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UNESCO listing opens door to saving Babylon

President Trump warned: “Be careful with the
threats, Iran. They can come back to bite you like
nobody has been bitten before!”

Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

I

n a high-stakes game that carries the risk of a military confrontation with the United
States, Iran is breaking terms
of an international nuclear accord
but also offering talks at the same
time.
The double strategy is designed
to pressure European countries
while keeping the door open to a
negotiated solution to the crisis.
However, it could ignite a war in
the Gulf region because Iran’s adversaries are concerned that Tehran could be speeding up work on a
nuclear weapon and Iranian proxies escalating their attacks.
Yemen’s Iran-backed Houthi
rebels stepped up drone and missile assaults on cities in Saudi Arabia, a close US ally. Nine civilians
were wounded July 2 in an attack
on Abha Airport in southern Saudi
Arabia, the Saudi-led coalition
fighting the rebels said, the latest
in a series of strikes on the site.
The rise in drone warfare targeting Saudi civilian airports, desalination plants and other infrastructure follows the prevalence of
Houthi ballistic missiles, including
some that targeted Riyadh. The
United States said it stood with
Saudi Arabia against the Houthis,
“who rely on Iranian-made weapons and technology to carry out
such attacks.”
Tensions increased when British
forces seized an Iranian oil tanker
off Gibraltar to prevent a possible
breach of US sanctions on Iranian
oil imports. An Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps commander

threatened to seize a British ship in
retaliation.
US President Donald Trump,
who halted US military strikes on
Iran only minutes before they were
to begin last month, said Tehran
was “playing with fire.”
Despite Trump’s warnings, Iranian President Hassan Rohani said
Iran would exceed the uranium
enrichment limit it agreed in a 2015
deal with major powers, raising it
“as much as necessary.”
Trump responded with a post on
social media, saying: “Iran has just
issued a New Warning. Rohani says
that they will Enrich Uranium to
‘any amount we want’ if there is no
new Nuclear Deal. Be careful with
the threats, Iran. They can come
back to bite you like nobody has
been bitten before!”
The nuclear agreement, formally
known as the Joint Comprehensive
Plan of Action (JCPOA), set a limit
of uranium enrichment of 3.67%.
That amount allows for power generation but is far below the more
than 90% level required for a nuclear warhead.
Rohani’s announcement came
two days after Tehran said it had
amassed more low-enriched uranium than allowed under the
JCPOA. Iran said the steps are a
consequence of the inability of European powers to keep the JCPOA
alive following the US withdrawal
from the agreement last year.
Tehran also announced its intent
to resume building a heavy water
reactor in Arak, central Iran.
David Albright, president of the
Institute for Science and International Security think-thank, said
such a move “would be very serious and a major impetus for the E3
to snap back sanctions but it would

Preserving heritage. An Iraqi man stands in front of the Ishtar Gate at the ancient archaeological site
of Babylon, south of Baghdad. On July 5, UNESCO voted to list the 4,300-year-old Mesopotamian metropolis as a World Heritage Site. International recognition of Babylon comes years after the Islamic
State threatened to wipe out much of Iraq’s ancient heritage. Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi
hailed the move to protect Babylon as “another victory for the Iraq of civilisations that was and will
always be a lighthouse to the world.” UNESCO said the site is in “extremely vulnerable condition”
and plans to work with local authorities to develop a plan for conservation. It remains to be seen,
however, whether the Iraqi government can do its part in preserving the invaluable heritage.
(AFP)
take Iran several years to finish the
reactor and produce plutonium.”
The so-called E3 — France, Germany and the United Kingdom
— is offering a payment mechanism called INSTEX to allow Iran
to export goods despite US sanctions. Tehran argues INSTEX is not
enough because it does not apply
to oil exports, which are crucial for
the Iranian economy.
Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif placed the
ball in Europe’s court. “As soon as
E3 abide by their obligations, we’ll
reverse,” Zarif wrote on Twitter.
Zarif added that negotiations
with Washington could take place
if the United States showed “respect” for Iran. Iranian Intelligence
Minister Mahmoud Alavi also said
talks with the United States were
possible under the right conditions.
Trump has called for talks with
Iran’s clerical rulers with “no preconditions.”

Direct talks between Iranian and
US officials may appear unlikely,
given the harsh rhetoric on both
sides, but Arash Azizi, a historian
and writer on Iranian affairs, said
via e-mail: “All factions of the ruling regime in Iran have histories of
negotiating with the US, despite
their rhetoric to the contrary.”
Azizi said Washington would
have to send clear signals to Tehran before Iran could agree to negotiations.
“Trump would have to give visible and open concessions that
allow Tehran to enter into talks,
which can also start via a back
channel through Muscat or even
Paris, given the special relationship between Trump and [French
President Emmanuel] Macron,”
Azizi wrote.
As the dispute between Iran
and the United States continued,
Trump’s “maximum pressure”
campaign to isolate Tehran and the
failure of Western European pow-

ers to lower tensions are providing
Russia with a chance to widen its
influence.
Moscow, with the E3 and China,
is a party to the JCPOA and wants
the deal to remain in force.
The rift between the United
States and its European allies over
the JCPOA suits the Kremlin just
fine, Robert Czulda, an Iran expert
and assistant professor at the University of Lodz, Poland, argued in
a recent analysis for the Atlantic
Council in Washington.
“Russia’s pro-JCPOA rhetoric
gives it a chance to build a platform
of cooperation between Moscow
and the EU, in opposition to the
US,” Czulda wrote.
Azizi agreed. “Russia is a winner
since Tehran will now have to depend on it ever more,” he wrote.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent.
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First Netflix Arab production stirs controversy in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

N

etflix’s production of the
first Arabic original series from the Middle East
“Jinn,” an adult supernatural drama about magical genies
in the ancient city of Petra, stirred
controversy in Jordan’s mostly
conservative society.
The series was filmed in Jordan
starring young Jordanians playing
students whose lives were disrupted by a jinn, which they must
stop before it destroys the world.
In Arabic mythology, a jinn is a supernatural spirit below the level of
angels and devils.
Despite its fictional depiction,
the production explores the lives
of teenagers who join forces to
fight the jinn.
Jordanians were shocked by
“bold” scenes considered taboo

featuring students cursing, kissing
in a school bus, being in a relationship, drinking alcohol and smoking. Many condemned the series
and criticised the government for
allowing it to air.
Jordan TV director Mohammed
Amir, who did not work on the
project, said he was surprised by
the reaction that “Jinn” stirred.
“Definitely, some scenes were a
bit daring but, at the end, this is
all acting,” he said. “Many people
watch Arab and foreign movies
that have bolder scenes. I believe
that it was a good move that Netflix filmed in Jordan and used Jordanian actors.”
The Jordanian Syndicates Council denounced the work, saying
“Jinn” does not reflect the values
of the Jordanian society and called
for tougher government control.
The Reform Parliamentary Bloc
in parliament lambasted the government over the series, which
they said “distorts the image of

Jordan, its people and its inherent
values” and called for “punishing
all those who contributed to the
disgraceful work.”
“Everyone is entitled to have his
own opinion but let us not exaggerate things and focus on the experience itself,” Amir said. “Jordan
has hosted the filming of famous
movies before and it was good for
the country.”
Netflix MENA issued a statement on Twitter calling the attack
on its first Jordanian production
“a wave of bullying against the
cast and staff of the series.” It said
it would “not tolerate any of the
abusive behaviours and insults to
the staff.”
“Jinn” premiered in more than
190 countries, dubbed in six languages and subtitled in even more
languages.
Jordan is no stranger to having
its locations featured on film and
has been the cradle of several big
Hollywood productions that used

the country’s Mars-like terrain and
the facilities provided by the Royal
Film Commission, which aims to
develop an internationally competitive Jordanian film industry.
“Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade” (1989), “Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen” (2009), “The
Martian” (2015) and “Rogue One: A
Star Wars Story” (2017) are among
movies that were filmed in Jordan.
Scenes of Disney’s big-budget
“Aladdin,” starring Will Smith,
were filmed in Jordan’s Wadi Rum.
The Royal Film Commission issued a statement pointing out that
its role is to facilitate and encourage local productions and attract
foreign productions in general. It
said, “Jinn” is shown on Netflix,
which is available in 90 countries,
but it is not broadcast on an open
platform and the series is fictional,
not a documentary.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

Off the rails. Poster of the
Netflix Arabic TV series “Jinn.”

(Roufan Nahhas)
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Debate
Can Iran pressure its way out of danger zone?
suffocating crisis had reached
back-breaking levels. The pressure
from the US sanctions continues to
Hamed
rise, with an eventual conflagration
al-Kilani
that even the regime likely cannot
control.
European assurances to Iran go
nvesting in fomenting crises
as far as not jeopardising European
is very different from investbusinesses’ interest with the United
ing in resolving them,
States. They send a signal to US
especially when the crises get
President Donald Trump that he
out of hand, leading to
bears the full responsibility of his
fundamental changes in the
double-speak message to the Iranian
circumstances surrounding them.
regime and for his promise to the
Therefore, what looks like convicIranian people to stand by their
tions to the Iranian regime, which it
uprising and to respect their choices,
strives to market on the home front
their history and their struggle for
as victories, are nothing more than
civil rights and for their right to the
unimportant outcomes. This will
free and civilised life they deserve.
push Tehran to more stubbornness
The other event that the velayetin breaching what it claims to be a
e faqih regime in Iran was betting
strategic patience towards the 2015
on was the G20 summit and the
nuclear agreement.
expected outcomes of its predefined
What happened at the Vienna
agenda.
conference of the 4+1 group after the
There have been a Russian-US
withdrawal last year of the United
rapprochement and a Chinese-AmerStates from the nuclear agreement
ican rapprochement that reduced
did not guarantee the Iranian regime
anxieties about new geopolitical
the possibility of circumventing US
or commercial crises. The only
sanctions. This was despite Eurosurprise for the Iranian regime was
pean promises to implement the
the clear endorsement of world
INSTEX mechanism for trade.
leaders for the role of Saudi Arabia
INSTEX seems like a manoeuvre
in the G20, which gives strength to
for Iran to secure its basic needs
the outcomes of the Mecca sumthrough Europe, in a fashion
mits condemning terrorism and
reminiscent of the oil-for-food
its sources, which are well
mechanism applied to
known to international
Iraq during the years
powers.
of UN sanctions on
The terrorist
Following that came
the country. This
activities of the
Trump’s steps on
time, however,
Iran-backed sectarian
North Korean territhe mechanism is
militias
in Iraq, without
tory in the company
independent of
excluding ISIS, speak
of North Korean
the US dollar and
volumes of Iran’s
Supreme Leader
its constraints.
animosity towards
Kim Jong-un and
In the best of
their agreement to
circumstances, the
the Arabs and the
set up committees to
volume of financial
free world.
follow up on the nuclear
movements is far from
file and relations between
reaching the billions of
the two sides.
dollars and is constrained
So, now Iran and its fascist
by conditions that no funds
religious regime find themselves
enter Iran. So, when the Iranian
facing a paved, easy-to-navigate and
regime accepted to trade with Eurosafe road. This road is represented
pean currency, it means the mullahs
by their acceptance to negotiate
have stepped into the tunnel head
without preconditions as the shortfirst.
est way to ensure that the regime
By so doing they admitted their

I

remains in power.
The negotiations would surely
solidify the existing agreement in
terms of timing and appropriate
international supervision, provided
Iran abandons secret manoeuvrings
and threatening international peace
and security.
Trump made it clear that former
US President Barack Obama’s era
is over. The mullahs’ regime must
either accept that or choose the option of countering a popular revolution, even though such a revolution
seems to some elusive and illusory
because of complex possibilities and
the full powers given to the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps and its
repressive apparatuses, allowing
for arbitrary arrests, detention and
unrestricted firepower.
Anti-regime demonstrations by
Iranians living abroad continue
to draw world attention. This is
especially the case when they are
attended by former Iranian political
figures, who monitor every form of
protest and resentment in Iranian
cities.
It is obvious that these internal
protests are fuelled by deteriorating economic conditions, the return
of poverty and beggary, unemployment and high inflation. The
protests also came about because
more people feel the need to flee the
country in search of daily survival,
by dramatic drops in the value of the
rial, by the frustration of families
having to give up many basic needs
and by thousands of employees being laid off.
There is no denying that there are
plenty of citizens who dare share
images and news of their tragedy
with humanitarian and international
organisations in the hope of increasing international support for a resistance front that is no longer limited
to any particular entity or ethnicity.
Ahwazi Arabs, Kurds, Azeris and
many others are united by their
feeling and conviction that the time
has come for the Iranian regime to
go and for Iran to return to being a “normal” state, with equal
rights and duties within a regional

