambada, Oriental,
Dabke and Afro-Cubano, in addition to shows and performances.

Despite being a low-key
destination, Mahdia,
200km south of Tunis, is
steeped in history.

A view of the Mahdia lighthouse and cemetery.

Hammamet, a Tunisian town on
the northern shore of the Gulf
of Hammamet, is the site of the
54th Hammamet International
Festival. Concerts and plays
are scheduled for more than a
month.

A view of the entrance to Skifa el Kahla in Mahdia.

(Ministry of Tourism)

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel
and Culture contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

The 19th Tangier’s Jazz Festival
will feature international and
local jazz artists. Over four days,
visitors can enjoy free street performances, free dance courses
and jazz concerts. This year’s
festival will host performers Flo
Bauer, Michael Lauren, Matthieu Bore and United Colors of
Mediterranee.
El Gouna:
September 20-28
El Gouna, on the Egyptian Red
Sea coast, will host the second El
Gouna Film Festival. A diverse
selection of films is scheduled.
The programme includes documentary, narrative and short
film competitions in addition to
the Audience Award.
Amman:
September 26-October 6
The 18th Amman International
Book Fair welcomes 500 printing
houses from various countries.
Egypt will be the guest of honour for this year’s fair.
Cairo:
October 11-13
The Cairo Jazz Festival brings
local and international musicians to perform. Most performances are at the venue halls of
the Greek Campus and the Cairo
Jazz Club.

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