Mutual mistrust. Iranian President Hassan Rohani (R) meets with
German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas (2nd R) and members of his
delegation in Tehran, June 10.
(AFP)
environment that has long held
great promises to the Iranian people
in the areas of tourism and economic, cultural and humanitarian
exchanges.
The Iranian regime believes that
by keeping its files alive in world
events, it will invite attention to
the injustices and violations of the
world order. The regime is taking
advantage of the idea of power
struggle in the service of specific
interests. It has always resorted to
blackmailing the world’s major powers over strategic issues by waving
the threat of terrorism along the
Iranian axis. However, often enough
this strategy backfires.
Nevertheless, the mullahs’ regime
persists in marketing its dogmas
and in breaking international rules
because, when the international
community focuses on the Iranian regime’s rogue behaviour, the
focus serves as a conveyor belt for
marketing the regime’s political and
economic goods and interests, even
just temporarily.
What the Iranian regime ignores
is that its mutual interests with the
United States do not stack up to the
world’s interests with America. The

international community is convinced that there is no difference between the mullahs’ regime and the
Islamic State (ISIS) terrorist regime,
except perhaps that the balance of
terrorism is tilting in favour of the
mullah’s regime.
Iran is not only a state that is the
world’s number one sponsor of
terrorism, it is a state that invests
in terrorism and not just another
extremist organisation quickly condemned and rejected by the human
community.
The terrorist actions and activities
of the Iran-backed sectarian militias
in Iraq, without excluding ISIS,
speak volumes of Iran’s animosity towards the Arabs and the free
world.
The Iranian regime’s biggest
foolishness is that it has shoved
its peoples in the accused box just
because they were demanding
whatever crumbs were left of their
livelihood, security and dignity.
Haven’t these modest human rights
demands always been the intimate
companions of people’s revolutions
at all times and in all lands?
Hamed al-Kilani is an Iraqi writer.

In US-EU differences over Iran, the dollar proves to be a mighty weapon

E

Bernd
Debusmann

uropean efforts to
circumvent US
sanctions on Iran look
doomed to failure.
Those efforts are
running into a huge
obstacle — the US dollar and the
dominant status the United States
has held in the global financial
system for seven decades.
The fact that global trade runs
largely on US dollars gives the
United States immense extraterritorial power because any
transaction in dollars or through
a payments system linked to US
banks is subject to American legal
jurisdiction.
That means foreign entities
must fall in line with US economic sanctions or risk fines or
being shut out of the US market.
As US President Donald Trump
tweeted after reimposing the
sanctions on Iran that had been
lifted as part of the 2015 nuclear
deal: “Anyone doing business
with Iran will NOT be doing
business with the United States.”
That is a risk few entities or
countries trading in dollars want
to run, particularly not after
France’s biggest bank, BNP
Paribas, was fined $9 billion in
2014 for breaking sanctions
against Iran, Cuba and Sudan.
To avoid such punishment,
France, Britain and Germany
— the three European signatories
to the six-country Iran deal —
began working on a way to bypass
dollar transactions and the US

financial system. Called INSTEX
— Instrument in Support of Trade
Exchanges — the system borrows
from the hawala method long
used in the Middle East and
Africa — money transfer without
money movement across borders.
INSTEX became operational
this year but has not handled a
single major transaction and is
unlikely to be effective in easing
the pain US sanctions are inflicting on Iran, whose economy has
been badly battered since Trump
walked away from the Iran deal
and put back sanctions.
They have been tightened several
times as Washington pursues a
policy of “maximum pressure”
aimed at driving Iran’s leaders to
the negotiation table to work out a
deal more to Trump’s liking.
It is a policy that has dismayed

the other parties to the Iran deal,
including China and Russia,
which want to do business with
Iran and objected to the US
withdrawal from the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA).
INSTEX is a complex barter
system. It works something like
this: a British importer of Iranian
pistachios would settle the
invoice of an Iranian firm buying
machinery through the INSTEX
ledger. The payments would be
mirrored in Iran. No money
would leave or enter Iran.
The Europeans accelerated
work on INSTEX after SWIFT, the
Brussels-based financial messaging service that connects more
than 11,000 financial institutions
around the world, bowed to US
pressure and disconnected Iranian

Unbalanced power. Brian Hook , the US special envoy for Iran,
gestures during an interview in Paris, June 27.
(AP)

war between the United States
banks, including the Central Bank
and Iran in June when Trump
of Iran, last November.
called off air strikes as bombers
There had been angry reactions
were streaking towards Iranian
to assertions of US supremacy
targets to retaliate against Iran’s
since the US departure from the
shooting down a US unmanned
JCPOA. “Europe should not allow
aerial vehicle.
the United States to act over our
Both China and Russia have set
heads and at our expense,”
up their own versions of SWIFT
German Foreign Minister Heiko
and have long been trying to
Maas told German business
persuade their trading partners to
newspaper Handelsblatt. “For
abandon the dollar in favour
that reason, it’s essential that we
of dealing in yuan or rubles.
strengthen European autonomy
There is logic in promoting
by establishing payment
the use of the yuan in
channels that are indeconnection with
pendent of the United
While anti-dollar
China’s trillionStates.”
sentiments have been
dollar Belt and
Can a parallel
Road Initiative. It
spreading, for the
trading system
would be easier
really threaten the
foreseeable future an
for all countries
dollar’s long reign?
acronym familiar to
in the sprawling
Most experts say
experts applies:
collection of
no but INSTEX and
TINA. It stands for
infrastructure
bilateral arrange“There Is No
projects to use the
ments elsewhere
Alternative.”
same currency.
using local currencies
However, the
have prompted concern.
Chinese yuan has a long
“Dollar Rivals Emerge,
way to go. It ranks eighth on
Testing US Power,” said a
the list of most widely held
front-page headline in the Wall
currencies, with 1.2% of the total.
Street Journal in May.
The US dollar is first, with 63%,
However, speculation about the
followed by the euro (20%), the
dollar’s decline appears premaJapanese yen (5%) and the British
ture and, among big companies,
pound (4.5%).
the fear of US retribution is so
And while anti-dollar sentipervasive that many left Iran
ments have been spreading, for
even as work on a parallel system
the foreseeable future an acrowas under way. Those leaving
nym familiar to experts applies:
included Siemens, the German
TINA. It stands for “There Is No
engineering giant, and Total, the
Alternative.”
French oil and gas conglomerate.
British Airways and Air France
Bernd Debusmann is a writer
stopped flying to Tehran.
on foreign affairs based in
Resentment of American
Washington. He has reported from
supremacy in the global financial
more than 100 countries and was
system and anti-dollar grumbling
wounded twice while covering the
predates the current crisis over
civil war in Lebanon.
Iran, which came close to all-out
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Will the Iraqi government rein in Iran-backed militias?
Manuel Langendorf

London

I

raqi Prime Minister Adel AbdulMahdi has decreed that the
Popular Mobilisation Forces
will be integrated into Iraq’s
regular armed forces and subject to
the same regulations as the army.
The presence of armed militias has
been a key feature of Iraq’s recent
history.
All militia headquarters and economic offices outside the control
of the prime minister will be shut
down after July 31. The decree orders that the armed groups joining the military must change their
names and end their political activities.
That last point could prove controversial because some of Iraq’s
most powerful politicians have
strong links to Popular Mobilisation
Forces (PMF) affiliates known as AlHashed al-Shaabi.
The PMF is an umbrella group for
a vast array of forces that fought
against the Islamic State (ISIS)
alongside the Iraqi military and
coalition partners. Some of the
most powerful elements in the PMF
— such as the Badr Organisation,
Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq and Kata’ib Hezbollah — have long-standing ties
with Iran.

The PMF decree will
be a serious test for
the strength of the
Iraqi state.
Abdul-Mahdi’s move comes amid
increasing tensions between the
United States and Iran. There have
been unclaimed rocket attacks
against bases hosting US personnel
and an attack on the headquarters
of foreign oil firms in southern Iraq,
including US oil giant Exxon Mobil.
US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo warned the Iraqi leadership in May that Washington would

respond with force if Baghdad did
not rein in the Iran-backed militias.
“The decree does send a message to regional actors and in some
ways to Iran that the Iraqi state is
eager to formalise its control over
an umbrella that is mostly made
up of Iran-controlled factions,” said
Phillip Smyth, a researcher on Shia
militant groups.
Key Iraqi politicians and militia
heads welcomed Abdul-Mahdi’s
decree. Muqtada al-Sadr, one of
Iraq’s most powerful politicians
and head of the Saraya al-Salam,
called the order “a correct first step
towards building a strong state,”
adding that his fighters were now
under the command of the prime
minister.
The leader of Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq,
Qais Khazzali, posted on Twitter
that the decree was welcome and
a correct step to prevent the PMF
from dissolving. Kata’ib Hezbollah
said it would implement the order, while stating that its members
fighting outside Iraq — the group is
active in Syria — would not adhere
to the rules.
Iraq’s highest Shia religious authority, Ayatollah Ali Sistani, demanded that PMF groups be placed
under the control of the state.
However, Iranian Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has often
said he does not want the PMF to
be dissolved or integrated into the
army, wrote Ali Mamouri in Al-Monitor.
The PMF has been instrumental
in fighting ISIS. Local reports said
its forces recently destroyed ISIS
tunnels in Diyala province. However, various PMF units have been
accused of human rights violations,
including extrajudicial killings.
Some observers said they doubt
the decree would be implemented.
“Compliance hinges on Iran’s receptiveness to these orders, if Iran is
not receptive to these orders, they
will be like the ones Abadi issued,”
Iraqi security expert Hisham alHashimi told Reuters.
The growing power of the PMF

A country held hostage. A member of Iraqi Popular Mobilisation Forces stands near a drawing of an
armed cleric in Najaf, July 2.
(Reuters)
has been a pressing issue. Former
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi issued a decree in 2018 to make the
PMF part of the armed forces but
the order was not followed through.
Getting the PMF groups to sever
links with political parties is “hard
to do,” Smyth said, “when each
Hashed brigade is usually comprised of one political group’s members.” Referring to the 2018 decree
issued by Abadi, Smyth said militia
brigades still advocated for certain
political candidates linked to them.
“Most of these groups did little
more than alter their logos,” he said.

Maria Fantappie, senior adviser
at the International Crisis Group,
commented on social media that
the most relevant part of the decree
was “its potential to give Iraqi leaders additional legal/political means
to insulate Iraq from US-Iran confrontation.”
Iraq has been trying to stay a
neutral party in the US-Iran conflict, working to maintain a good
relationship with both sides. Amid
intensifying tensions between Tehran and Washington, Iraqi President Barham Salih told CNN in June
that Iraq would not allow the Unit-

ed States to use one of its bases in
Iraq to attack Iran.
The PMF decree will be a serious test for the strength of the Iraqi
state.
Going forward, Smyth said: “A
major issue will come down to any
potential reorganisation of these
brigades and how it is enforced,”
adding that the PMF has claimed
that it could enforce government
rules on its own, without the state
or the army intervening.
Manuel Langendorf is a writer
focusing on the MENA region.

Viewpoint

It is time to recognise Iraq as Iran’s Trojan horse
Tallha
Abdulrazaq

The United States
needs to stop
mollycoddling the
Iraqi regime and must
acknowledge that
Washington utterly
failed to introduce a
functioning
democracy in Iraq.

I

n what is an unsurprising
but perhaps disappointing
revelation, the Wall Street
Journal reported that the
US State Department
concluded that recent
attacks on Saudi oil infrastructure were not orchestrated by
the Iran-backed Houthi extremists.
Instead, the State Department
said it had evidence that drones
used in the attack originated
from southern Iraq, an area filled
with pro-Iran Shia jihadist groups
that fight under the command of
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps (IRGC).
In other words, the IRGC made
good on its threats to strike the
United States and its allies and
sought to divert blame onto
its proxies in Saudi’s troubled
southern neighbour Yemen. The
reason is clear: to protect Iraq’s
image as a “neutral party” when it
is Iran’s Trojan horse in the Arab
world, working to further Iranian
interests and undermine its Arab
neighbours.
Both Iraqi Prime Minister Adel
Abdul-Mahdi and Iraqi President
Barham Salih have said they did
not want Iraq to be dragged into
any conflict the United States may
have with Iran. However, neither of them has taken action to
mitigate Iran’s influence over their
country; rather their actions indicate they are beholden to Iranian
diktats.
For example, despite being one
of the most energy-rich countries,
Iraq has leveraged and abused
its counterterrorism cooperation
with the United States against
the Islamic State (ISIS) and other

groups to seek sanctions waivers so they can continue to buy
Iranian energy.
It has been more than 16 years
since the ouster of Saddam Hussein, yet the new “democratic
order” would rather allow Iraq
to be used and abused by Iran to
sidestep sanctions against the
ayatollahs and to protect Shia
jihadists who are no better than
ISIS even though they wear the
uniforms of the military and state
security apparatuses.
The Trump administration’s
“maximum pressure” campaign is
working. The Iranian economy is
in a tailspin, its currency depreciating rapidly and its oil exports
have been crippled. Nevertheless,
Tehran feels that it can continue
to “resist” because it is using Iraq
as an abundant backyard and is
pillaging its bounties with the aid
of politicians and IRGC-linked terrorists with no one to stop them.
As such, crucial measures need
to be taken by Iraq’s Arab neighbours, as well as the United States.
Despite Saudi investments, the
opening of new consulates and extensive outreach with controversial Shia clerics such as Muqtada
al-Sadr, whose electoral bloc
won the most votes in last year’s
low-turnout elections, Iraq is not
shifting from Iran’s orbit.
Far from curtailing militants
hostile to Arab interests, the Iraqi
government stands by as these
jihadists launch drone strikes on
Saudi Arabia. Such hostility can
only be considered an act of war
and Iraq’s Gulf Arab brethren need
to call it out immediately.
They also need to invest in
capacity building for domestic op-

Serious matter. Iraqi Foreign Minister Mohamed Alhakim (R) and
his Iranian counterpart Mohammad Javad Zarif during a news
conference at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Baghdad, last May.

(AP)

position groups that have a chance
to upend almost two decades of
disastrous and sectarian politics
that allowed Iran to take almost
full control of Iraq. Without a
friendly domestic political force,
the Gulf Arabs will have ceded the
strategic field to Iran.
Also, the United States needs
to stop mollycoddling the Iraqi
regime and must acknowledge
that Washington utterly failed to
introduce a functioning democracy in Iraq and helped to create
and embolden the Iranian threat it
now faces.
The White House ought to end
sanctions waivers for Iraq, force
Baghdad to develop its own energy infrastructure and begin to
sanction Iraqi officials who work

directly with or facilitate for IRGClinked groups.
We can never forget that the
IRGC has been blacklisted as a
terrorist organisation and so any
person or group affiliated to it or
providing it with support should
be recognised as a threat and punished accordingly.
Without such direct and stern
measures, Iraqi politicians will
continue to feign being doves
when they are wolves in sheep’s
clothing, aiding and abetting Iran
in its attacks on peace and stability in the Middle East.
Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher
at the University of Exeter’s
Strategy and Security Institute in
England.
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Saudi strategic foray into Asia
underscores kingdom’s ambitions
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

S

audi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz wrapped up a recent
visit to Japan with a meeting with Emperor Naruhito, who
acceded to the throne in April,
with congratulatory wishes.
Japan is one of Saudi Arabia’s
most important Asian partners.
Last year, trade grew to almost $75
billion and cooperation is growing deeper. Japanese exports increased more than 10% to $41 billion and Saudi exports grew more
than 20% to nearly $34 billion in
2018.
Tokyo hosted a Saudi-Japan Vision 2030 Business Forum in June
during which the Saudi Arabian
General Investment Authority
signed various agreements.
Crown Prince Mohammed was in
Japan to lead the Saudi delegation
at the G20 summit, where he met
with world leaders, dined with US
President Donald Trump and addressed the meeting’s closing ceremony. The next G20 summit is
scheduled to be in Saudi Arabia in
November 2020. It will be an important opportunity for Riyadh to
demonstrate its ambitions for economic and social development.
Before going to Japan, Crown
Prince Mohammed visited Seoul
for his first official bilateral summit with South Korean President
Moon Jae-in. This was the first visit by an heir to the Saudi throne to
Seoul since Crown Prince Abdullah
bin Abdulaziz visited in 1998.
Despite trade of more than $30
billion between Saudi Arabia and
South Korea last year, the potential for growth is significant. In the
buildup to the summit, officials
from both countries participated
in the second Saudi-Korean Vision
2030 meeting in April.
Crown Prince Mohammed’s visit

Broad prospects. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (L) is escorted by Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
during their meeting in Osaka, June 30.
led to agreements worth $8.3 billion pertaining to cooperation in
energy security, industrial cooperation in automotive, shipping,
defence, tourism and health care.
“Saudi Arabia is the largest oil
supplier for us and it’s the biggest
customer for South Korean construction firms. It is also our No. 1
trade partner in the Middle East,”
Moon said.
The flagship agreement involves
a $6 billion deal between Saudi
Aramco and S-Oil for the construction of a state-of-the-art oil refinery and petrochemical complex in
South Korea. Saudi Aramco signed
a series of agreements with Korea
National Oil Corporation and other
private sector energy companies

as it aims to develop a more strategic footprint in the region.
With more than 40 initiatives in
play under the umbrella of SaudiKorean Vision 2030, the scope of
bilateral cooperation is expected
to grow. Crown Prince Mohammed
met with leaders of South Korea’s
largest conglomerates, including
Samsung, LG and SK Group, which
are keen to expand their activities
in Saudi Arabia.
Moon said South Korea is keen
to deepen cooperation under the
Vision 2030 framework. Moving beyond “traditional cooperation on energy and construction,”
Moon said South Korea intends to
“expand cooperation with Saudi
Arabia to the areas of information

and communications technology, smart infrastructure, defence,
health and medicine.”
South Korean Ambassador to
Saudi Arabia Jo Byung-wook said
South Korean companies will be
looking beyond exporting “made
in Korea” products and increasingly towards working with Saudi
partners to develop strategies to
“make” in Saudi Arabia itself.
It is a trend already developing.
Take, for example, the agreement
between Saudi Arabian Military
Industries and Hanwha Group to
establish a joint venture in Saudi
Arabia to manufacture munitions.
The joint venture will aim to expand into product lines in future
phases, including heavy weapons

BRI’s trade promises bode well for Chinese-Gulf relations
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

C

hina’s Belt and Road Initiative aims to redraw
trans-regional trade in the
decades ahead by creating
a network of integrated infrastructure and create unprecedented
connectivity between countries
and revive trade routes of the ancient “silk roads.”
China’s financial and political
investment into the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) can be seen as a reflection of both the scale of China’s
economic rise and its ambitions.
The BRI is said to include 70 countries and make up two-thirds of
the world’s population and 40% of
global GDP.
With China already the Gulf Cooperation Council’s largest trading
partner, all six members of the bloc
— Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman
and Qatar — have been enthusiastic
in signing up for the BRI. China’s
economic rise has been lucrative
for the region. Since 2000, ChinaGulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
trade has grown more than fivefold and Chinese investment in the
GCC is estimated at more than $90
billion.
Traditionally, GCC ties with China had been built through oil and
petrochemical exports to Beijing’s
energy-intensive industries. While

energy cooperation has evolved
much more strategically, there is
a more diverse range of goods and
services that China is relying on
from the Arab Gulf.
As GCC members look to diversify their economies by cultivating
non-oil sectors and as their cashstrapped sovereign wealth funds
seek new investment opportunities, synergies between the BRI and
the Arab Gulf’s economic futures
are becoming more apparent.
With energy demand from the
BRI region expected to increase
50% by 2040, ties between China
and its key energy partners in the
Arab Gulf are poised for sustained
growth.
Saudi Arabia is investing billions
in refineries and petrochemical facilities in China as well as taking a
larger role in the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor, which is one of
BRI’s most important components.
Saudi Arabia is implementing its
ambitious Vision 2030 just as China
is consolidating the first phase of
its BRI master plan. With almost
$100 billion in deals between Saudi Arabia and China the past two
years and trade increasing by onethird in the past year, trend lines
point to a new strategic embrace on
both sides.
When Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz
visited China this year, Chinese
President Xi Jinping spoke of the
need for the two partners to “speed
up the signing of an implementa-

tion plan on connecting the Belt
and Road Initiative with Saudi Vision 2030.”
Beyond energy cooperation, the
GCC has established itself as a key
logistics and export gateway for
Chinese businesses and is seeing
an influx in Chinese tourists.
The United Arab Emirates is
China’s most important regional
trading partner; Dubai acts as a key
gateway for Chinese goods heading
across the Middle East, North Africa and continental Africa. Officials
predict China-UAE bilateral trade
will reach $70 billion by next year.
To support bilateral trade
growth, the Emirates and China
introduced reciprocal on-arrival
visas and 875,000 Chinese tourists
visited Dubai last year.
At the Belt and Road Forum in
China in April, the United Arab
Emirates signed agreements valued at $3.4 billion that reinforce
Dubai’s position as a global logistics and trans-shipment hub for
China.
Chinese wholesale company
Yiwu plans to build a 5.6 million
sq.metre traders market and a logistics hub at Jebel Ali Port. Another $1 billion has been earmarked for
a food manufacturing and processing plant that processes, packs and
exports animal, marine and agricultural products.
The agreements demonstrate
how Dubai’s strategic location,
modern infrastructure and international expertise retain long-term

appeal in China’s plans.
China’s BRI is, however, as equally focused on new infrastructure as
it is on exploiting the full potential
of existing infrastructure. Saudi
Arabia’s Jizan Port, Abu Dhabi’s
Khalifa Port and Oman’s Duqm
Port, together with Egypt’s Said
Port, are expected to be part of the
Industrial Park-Port Interconnection project announced by China,
which would link supply chains in
industrial parks being developed in
those cities.
Looking ahead, Beijing has indicated its keenness in joining forces
with regional partners to create a
rail network to boost connectivity
in the Arabian Peninsula and North
Africa.
The GCC has had a regionally integrated rail network in the pipeline for years, which China aims to
revive. China Railway Construction
Corporation recently completed the
Haramain High Speed Railway in
Saudi Arabia and is working on constructing the four-line Mecca Metro.
With BRI’s overarching, potentially all-encompassing scope it is
difficult to quantify the range of
feeder projects it involves or to dissect between its various layers in
the Arab Gulf or indeed the wider
region.
Yet the synergies between China’s BRI and the GCC region’s own
development agendas appear to be
deepening, driven by a broadening
set of emerging trade and investment interests.

(AFP)

such as rockets and artillery systems, as well as electronics such as
command, control, communications, computers and intelligence
systems, and intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance systems.
Another example is between
Saudi Arabia’s International Maritime Industries (IMI), which is
behind the largest shipbuilding
facilities in the Middle East and
North Africa region at the King Salman Complex in Ras Al-Khair, and
South Korea’s Hyundai Heavy Industries (HHI).
Saudi tanker company Bahri is
ordering very large crude oil carriers from IMI, which will work with
HHI to construct the vessels at a
Korean dockyard before technology transfer and infrastructure development in Korea will allow the
building operation to be shifted to
Ras Al-Khair. HHI has just upped
its stake in IMI to 20%.

Japan is one of Saudi
Arabia’s most important
Asian partners. Last
year, trade grew to
almost $75 billion and
cooperation is growing
deeper.
These developments reinforce
the strategic nature of Riyadh’s
foray into Asia. The fastest growing demand for Saudi oil is in Asian
economies and, as Saudi Arabia
develops and implements Vision
2030, it, too, has fast-growing demand for Asia-produced goods
and services.
As Vision 2030 is about diversifying the Saudi economy, Asian
countries have a key role to play.
Having already become world
leaders in technology and innovation, Asia is home to a growing
range of government and industry partners Saudi Arabia needs
to deepen technical cooperation
with.
This year, the crown prince concluded high-profile visits to China,
India and Pakistan, all of which
resulted in groundbreaking cooperation agreements. Now Saudi
Arabia’s future partnership with
South Korea has also had its lift off.
Sabahat Khan, based in Dubai,
maintains a cross-disciplinary
focus in international security,
defence policy and strategic
issues.
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The Houthis’ real enemy
is their own people
Iman Zayat

W

ith Iran reeling
under the
pressure of
increased US
sanctions, its
proxy militias,
such as the Houthis in Yemen and
Hezbollah in Lebanon, are
looking for alternative ways to
finance their activities and exert
influence.
Finding themselves under
renewed US and international
scrutiny, these groups have turned
to malign manoeuvres and, at
times, criminal activities to sustain
themselves.
Hezbollah, for example, is
banking on illicit dealings in Latin
America to earn revenue. The
Houthis have imposed heavy taxes
on all sorts of consumer goods,
creating an additional burden for
an already struggling population.
Muammar al-Iryani, information
minister of the internationally recognised Yemeni government opposing the Houthis, said the new
taxes affect goods and services
such as medicine, cigarettes, soft
drinks, mineral water, agricultural
products, fertiliser, cement, transportation, the commercial sector,
land and real estate.
On July 3, Iryani wrote on Twitter that the Houthis were relying
on the taxes to compensate for
the lack of oil revenue resulting
from US-imposed sanctions. He
said Iran had provided support
to the Houthis in the form of oil
shipments, allowing Tehran to
maintain its influence, finance its
war efforts and uphold what he
described as an arms-trafficking

business that supports Iran’s proxy
war in the region.
Iryani criticised “the illegal taxes
imposed on the residents in areas
under Houthi control,” saying they
“represent an additional burden
for the Yemeni citizen and contribute to the increase of human
suffering.”
“They also play a major role in
the deterioration of the national
economy and the devaluation of
the currency due to hard currency purchases and remittances
abroad,” Iryani said.
He condemned the international
community’s failure to act in the
face of “systematic looting and
deliberate starvation of civilians in
the areas controlled by the militia,
as well as the scale of humanitarian violations, killings, repression, intimidation, imprisonment,
kidnapping, imprisonment and
terrorism that has never been seen
before.”
Iryani has every right to cry
foul. Crippling taxes are the last
thing an impoverished population
such as Yemen’s needs. International organisations such as the
UN World Food Programme (WFP)
have said Yemen’s level of poverty
and famine is growing. In March,
WFP spokesman Herve Verhoosel
warned that “20 million Yemenis
— some 70% of the population —
are food insecure, marking a 13%
increase from last year.”
While the Houthis’ activities
have proven devastating to the
local population, the Iran-backed
rebels continue to claim their main
adversary is the Arab-led coalition,
which has been fighting to restore
order in the country since 2015.
A 2019 Human Rights Watch
report stated that the Houthis
have repeatedly fired artillery
indiscriminately into Yemeni
cities, striking populated neigh-

Firm grip on Yemenis’ lives. A son of a Houthi supporter sits on the back of a truck with food aid in
Sana’a.
(Reuters)
bourhoods. The strikes have had a
particularly devastating effect on
Taiz, Yemen’s third largest city.
Houthis are also accused of
placing up landmines throughout
the country, killing and wounding civilians and preventing their
return home.
Their list of crimes goes on. Since
late 2014, Human Rights Watch
has documented dozens of cases
of arbitrary and abusive detention
by the Houthis, as well as forced
disappearances and torture. Former detainees, including students,
human rights activists, journalists,
political opponents and members
of the Bahai religious community,
said Houthi officers beat them with

iron rods and rifles and suspended
them from walls with their arms
shackled behind them.
The Houthis have also taken
hostages. Human Rights Watch
documented 16 cases in which
Houthi authorities held people unlawfully, primarily to extort money
from relatives or to exchange them
for people held by opposing forces.
Not even Yemeni children have
been spared from the Houthis’ cruelty. The United Nations said the
Houthis have likely utilised hundreds of child soldiers. In 2017, the
United Nations verified 842 cases
of recruitment and use of boys as
young as 11, nearly two-thirds of
which were attributable to

Houthi forces.
On top of their obstructing humanitarian aid efforts, the Houthis’ tax policy is adding to the suffering of Yemen’s civilians. While
they claim to be implementing
the measure to help in their battle
against the Arab-led coalition, it is
the Yemeni people who are feeling
the blow.
How long can such a tragedy
last? That largely depends on the
reaction of the international community, which has done very little
to clip the wings of the Houthis
and their Iranian sponsors.
Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor
of The Arab Weekly.

With help from Qatar, Muscat cells mount
media campaign against Arab coalition
The Arab Weekly staff

London

S

ecret media cells and online-based groups aligned
with Oman and Qatar are
escalating a war of words
online to elicit bellicose reactions
towards certain actors and regarding developments in Yemen,
sources claimed.
Sources on Socotra Island said
coordinated Qatari-Omani media
campaigns have been increased
and focus on actions of the Saudi-led Arab coalition fighting in
Yemen. The media cells allegedly
coordinated a campaign pointing
to incidents in Yemen’s Socotra Island and other developments.
Members of the cells are said to
be based in Muscat and regularly
meet with officials and representatives, discussing ways to unify
online content geared against Riyadh and Abu Dhabi.
Observers said this was not the
first attempt to weaponise media
since the start of the conflict in
Yemen four years ago.
Socotra-based Yemeni activist
Saeed Dhamdad described the coopting of Yemeni talent as “unfortunate” and added that “it serves
to polarise people, which will be
of no benefit to the Yemeni struggle.”
The acceleration of anti-Saudi
web-based activities, sources in
Socotra said, boosted the profiles

and pages of cell-affiliates as their
largely US and European following
grows.
Cell affiliates and their support
base appear to be working collectively to inspire traffic that offers a
damning commentary against the
Arab-led coalition in Yemen.
Yemeni writer in Socotra Said

Bouzira described the move as “an
extension of Qatar’s media war
with a new twist… the involvement of Oman and the exploitation of Yemenis.”
“Yemeni society does not lack
the consciousness or awareness
to see through these attempts,”
Bouzira told the New Arab.

Yemeni writers, journalists and
activists form an indispensable
arm of online operations but for
wages in return, the source added.
Yemeni personnel in the cell were
recently relocated from Saudi Arabia to Muscat as a matter of personal safety and sever direct links
to Doha or other Saudi cities, the

In the crosshairs of fake news. A Saudi soldier guards a plane at an air base in Marib, Yemen.

(AP)

sources claimed.
In targeting online outrage at
coalition members, cell members
may feel risks in Saudi Arabia.
The primary objective of the
cells, an unidentified source told
Al Arab, was the use of media to
demonise the actions and presence of the Arab coalition in Yemen and what some accounts described as “Emirati aspirations in
Socotra.”
Socotra Island has long been a
hotbed of tensions between UAEaligned forces and local authorities. The Omani-Qatari media crusade commits to Qatari-approved
version of events.
Cyber-power seems to be used
to advance just one interpretation
of events but, beneath its hood,
there appears a partisan coverage uninterested in facts on the
ground, the sources said.
One such development, reported by privately owned al Masdar
news, was the gradual draw-down
of a military presence by Gulf
states following talks between
Yemeni officials and prominent
Emirati figures in June. Later, it
appeared that what was called
as “gradual draw-down” was no
more than “troop movement.”
“It is true that there have been
some troop movements… but it is
not a redeployment from Yemen,”
a senior Emirati official told Reuters, adding that the United Arab
Emirates remains fully committed
to the military coalition and “will
not leave a vacuum” in Yemen.
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Iran’s dangerous
brinkmanship

A

mid regional and global tensions
stemming essentially from its expansionist and bellicose behaviour, Iran
continues to engage in brinkmanship
that threatens to spark a military
confrontation in the region.
Iran has breached the level of enriched uranium
stockpile as defined by the 2015 nuclear deal and
plans other provocative moves.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani said Iran intends
to carry out its threat to resume construction of a
heavy water reactor and would proceed to the point
that “according to you, is dangerous and can
produce plutonium.”
Through its breach of nuclear stockpile and heavy
water levels, Iran wants to force Europe into steering
away from the implementation of US sanctions. It
might trigger an opposite reaction — the imposition
of new European sanctions against it.
Iran also continues its support to proxies in the
region including armed groups in Lebanon, Iraq and
Yemen.
Among such proxy militias, Yemen’s Houthis
pursue their drone and missile attacks on civilian
targets in Saudi Arabia, causing casualties among
nationals and expatriates. Nobody has any doubt the
Houthis’ military abilities, boosted by Iran’s active
support, serve to carry out Tehran’s regional agenda.
A 2018 UN panel noted, for instance, the Houthis’
Qasef-1 unmanned aerial vehicle is “virtually
identical in design, dimensions and capability to
that of the Ababil-T, manufactured by the Iran
Aircraft Manufacturing Industries.”
Iran’s behaviour only augurs further escalation of
tensions. US President Donald Trump warned Iran is
“playing with fire” but Tehran countered with
threats of its own.
Alluding to the Iran hostage crisis of 1980, an
Iranian senior official was quoted as warning the US
president that Iran could make him a “one-term
president.”
“We have unseated an American president in the
past, we can do it again,” he tweeted.

Destructive fires
in Iraq and Syria

A

new factor is weighing on the precarious economic situation facing many
parts of the region: Fires. Crops are
going up in smoke in Syria, Iraq and
other Arab countries.
Regardless of who is behind the
blazes, some of which appear to have been deliberately set but others caused by weather conditions
and negligence, the fires threaten the livelihood of
farming communities and hit at the region’s food
security.
Syria and Iraq have been the worst hit by the
fires.
At least 12 provinces in Iraq were affected:
Nineveh, Anbar, Saladin, Kirkuk, Diyala, Baghdad,
Babil, Maysan, Wasit, Qadisiyyah, Muthanna and
Najaf.
Nearly 330 separate incidents of fire destroyed
more than 17,000 hectares of farmland from May
8-June 29, figures released by the Directorate of
Civil Defence in Iraq stated.
The damage to wheat and barley fields was
devastating, as the fires coincided with harvest
seasons. It not only affected the general food
supply in Iraq but it also hit hard farmers who have
no other source of income.
Human rights campaigners called on the Iraqi
government to compensate people whose livelihoods have been affected.
Investigators said the fires were arson after they
found tools to start the blaze in the fields. Suspicion is focused on Islamic State (ISIS) sleeper cells,
especially because the fires swept across areas
where the terrorist group once held sway.
ISIS claimed responsibility for blazes in Kirkuk,
Diyala, Saladin and Nineveh. ISIS also claimed
responsibility for fires in Hasakah province in
Syria.
Writing in its online propaganda arm al-Naba,
ISIS exhorted its followers to continue the
mayhem: “We tell the soldiers of the caliphate,
you have before you millions of acres of land
planted with wheat and barley, belonging to
apostates.”
For many experts, this fits the pattern of ISIS’s
designs. Peter Schwartzstein, a fellow at the
Centre for Climate and Security, said the criminal
fires are “means of keeping the countryside
unstable and ripe for it to operate. “The rationale
is: If we can’t have this land, neither can anyone
else.”
There is speculation that ISIS is not the only
party involved. In the fractured and feuding social
and ethnic landscape and political factions of
Syria and Iraq, there are historical land disputes,
such as the Arab-Kurdish ones, in the background
that do not require much fuel to turn old grudges
into a fire.
Without terrorists and arsonists stoking the
fires, climate change would have sparked enough
reasons for concern by itself. It could be a hot
summer for more than one reason.
The causes of blazes may vary but the result is
just more unneeded misery for people in the
region.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Turkish misadventures in Libya

T

Farouk Yousef
Erdogan, trying to impose an ideological mask on the
conflict in Libya, denies the reality of that conflict.

from abandoning his doctrinal
Erdogan had chosen to stick
brothers’ armed groups because
Turkey’s nose in a conflict that
they seem to be fighting in
is not in line with its interests, it
defence of their ideological
must be because he had wanted
line, while, in fact, they are
to prove to the Turkish people
trying to prevent the return of
that he was able to invest in
a united Libya for fear of losing
the conflicts of others in the
the privileges and benefits that
service of Turkey’s interests,
they are enjoying under the
not to mention the aura of glory
Government of National Accord
and power that would surround
(GNA).
Turkey’s head.
This government might have
Indeed, Turkey has become
the legitimacy of international
such a regional power that it
recognition by its side
can project and impose its
but it is using the rogue
presence thousands of
Erdogan could
armed militias to defend
kilometres away from
argue that he is
itself. This is clearly a
Turkish territory.
defending Turkey’s
weak and vulnerable
Erdogan wants to
interests but he
government.
prove to his opponents
often confuses those
Erdogan wants to
and sceptics that,
interests with his
have a place in that
under his leadership,
party, using the Justice
the new Turkey is
own doctrinal
and Development
the strongest. He has
leanings.
Party’s relations with
played that role whenever
groups close to the
challenged by an internal
Muslim Brotherhood in Libya.
crisis. He refurbished his
Those groups are isolated and
public image many times by
besieged and naturally would
making up external crises he
welcome Turkish intervention
knew beforehand that he would
as a feverishly sought lifeline
win. This is how he politically
that would enable them to
survived internal crises.
prolong the war and force
The problem is that Erdogan’s
the international community
little game sometimes terribly
to impose a settlement that
backfired. The crisis created by
guarantees them a sizeable
the downing of a Russian plane
portion of the Libyan pie.
in November 2015 was perhaps
The militias in Tripoli look
his biggest defeat. He was also
at the GNA as a facade through
defeated in his legal struggle
which they can impose their
with the United States and he
conditions in negotiations. If
seems set to add another setback
to his long record by undertaking
this misadventure in Libya.
It was the NATO air strikes
that ended the era of the Libyan
regime of Muammar Qaddafi
and Libya is now the focus of
two rival countries — Italy and
France. Both countries have
strategic interests in Libya.
Turkey has no similar interests.
Erdogan, trying to impose an
ideological mask on the conflict
in Libya, denies the reality of
that conflict. This is a fact known
to all the countries concerned
with the Libyan question,
starting with the United States,
which supported the Libyan
National Army’s attempt to
liberate Tripoli.
This is where Erdogan seems
to be cut off from the rest
of the world. Because of his
ignorance, Erdogan’s meddling
in the Libyan war could lay the
groundwork for another Turkish
setback.
Orders from the top. Turkish Defence Minister Hulusi Akar supervises
urkish President
Recep Tayyip
Erdogan is not at his
best right now. Many
in his Justice and
Development Party
can’t digest the party’s defeat in
the Istanbul mayoral election,
even among those who until
recently could be counted as his
supporters.
This marks the beginning of
Erdogan’s worst nightmare — the
start of his personal decline.
It goes against his ambitions
and he will resist it with all his
might.
At home, however, Erdogan
has very little margin for
political adventurism, so he has
chosen to play outside Turkey to
regain some of his former lustre.
Then again, it could be that
one of the main reasons behind
his Libyan adventure is him
being squeezed in Syria. His
support of the Islamist militias
that rule Tripoli and are fighting
against the Libyan National
Army might be ideological first
and foremost so he can justify to
his party and the Turkish people
his intervention in a distant
country, should his action be
challenged legally.
Erdogan could argue that he
is defending Turkey’s interests
but he often confuses those
interests with his own doctrinal
leanings, which forbid him

an operation with the attendance of army commanders (not seen) during
night time in Ankara.
(AFP)

Farouk Yousef is an Iraqi writer.
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Peace in the Middle East requires more
courage than handling North Korea’s nukes

Claude Salhani
Securing a fair and lasting settlement of the Palestinian issue will certainly not
endear Trump to his ultraconservative and Evangelical support base.

O

nce again the Middle East, in its own
predictable way, is
outshining other
troubled regions of
the world by proving to be a harder egg to crack,
even more so than reclusive
North Korea.
Finding a solution to the
problem of North Korea’s nuclear
weaponry, until recently, was
believed to be an impossible mission, yet it may turn out to be not
so impossible after US President
Donald Trump’s meeting with
North Korea’s dictator, Kim Jongun, at the Demilitarised Zone
(DMZ).
It is far too early to make concrete predictions as to what may
ensue from these timid first steps
taken by an American president
into North Korea, 20 small steps
in the DMZ. One certainty is that
the outcome will be looked at
through very different lenses in
the Middle East, particularly in
Iran and the Palestinian territories, two very different sets of
problems.
Iran is struggling to develop its
own nuclear programme, despite
strong objections from the international community, particularly
the United States and Israel,
which worry that a country accused of supporting terrorism
should acquire nuclear arms.
Any step towards the peaceful
resolution of a conflict is highly

commendable. Nevertheless, one
should not give the store away in
exchange for the opportunity to
take some very expensive selfies
with one of the worst dictators in
history.
If Iran had any doubt about
the value of obtaining a nuclear
capability, Trump’s visit with
Kim dissipated those doubts. As
Trump proved by his stopover
to meet with the North Koreans,
having nuclear weapons buys a
certain amount of respect.
However, Trump’s visit to the
Korean Peninsula, for the sake
of publicity for himself, belittles
the symbolism and the prestige
of the American presidency. Besides, taking such first steps into
politically unchartered territory
and in the charged atmosphere
of global tensions will not go
unnoticed.
There is no escaping that,
had the North Koreans not had
nuclear weapons, the United
States — and Trump in particular
— would not have given them the
attention they received.
There are two ways one can
look at Trump’s brief incursion
into North Korea.
One is whether this highly
publicised photo opportunity is
just that, a brief re-election campaign stop made by a publicityhungry presidential candidate?
Or two, as one observer put it, “is
it just political theatre” that may
or may not lead to significant and

serious diplomatic follow-up?
The jury is still out but the
clear lesson from Trump’s Korean foray is the more means you
have to scare others the more
attention — and respect — you
will get.
There should be no denying
that the only reason that North
Korea managed to wriggle itself
onto the world political stage is
because of its nuclear arsenal.
As imperfect as it might be when
compared to US and Western
European nuclear arsenals, it still
represents a great peril to the
international community.
When it comes to a nuclear
weapon, it does not matter how
perfect or precise the device
may be. One bomb is more than
enough. One can serve as a “dirty
bomb” and, within seconds, a
city the size of Washington, Paris
or London can be incapacitated.
“This could have implications
for Trump’s attempt to break the
logjam in the Middle East,” wrote
Herb Keinon in the Jerusalem
Post.
There may be some comparisons with North Korea when
looking at Iran and its nuclear
ambitions as well as the reasons
that pushed both countries to
pursue this highly volatile path.
It may be harder to detect any
such similarities in the Palestinian territories where Trump has
taken away what few cards they
may have held in future negotia-

tions with the Israelis.
The only real similarities in
both conflicts is that, unlike the
Korean Peninsula, where Trump
will be pushing to remove all
nuclear weapons, when it comes
to the Arab-Israeli dispute the
American president will join the
rest of the international community in hiding their collective
heads in the sand if attention is
drawn to the fact that the only
nuclear power in the Middle East
is Israel. That is one very big
taboo subject. The international
community should not embarrass Trump about it.
In the long term, Trump’s
North Korean whistle stop could
give him much to brag about.
Between now and Election Day
he will embellish his achievement tenfold, even if this North
Korean photo-op may or may not
win him additional votes.
However, securing a fair and
lasting settlement of the Palestinian issue will certainly not
endear Trump to his ultraconservative and Evangelical support
base. That kind of achievement
might require more political courage that a last-minute
adjustment of his Asia tour’s
itinerary.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly
and a senior fellow at the
Institute of World Affairs in
Washington.

Why the China-Israel connection
worries Washington

I

becoming “a rising regional and
global power.”
China may not share Netanyahu’s exaggerated vision of Israel’s
global reach but Beijing and its
all-important regional governments do see Israel as a growing
market for China’s infrastructural expertise, a technological
hothouse in need of strategic
Chinese investment and an
important Mediterranean station
on the route of the Maritime Silk
Road.
The visit of Chinese Vice-President Wang Qishan in October
2018 and his appointment as
China’s representative to the
Joint Committee on Innovation
Cooperation attest to China’s
interest in cultivating good and
mutually profitable relations with
Israel, whose exports to China are
second only to those sold to the
United States.
Washington, however, is growing more impatient with relations that Israel and China see as
“win-win.” During talks in Israel
in late June, US national security
adviser John Bolton once again
raised US objections to Israel’s
growing ties to China, including
China’s increasing presence as a
source of funding and technology
to Israel’s much-vaunted tech
sector.
Bolton’s central and more immediate focus, however, remains
Washington’s opposition to
Israel’s 2015 decision to award
China’s Shanghai International
Port Group (SIPG) a $2 billion
tender to modernise and operate
the port of Haifa. The company’s
management of the facility commenced last year.
Israel views China’s role in
Haifa, Minister of Transportation
(now Foreign Minister) Israel
Katz, said, as “an expression of

confidence in the state of Israel
on the part of a superpower,
which has decided to invest
billions of shekels in Israel and
turn it into an international cargo
centre for all the world.”
In contrast, Washington views
China’s management of the Haifa
port, where the US Navy’s 6th
Fleet occasionally visits, and the
subsequent agreement of another
Chinese firm to run Israel’s other
port in Ashdod, as a growing
security threat to US naval forces
in the Mediterranean.
In testimony to Congress this
year, US Central Command commander US Army General Joseph
Votel warned that expanding relations between China and Israel
comprise an evolving threat to
American security.
“China,” he warned, “uses its
One Belt-One Road initiative as
an economic lever to provide
access and influence across the
Central Region. China invested
in Suez Canal development, the
port of Haifa in Israel and Jordan
to provide access, relationships
and leverage… For China, economic power is the primary tool,
and while many One Belt-One
Road projects do not pose direct
threats to US national interests,
burgeoning Chinese economic
power could support and mask
longer-term military and political
objectives.”
The US Senate has joined
the chorus of American voices
demanding that Israel renege on
its port agreement with China’s
SIPG. Opponents have legislated
an admonition to Israel, advising
that, “It is the sense of the Senate
that the United States — (1) has
an interest in the future forward
presence of the United States
naval vessels at the Port of Haifa
in Israel but has serious secu-
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Washington has cast a critical eye towards China’s growing commerce with Israel. As a consequence,
Israel’s ability to walk between the raindrops without getting wet is under strain.

t’s doubtful that US President Donald Trump understood the implications of his
suggestion that China and
others relieve the United
States by sending warships
to secure oil supplies transiting the Strait of Hormuz, where
recent engagements between
Washington and Teheran raised
fears of war and the interruption
of oil supplies via the strategic
waterway.
The Chinese Navy has not
visited Hormuz since Cheng Ho’s
Treasure Fleet set anchor there in
the early 15th century.
Trump, as is his wont, almost
surely did not consider implications of announcing Washington’s unprecedented willingness
to share the burden of securing
the Gulf’s critical maritime routes
with China.
Elsewhere in the administration, however, the campaign to
limit the expansion of Chinese influence to maintain Washington’s
global ambitions is escalating and
growing more shrill.
“China wants to be the
dominant economic and military
power of the world, spreading its
authoritarian vision for society
and its corrupt practices worldwide,” declared US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo during a
recent tour of European capitals
aimed at warning Europeans
of the perils of accommodating
China’s global aspirations.
In a similar vein, Washington
has cast a critical eye towards
China’s growing commerce with
Israel. As a consequence, Israel’s
ability to walk between the
raindrops without getting wet is
under strain.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu suggested that,
under his leadership, Israel is fast
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rity concerns with respect to the
leasing arrangements of the Port
of Haifa… and (2) should urge the
government of Israel to consider
the security implications of foreign investment in Israel.”
China has derided these American warnings. Chinese Foreign
Ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying said the United States “has
been abusing ‘national security’
to smear and strike down normal
business activities of Chinese
enterprises… Even its allies find it
ridiculous.”
Ridiculous or not, there are indications that the American campaign to remove Chinese management of the Haifa port is gaining
traction. Local Israeli officials are
slow-walking efforts to facilitate
the port’s construction and a
growing number of politicians and
security experts are sounding the
alarm about the perils of crossing
Washington.
The port issue is not the first
time that Israel’s relations with
China have sparked tension in USIsrael relations. Previous Israeli
efforts to sell advanced military
equipment and technology,
notably the sale of the Phalcon airborne radar system in 2000, were
opposed by Washington, which
forced Israel to cancel the sale.
China’s ties with Israel are
strong and broad enough to
weather an Israeli retreat on Haifa.
More significant, however, is the
degree to which US concern about
China’s growing presence on the
world stage has become a central
factor in Washington’s policy
considerations.
Cheng Ho would have been
proud.
Geoffrey Aronson is a nonresident scholar at the Middle
East Institute in Washington.
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The day Tunisia
stood still
The other realisation was
that the propensity to accept
conspiracy theories at face
Oussama
value did not dissipate with the
Romdhani
relatively unfettered freedom
of expression experienced by
Tunisians and their media during
une 27 is a day likely to be
the last eight years.
long remembered by
The lack of trust by the public
Tunisians as “Black
in political actors has accentuated
Thursday” — the day the
the anguish over possible plots,
country stood still. No
domestic and foreign, supposedly
business was conducted
lurking in the shadows. Distrust
that day, except for tuning in to
within the political class in the
radio and TV stations and reading
still-evolving democratic transition
the latest Facebook posts.
has led certain partisan moves
That sunny, summer day Tunis
during the crisis to be interpreted
was jolted by two suicide attacks
as plain “coup attempts.”
targeting the police. About an hour
But above all, it is the
later, there was a greater shock
unbecoming attitudes that
with the presidential palace
showed political actors
announcing the transfer
in a quite unflattering
of President Beji Caid
light.
Essebsi, in serious
The one-day
On Facebook and
condition, to the
crisis shocked
beyond, too many
Tunis Military
Tunisians into
politicians and
Hospital.
realising to what
public figures fell
The
degree politics has
for the rumours.
announcement
overtaken and
Some even seemed
was quickly
decimated traditional
to have had their
followed by
ethics.
share instigating
a social media
them.
tsunami. Swirling
There was a rush
rumours couched in
among some to draw
false certainty claimed the
conclusions about the
president had died.
“incapacity” of the president,
The episode revealed a
even if it was only a few hours
collective state of mind, both
since he had been admitted to
strange and worrisome. People
the hospital. Many were acting on
seemed to expect the worst and
the suspicion that “rivals” were
wanted confirmation of that. There
trying to take advantage of the
were political operators seemingly
“constitutional void.”
with a stake in doing just that.
Ultimately, there was the
The one-day crisis shocked
realisation that political parties
Tunisians into realising to what
and their representatives in
degree politics has overtaken and
parliament had, for years,
decimated traditional ethics. In a
forgotten to agree on a bill setting
culture where a halo of sacredness
up a constitutional court, the only
usually accompanied the passing
institution entitled to declare
of older members of the family,
such a major vacancy in the power
there was an unusually shocking
structure.
competition to partake in the
In this context, the political class
morbid announcement.

J

Sigh of relief. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi surrounded by his doctors, Mustapha Ferjani (R)
and Moez Belkhodja (L), before leaving the Tunis Military Hospital, July 1.
(AFP)
was embarrassingly caught naked.
French newspaper Le Monde was
not tender in its criticism, writing:
“The political elite is the only one
responsible for this legal infirmity.
The president of the republic, the
government and the political parties
are all to blame for having failed to
set up a constitutional court.
“By wavering as they did,
they exposed themselves to the
suspicion of trying to maintain
a legal blur that could enable
them to preserve a level of
unaccountability.”
As the president started to
receive visitors, the rumours
fizzled. More broadly, the crisis
had betrayed the precariousness of
political life and the fragility of the
constitutional framework that was
supposed to buttress it.
Expedient concerns were
rife across the political divide.
Questions persisted about whether
Caid Essebsi would sign into law
the call to voters for the October

and November elections. Some
wondered whether he would ratify
or veto the amendments to the
electoral law passed by parliament
to exclude certain candidates.
The irony is that the 92-yearold president, whom many
presidential contenders did their
best to sideline in the exercise of
power and from the race to the
Carthage Palace, seemed to receive
a second lease on (political) life
from the days of drama.
Past the flurry of fake news
about his supposed death, Caid
Essebsi became the subject
of unexpected adulation. The
Facebook posts that had indulged
in the June 27 rumours were
soon exchanging pictures of the
smiling president as he left the
hospital. The denial of past deeds
was clearly helping ease the
sense of collective shame over
the questionable judgment of too
many during the episode.
Their country faced with

so many uncertainties, many
Tunisians were somehow unwilling
to let go of Caid Essebsi.
“As soon as they realised that
they could lose him, Tunisians
in their overwhelming majority
realised the place he held in their
hearts and how much he meant
for the country,” wrote Tunisian
commentator Raouf Ben Rejeb.
For politicians, the grandfather
figure was surprisingly not the
spent force he was thought to be.
Now, as parliament debates
— and probably investigates —
exactly what happened on “Black
Thursday,” the tarnished lustre of
parliamentarians, party leaders
and other public figures will only
make it harder for the Tunisian
political class to regain the trust of
voters it so badly needs in a crucial
election year.
Oussama Romdhani
is Editor-in-Chief
of The Arab Weekly.

Tunisian president signs electoral decree,
dispels doubts and rumours after health scare
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

I

mages of Tunisian President
Beji Caid Essebsi smiling surrounded by doctors who treated
him at the Tunis Military Hospital ended a national scare about his
health.
Admission to the hospital June 27
gave rise to rumours that Caid Essebsi, 92, suffered a mysterious poisoning or that members of parliament were plotting a constitutional
coup for his succession.
The problem was compounded
by the absence, due to illness, of
parliament Speaker Mohamed Ennaceur, who is constitutionally first
in line of succession to the presidency.
The illness of both leaders coincided with twin suicide bombings
June 27, fanning conspiracy theories about a plot to destabilise the
country. Two jihadist bombers set
off explosives 10 minutes apart in
Tunis, killing a police officer and a
civilian. Seven people were injured.
The bombings were the first major deadly attacks claimed by the
Islamic State in Tunis since November 2015 when a bus carrying
Tunisian presidential guards was
attacked. Twelve members of the
elite force were killed.
Security forces and the army have

dismantled dozens of extremist
cells and jailed hundreds of terrorism suspects. Experts said that as
extremists are increasingly cut off
from supplies and support bases,
they are committing isolated suicide acts that fit no clear strategy.
Authorities said the man who was
behind the June 27 bombings was
killed July 3 while being chased by
police.
Caid Essebsi resumed work July
5, signing a decree convening voters
for parliamentary and presidential
elections late this year. The event,
shown on an official video, was followed by a short address by Caid Essebsi to erase doubt about the electoral process and speculation about
his health.
“We will continue working, God
willing, to complete our mandate
until its end in December 2019,”
Caid Essebsi said after signing the
electoral decree and a second order
extending the state of emergency in
the country.
Even after the president’s release
from the hospital, some politicians
argued he was being “held hostage”
by his entourage to hide his exact
condition to seize control of the
presidency.
If Caid Essebsi had failed to sign
the electoral decree by July 6, elections would have been postponed,
a major setback for the image of the
country as nascent democracy.
The signing of the decree will al-

low Tunisia’s Independent High
Authority for Elections (ISIE) to prepare to receiving candidacy papers
ahead of a July 22 filing deadline.
ISIE Chairman Nabil Baffoun
urged politicians “to stop putting
pressure” on the ISIE.
“There is no way to put off the
elections. The ISIE respects the
electoral mandates, the cycle and
the agenda of the elections,” he said
July 5. “The ISIE wants to steer clear
from political infighting to preserve
its legitimacy and credibility at
home and abroad.”

The signing of the decree
will allow Tunisia’s
Independent High
Authority for Elections
(ISIE) to prepare to
receiving candidacy
papers ahead of a July 22
filing deadline.
Tunisia’s 219 political parties are
divided about the elections and
opinion polls indicate that the current ruling parties are being overwhelmed by new political currents
and personalities.
The Islamist Ennahda Movement
and its allies in the coalition government led by secularist Prime
Minister Youssef Chahed ensured
the adoption of amendments to the
electoral law that could block unexpected rivals seen as surging in

recent polls.
The powerful Tunisian General
Labour Union and the country’s
leading business federation, the
Tunisian Union of Industry, Trade
and Handicrafts, opposed the legislation.
The amended law is widely seen
as targeting businessman and television channel owner Nabil Karoui,
who has built wide popular support
by handing out aid to the poor in remote villages and neglected urban
areas. Also affected by the amendments is social personality Olfa Terras Rambourg, who gained sudden
attention through a massive advertising campaign.
The government said the amendments were aimed at fixing loopholes that allowed populist politicians to use “unfair tactics” to gain
undue influence over voters.
A recent poll, conducted by the
Sigma Conseil consulting agency and published June 12 by Le
Maghreb newspaper, indicated
that Ennahda’s support had fallen
from 18% in May to 16.8% in June.
The poll showed Ennahda trailing
Karoui’s party, which was recently
named Qalb Tounes (Heart of Tunisia).
The Sigma Conseil poll data indicated Qalb Tounes could win 29.8%
of the vote in parliamentary elections. The survey showed Karoui to
be the front-runner in presidential
elections.

Despite the advantage of incumbency, Chahed saw favourability for
his party, Tahya Tounes, fall from
16.5% in May to 8.6% in June, the
poll suggested. Support for Nidaa
Tounes, founded by Caid Essebsi,
was down from 11.1% to 5% since
May.
Another surprise in the poll was
the strong performance of the Free
Destourian Party led by a fierce anti-Islamist lawyer Abir Moussi, who
has the support of 11.3% of potential voters.
Eyes are now on Caid Essebsi,
who has the authority to veto the
amendments.
Analysts said the move appears to
be an opportunity for Caid Essebsi
to stand up to Ennahda President
Rached Ghannouchi and Chahed,
who have a de facto alliance not to
Caid Essebsi’s liking.
Chahed appeared to be mending
ties with Caid Essebsi and his allies
during the president’s illness but it
was not clear whether the national
mood while Caid Essebsi was hospitalised would influence his decision.
Caid Essebsi has not signed the
amended electoral law because it
is being scrutinised by a legal body,
which was urged by opposition
deputies to declare them unconstitutional.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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Libya’s strife
escalates and
widens in scope,
so does Turkey’s
involvement
Michel Cousins

Tunis

F

or five years, the international community has
avoided using the term “civil war” when referring to the
situation in Libya. The talk has been
of “clashes, “the conflict” or “the divide,” as if such language made the
situation easier to deal with.
Since the start of the Libyan National Army’s (LNA) offensive April
4 against Tripoli, this has no longer
been sustainable. The fighting south
of Tripoli is an unmistakable civil
war.
It is also an escalating war, both
in terms of military activity and violence and the way it is drawing in
outside involvement.
The escalation became glaringly
visible June 26, when, after 12 weeks
of military stalemate, the forces of
the Presidential Council’s Government of National Accord (GNA) captured the strategic mountain town
of Gharyan.
On July 2, an air strike destroyed
an ammunitions store at a militia
camp in the eastern Tripoli suburb
of Tajoura and 53 people were killed
in an attack on a nearby migrant detention centre housing more than
600 people a few minutes later.
The detention centre attack and
the international outcry it provoked
resulted in both sides of the Libyan

divide blaming each other.
Presidential Council Chairman
Fayez al-Sarraj accused the LNA
of a deliberate strike on the camp.
LNA officials said the LNA had carried out a successful air strike on the
militia camp but GNA forces had targeted the detention centre, aiming
to blame the attack on the LNA.
A pro-LNA media outlet claimed
the attack aircraft had had a technical problem. The person in charge of
the LNA air operations around Tripoli denied that any of his planes had
been involved in either attack, suggesting that the GNA was entirely
responsible.
UN Special Envoy to Libya Ghassan Salame denounced the “odious
bloody carnage” as a potential “war
crime” and demanded that the international community act against
the perpetrators but did not name
anyone. He promised an inquiry but
few say the investigation is likely
to place definitive blame on either
side.
“Neither side cares about the migrants,” said one aid agency staff
member, suggesting that they were
using the tragedy to blame each
other.
The scale of the attack may end
the use of the detention centres.
Tripoli’s Interior Minister Fathi
Bashagha said the GNA was considering closing them and releasing the
detainees because the government
cannot protect them from attacks,
he said.
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Sitting on a
powder keg.
Smoke plumes
rise in Tajoura,
south of
Tripoli,
June 29.

(AFP)

The United Nations said approximately 3,800 migrants and refugees
are being held in camps, and in appalling conditions.
There have also been reports by
camp inhabitants claiming they
were forced by a local militia to work
in a nearby weapons workshop.
The militia was unnamed but next
to the detention centre is the Dhaman militia camp, the main target
in the July 2 attack. The camp is under the control of militant Islamist
commander Bashir Khalfallah. He
has mounted several attacks over
the past year-and-a-half against the
nearby Mitiga airbase to free Islamic
State and other militant prisoners.
Like several other Islamic militants previously opposed to the
GNA, he now supports the Sarraj
government against the LNA.
International outrage was focused
on the Tajoura tragedy, leaving little
attention paid to what are developments that have more significance
militarily.
The first was followed by reports
that GNA gunmen executed some
70 wounded LNA fighters in Gharyan’s hospital after the capture of the
town. The allegations, along with
photos of dead LNA soldiers said to
have been shot in the head, triggered

a deep sense of anger and betrayal in
the LNA.
The result has been an air offensive named “End of Treachery”
against the GNA. Coming after a period of relatively limited LNA air activity, the offensive, in its first days,
rolled back some earlier losses and
boosted LNA morale.
LNA aircraft reportedly killed 30
GNA fighters in Wadi Rabie, east of
Tripoli’s disused international airport, destroyed a Turkish drone at
Tripoli’s Mitiga airbase and, on July
2, forced GNA fighters out of the area
around Kassarat, halfway between
Tripoli and Gharyan, allowing LNA
ground forces to retake it.
The successes have raised questions about where the LNA’s new
air capacity has come from. Significantly, after the attacks on the militia camp and the detention centre,
there were widespread claims that
an F-16 fighter jet was involved.
No one is saying where the USmade plane came from. There are
allegations that two of the aircraft
had been “loaned” by the Egyptians
to help with the air offensive and
are based at Jufra airbase in central
Libya.
Turkey’s suspected intervention
in support of the GNA had been

growing in scope, provoking concern
over wider regional involvement.
Ankara previously granted arms and
equipment to the GNA in violation of
the international arms embargo. The
weaponry included unmanned combat aerial vehicles, which enabled
the GNA to block the southern Tripoli offensive of the better-equipped
and better-organised LNA and created the 12-week stalemate that ended
with the seizure of Gharyan.
Leaving aside its ideological support for the Muslim Brotherhood,
Turkey has major economic interests in Libya. It is owed $23 billion
in debts and unfinished contracts
and is facing being excluded from
future Libyan business. Turkey cannot afford to be barred from a future
Libyan market if LNA Field-Marshal
Khalifa Haftar wins. It will do everything to prevent that from happening.
The fear is that Turkey will significantly increase its military backing
for the GNA, possibly even providing more air cover, which would
push the Egyptians to make a next
move. Military escalation appears
inevitable.
Michel Cousins is a contributor to
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.

Viewpoint

Medium-term prospects are uneven across Maghreb

L

Francis Ghilès

ong-term forecasting is
a notoriously difficult
art. In a century when
the world is changing
faster than at any time
in history, mediumand even short-term forecasting
is no easier.
Consider North Africa: the
political stability of Morocco
is a given, the fact that Tunisia
is muddling along as well and
Libya’s descent into chaos do not
come as a surprise.
The vast and non-violent
popular uprising that has changed
the course of Algerian history has,
in sharp contrast, taken Western
governments and observers by
surprise. Whatever the outcome,
it will help shape the future of
Algeria and its neighbours on the
southern and northern rim of the
western Mediterranean. There
is no underestimating the huge
effect a better-managed Algeria
would have, not least in terms of
faster economic growth and job
creation.
Short-term forecasting is
devilishly complicated and no
easier than medium- or long-term

Morocco would
appear to have a
brighter economic
future than its three
neighbours to the
east.

analysis. Much will depend on
how events unfold. Will violence
prevail? Will a serious political
dialogue develop between the
army high command and the
people? Will splits appear in the
army or security forces between
the high command and middleranking officers? Will the economy
take its revenge of months
of political uncertainty and
economic witch hunting? So many
questions to which there are no
sure answers.
The country that best knows
Algeria did not see the popular
uprising coming but then France
missed the rise in Tunisia of Zine
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 1987 and his
demise in 2011. So much for wellstaffed embassies and a wealth
of academic and media experts.
When history is in the making, a
degree of modesty is in keeping.
Morocco would appear to have
a brighter economic future than
its three neighbours to the east.
Although growth is too slow to
accommodate any serious cut in a
high level of unemployment, the
Moroccan ship of state is steady as
she goes.
Considerable social tensions
exist none the less as witnessed
by the harshly repressed revolts,
particularly in the northern Rif
region. Income disparities are as
wide as they ever were but three
decisions two decades ago have
given the state the means of a
more ambitious economic policy
and handed its diplomacy some
very modern tools.
Morocco has over the past
generation built up two banks of
international repute, Attijariwafa
Bank and Banque Marocaine du
Commerce Exterieur. Over the

past 15 years, the state monopoly
of phosphates and fertilisers, the
OCP Group, has morphed from
a sleeping beauty into a nimble
international player that signed a
string of joint ventures to produce
fertiliser across Africa.
As in other modern
economies, the rulers can use
the sophistication of such
international groups to further
foreign policy aims. The
intercontinental port of Tangier,
Tanger Med, attracted many
foreign investors to what was a
poor region.
Tanger Med is a showcase of
modern management. A major
motorway has been completed
from Tangier south to Agadir
via Rabat, Casablanca and
Marrakech and east to Fez and
Oujda. The geographical area
that now attracts domestic and
foreign investment has been
hugely broadened compared to a
generation ago when it clung to
the Rabat-Casablanca axis.
All of this helps spread wealth
and employment. Geographically
shared and better-spread wealth is
important in a country’s stability.
However, the ruling class still
enjoys exorbitant economic
privilege and wealth, capital
flight is endemic and many young
Moroccans dream of fleeing to a
better life in Europe.
Algeria enjoys the benefits of
oil and gas wealth and a growing
mix of companies, both state and
private, across a broad range of
economic sectors. But corruption
was former President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika’s main method of
government.
Even worse was his hollowing
out of major state institutions:

the National Economic and Social
Council, where major social and
economic affairs were debated;
the National Council of Energy,
whose input on vital energy issues
shaped many decisions; the social
science research council and the
National Office of Statistics are but
shadows of their former selves.
Algerian leaders no longer have
the instruments to forecast the
future and take rational economic
decisions. Many — but not all
— private companies are run by
cronies of Bouteflika. Cevital,
whose owner Issad Rebrab is
under lock and key, employs
12,000 people in companies across
Algeria, as well as in Europe
and Africa. Others are bona fide
entrepreneurs.
Everybody lives in fear of the
purge against corruption initiated
by the army high command:
investment decisions are frozen,
vital inputs for industry blocked at
the customs, workers dismissed.
The state oil and gas company
Sonatrach, which accounts for
95% of the country’s foreign
income, cannot be run on an
interim basis for months on end.
The question nobody can
answer four months into the
uprising is how long this state
of affairs is going to last. How
much damage to the economy
is Algerian Army Chief of Staff
Ahmed Gaid Salah, whose peers
are quite illiterate economically,
prepared to inflict on the country
before serious labour conflicts are
added to the standoff between
the army high command and the
people?
However, no one should
underestimate the professional
talent that exists in Algeria and

the capacity many professionals in
state and private companies could
deploy on the economic front,
were a satisfactory solution to the
political standoff found.
The disaster of the Bouteflika
clan getting thousands of
professionals across the board
sacked in recent years can be
reversed. Forecasting the medium
and long term is, thus, beholden
to politics; the country’s oil and
gas resources are there to stay and
they are plentiful.
The same analysis prevails in
Tunisia. Many of the problems
resulted from the growth of the
informal sector and the predatory
network of powerful families
that stymie competition and
the emergence of innovative
entrepreneurs. Those not wellconnected socially, have much
less chance of success, even if
they are well-educated.
Neither Algeria nor Morocco
nor Tunisia, let alone Libya, offers
most of their young people hope
of a better future.
In Libya, weapons, which have
accumulated in the hands of local
militias, make long-term prospects
much gloomier than elsewhere in
the region. Unlike its neighbours,
many foreign powers with
contradictory aims are involved.
Two points deserve to be made:
The less foreign interference, the
better the medium- and long-term
outlook is likely to be but as long
as North African countries do not
offer their young people hope for
the future, long-term prospects
will remain bleak.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Syria: What’s next?
with the situation. We must stop
assigning blame and devising
retributions and start thinking of
a way out. Only by talking to each
Ayman Hakki
other and deferring justice can this
occur.
I feel the pain of men and
vents in Syria have
women who have lost loved ones
buoyed the morale of
and property and I suspect that
regime supporters and
eventually justice will be served
dashed opponents’
but I caution them to not seek
hopes. No one knows
justice before anything else. The
what’s next but there is
world is a flawed place and true
no going back to the status quo.
justice is elusive. Let’s leave
No Syrian with a modicum of
judgment to God and allow love
wisdom can approve of how we
back into our heart. We have it
got here nor can any one of us
in us but it has been obscured by
like what we’ve got. We Syrians
hate.
have killed, exiled and made
Hate for the “other” got us here
homeless close to half of our
and we’re not alone. The whole
own population, with the help of
world seems to be affected by this
our self-interested neighbours’
scourge. The difference is that we
moneyed patrons.
were asymmetrically devastated by
Will Syria be partitioned for
it because we piggybacked it onto
good? Will its neighbours gain
our neighbours’ and patrons’ hate
full hegemony over its periphery?
for each other.
Will Syria come together and find
Let’s face it, our poor hated our
a way out of this mess? That’s the
rich, our minorities hated our
question that must be pondered.
majority, et cetera. However, ask
Northern Syria is under Turkish
all Syrians how they felt about
(Islamist opposition) control. To
the Sunni-Shia divide before the
a lesser degree the south is under
war and they would scratch their
Jordanian (secular opposition)
heads. Ask Syrians how they felt
control. The centre and the coast
about Iranian mullahs and Saudi
are under regime control (with
sheikhs in 2010 and they would
Iranian and Hezbollah support).
frown. Ask any Syrian how he
The west has been freed of the
or she felt about Russian
Islamic State by the regime
President Vladimir Putin
(with Russian backing)
and US President
and the Kurds (with
Whether it is
Barack Obama
US backing). This
a conspiracy
in 2010 and the
bodes poorly for
or a confluence of
answer would have
Syria and Syrians.
geopolitical factors, we
been: “I don’t like
Local
Syrians must stop
either.”
hegemonies
dwelling on who hatched
Today, we are
splintered
them and start dealing
split evenly on one
the country
side of this global
with the situation.
and sometimes
divide or the other.
they, too, are
Lines have been drawn
splintered into smaller
and sides have been taken
corrupt fiefdoms. This
to the detriment of Syria.
disconnectedness suggests
It’s time we abandon all
that a de facto partitioning is
preconditions and espouse
under way. No one wins if Syria is
coexistence. Sooner or later we will
carved up into cantons but this is
come to this point. It will be later
direction the country is headed.
if we listen to others, sooner if we
Despite this, Syria has a unique
listen to each other and sooner is
quality I call a “brand,” a brand
better than later.
that may re-emerge to save the
Despite what is happening in
day. Brand Syria is a historic one
Syria, despite who is supposedly
that rejects partitioning. Brand
winning and losing, despite
Syrians (on both sides) believe
everything, the cost of delay and
there is a conspiracy against Syria.
the continuation of this quagmire
Regime supporters blame Israel,
will be more devastation and a less
Saudi Arabia and the United States,
likely reconciliation.
while regime opponents blame
Let us ask: At what price total
the Assads, Iran and Russia. Both
regime victory? Let us ask: At what
sides are to some degree right but
price justice for the opposition?
conspiracies against Syria are not
“At any price,” say the followers of
new. Every country suffers from
Bashar Assad and his arch enemies.
conspiracies against it and, to
This makes no sense.
paraphrase Sheikh Moaz al-Khatib:
Let’s stop the hate from within
Yes, there is a conspiracy against
and the hate inspired by others and
Syria but the way the regime
rekindle our love for one another.
reacted to the conspiracy is what
put Syria into this mess, not the
Ayman Hakki is a contributor
conspiracy itself.
to the Middle East Forum and
Whether it is a conspiracy, a
founding committee member
counter-conspiracy or a confluence
of the Syrian American Club of
of geopolitical factors, we Syrians
the Greater Metropolitan Club of
must stop dwelling on who
Washington.
hatched them and start dealing

E
On close watch. Israeli soldiers at an army base in the Israeli-annexed Syrian Golan Heights look out
across the south-western Syrian province of Quneitra.
(AFP)

Israeli attacks on Iranian,
Hezbollah targets in Syria
show no sign of waning
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

T

ensions between Israel and
Syria are escalating and
show little sign of slowing.
Suspected Israeli strikes
June 30 in Syria killed 15 people,
the UK-based Syrian Observatory
of Human Rights said.
Syria responded by firing anti-aircraft missiles, one of which crashed
in northern Cyprus.
A headquarters and a research
centre of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) in a southern suburb of Damascus were hit,
along with a military airport and
munitions warehouses, operated
by Hezbollah forces near Homs in
the Israeli suspected attack, the Observatory reported.
Syria termed the attack as “state
terrorism” and lodged a complaint
with the United Nations.
The strikes June 30
were the latest in a long
series of attacks Israel is
said to have undertaken
against Iranian targets
and those of Tehran’s
allies in Syria as it seeks to
push the Iranians back from
its borders.
What separates the
exchange from its predecessors is an international
context
that has rarely
experienced more
tension. Analysts cautioned that any weapons
fire between Israel and Iran
and its allies could be used as a pretext for further escalation.
These June 30 strikes come amid
what appears to be a scaling down
of Iranian and Hezbollah presence
in Syria.
Nevertheless, despite a reduction
in numbers, “Hezbollah now operates right by the border in two concerning ways gathering intelligence
and training for cross-border attacks,” said Shira Efron, a researcher with the RAND Corporation.
She said there are estimates in
Israel that claim Hezbollah has set

up approximately 20 observation
posts 3-5km from the border.
While many of the posts are
manned by Syrian troops, Efron
said, they occasionally mix their
numbers with Hezbollah’s fighters,
taking orders directly from the Lebanese group.
“In addition, Hezbollah continues to build up its attack forces
in the Golan with an operational
unit that is composed of primarily
Syrian troops with Lebanese commanders who are training likely to
execute terror attacks in Israel in
the event of escalation,” Efron said.
Syria did not respond to the incursion with its Russian S-300 missile defence system but rather, as
debris from the missile that crashed
in Cyprus indicated, its S-200 Soviet-era defence system.

Precise strikes. An Israeli Air
Force F-35 plane flies over the
Hatzerim Air Force Base near
Beersheba.
(AP)

Jeremy Binnie, Middle East &
Africa Editor with Jane’s Defence
Weekly, said a possible reason for
using the S-200 was “though Russian sources have suggested multiple (S-300) systems have been
delivered, only one active battery
in Syria has been located through
open source research.” Also, the
Russians retained control over it
because they don’t want a repeat of
the Il-26 shoot-down, when a Russian plane was accidentally downed
by Syrian missiles responding to an
alleged Israeli strike in September
2018, which prompted the S-300
delivery, Binnie said.
However, this incident clearly
demonstrates that the Syrians are
willing to throw S-200 missiles
around, he said.
Tensions across the Gulf are at
a high. In May, the United States
sent the USS Abraham Lincoln carrier group to the region, where it
remains in the Gulf of Oman following attacks on oil tankers in the
area.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
warned the United States and Europe on July 3, that, after the de
facto breakdown of the 2015 nuclear deal, Iran felt free to enrich
its uranium stocks to whatever degree it felt necessary if a new deal
couldn’t be agreed.
US President Donald Trump
answered: “Be careful with the
threats, Iran. They can come
back to bite you like nobody has been bitten before!”
In this context, any confrontation
between Israel and
its opponents in Syria carries increased meaning. “There is a risk of
further escalation that is related to
the larger regional context,” Efron
said.
“Israel remains on high alert
that, given rising tensions in the
Gulf, Iran will try to provoke Israel
through its proxies in Syria — Hezbollah, Shia militias — or the Palestinian Islamic Jihad in Gaza,” she
said.
Simon Speakman Cordall is a
freelance writer.

What remains. Syrians stand in a street next to debris and rubble
from buildings damaged by reported air strikes in Orum al-Kubra
in the northern province of Aleppo, last January.
(AFP)
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Egypt ponders
response to Turkish
military role
in Libya conflict
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

urkey’s open war against
the Libyan National Army is
giving rise to calls in Egypt
for involvement to help the
Libyan forces defeat Islamist militias controlling parts of Libya, including Tripoli.
The showdown between Turkey and the Libyan National Army
(LNA) has become more direct and
pronounced following the June 30
arrest by the LNA of six Turkish nationals.
The LNA also shot down a Turkish drone over Mitiga International
Airport, near Tripoli. LNA spokesman Major-General Ahmed al-Mesmari said the aircraft was en route
to an attack on the airport and LNA
troops. Turkey vowed to retaliate.

The showdown between
Turkey and the Libyan
National Army has
become more direct and
pronounced following
the June 30 arrest of six
Turkish nationals.
The LNA has complained that
Turkey provided Islamist militias
with armoured trucks and unmanned aerial vehicles. Istanbul reportedly sent military commanders
to train the militias and help them
stop the LNA’s campaign to capture
Tripoli.
These are serious developments
for Egypt, where political and military analysts called on authorities
to increase support to the LNA.
“The Turkish presence in Libya
primarily aims at inflicting harm
on Egypt’s national security,” said
retired Egyptian Army General Gamal Eddine Mazloum. “This is why
Egypt should not leave the Libyan
army alone in this battle.”
Egypt has had its fill of Libyainduced turmoil. A branch of the
Islamic State is active in Sinai and
Egyptian authorities say the group
gets its arms and explosives smuggled from Libya.
Militant groups in Libya have infiltrated the Egyptian border and

attacked civilians and military personnel.
Libya is a national security issue
for Egypt, which is why it features
highly in talks between Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and
world leaders, including during the
recent G20 summit in Japan where
Sisi met with Italian Prime Minister
Giuseppe Conte, Russian President
Vladimir Putin and UN SecretaryGeneral Antonio Guterres.
Through its involvement in Libya, Turkey has again stepped into
Egypt’s immediate vicinity, a worrying development for Cairo.
Cairo and Istanbul are at opposing
ends of the ideological spectrum.
Egypt has launched its own war
against political Islam by cracking
down on the Muslim Brotherhood
and other Islamist groups. The administration in Turkey is a staunch
backer of political Islam.
This is why it supports Islamist
militias controlling Tripoli and is
ready to fight the LNA.
“Turkey works hard to reserve
a spot for itself within the regional political balance,” said Tarek
Fahmi, a political science professor
at Cairo University. “It also wants
to use Libya as a springboard for
destabilising Egypt.”
Turkey has tried in recent years
to rein in Egypt and punish it for
causing the collapse of the aspired
Muslim
Brotherhood
regional
dominance when its army backed
a popular uprising in 2013 against
former Islamist President Muhammad Morsi.
In late 2018, Turkey agreed with
then-Sudanese President Omar
al-Bashir to take control of the Sudanese Red Sea island of Suakin, a
few kilometres from Egypt’s Red
Sea coast. Turkey has also been trying to stop Egypt’s efforts to create
alliances in the Eastern Mediterranean region based on natural gas
reserves.
Turkish military involvement in
Libya is probably the closest it is
approaching Egypt, which is why
Cairo is watching events in Libya
closely.
Egypt does not hide its support
for the LNA and its commander,
Khalifa Haftar. Sisi told Conte that
Cairo’s support to the LNA is meant
to help it fight terrorist groups so

Critical juncture. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) and Libyan Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar
at the Presidential Palace in Cairo, last April.
(DPA)
there could be elections that allow
Libyan citizens to express their will.
The LNA ran into a major strategic
loss June 26 by losing control over
Gharyan, a city south of Tripoli.
The LNA captured Gharyan two
days before it started its march
towards Tripoli April 4. The city
was a forward base for the LNA
in its operations against terrorist
militias in Tripoli. Some observers

expect Gharyan’s loss to slow the
LNA’s advance. The unleashing of
Turkish hostilities would decelerate the advance more, the observers said.
On July 1, the Benghazi-based
House of Deputies asked the Arab
League to convene an emergency
meeting on Turkish interference in
Libya.
“Moderate Arab states have an

obligation to support the LNA,” said
Muftah al-Qilioshi, an adviser of the
Supreme Council of Libyan Tribes
and Cities. “If the LNA is defeated
in this battle, Libya will turn into
another Afghanistan, which will be
a doomsday scenario for the whole
region.”
Amr Emam is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Cairo.

Cairo pins hopes on diplomatic outreach to Africa
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

T

alks among Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
and other world leaders
on the sidelines of the G20
summit in Japan have thrown light
on the role Egypt aspires to play on
the African stage.
Cooperation with Africa featured
highly in talks that Sisi, current
chairman of the African Union (AU),
had with the presidents of China
and Russia. Those two countries
invest tens of billions of dollars in
Africa, in what amounts to world
powers craving to gain a foothold in
a continent with a lot of economic
potential.
In trying to position itself at the
heart of cooperation between the
continent and these powers, Egypt
uses its solid relations and diplomatic prowess, analysts said.
“Egypt is in a very good position
to connect Africa with the world,
thanks to its good ties with most
major powers,” said African affairs

specialist Heba al-Beshbeshi. “It
tries to exploit these good ties in
serving Africa’s development interests.”
In recent years, Egypt has made a
strong comeback to the African continent after decades of absence, one
that cost it dearly.
In the pre-independence era, Cairo helped in the liberation struggle
of many African countries. It played
a major role in post-colonial Africa
but most of that legacy was lost because of Egypt’s lack of interest in
developing ties with Africa as of the
early 1980s.
Cairo appears to be trying to make
up for this by adopting an aggressive policy aimed at playing a central role in the continent.
Along with holding the rotating AU chairmanship, Egypt hosts
dozens of African youth and sports
activities and brings African government officials and business leaders
together.
Sisi participated in the mini Africa-China summit June 28 in Japan
on the sidelines of the G20 summit. In talks with Russian President
Vladimir Putin, Sisi discussed prep-

arations for the Russia-Africa summit in October in Sochi, Russia.
At a July 3 meeting in Cairo with
UN General Assembly President Maria Fernanda Espinosa Garces, Sisi
said Egypt has worked to achieve
tangible progress in implementing
the African development strategy
2063, the AU’s Silencing the Guns
Initiative 2020 and the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development.

By playing the link
between Africa and
major and rich countries,
Egypt gives its
companies and
institutions an
opportunity to be in the
middle of cooperation
between the two sides.
Nevertheless, Egyptian efforts for
enhancing cooperation between Africa, on one hand, and the world, on
the other, have strong national objectives behind them, analysts said.
Egypt believes that the flow of
investments to Africa will improve
living conditions in African coun-

tries and consequently deprive terrorist groups of the chance to use
rampant poverty in drawing in new
recruits.
“Development is an effective
counterterrorism tool,” said Ali Masoud, dean of the College of Economic Studies and Political Sciences
at the University of Beni Suef in central Egypt. “It gives hope and improves living standards, thus leaving little recruitment opportunities
for terrorist organisations.”
Egypt, which hosted several
meetings of African defence ministers in the past five years and conducts joint training with African
militaries, has been trying to build
an effective counterterrorism strategy in Africa.
It also tries to use trilateral cooperation between it and African
countries on one hand and major
world powers on the other in advancing development in Africa in a
way that controls illegal migration
from Africa to Europe.
Egypt used to be a transit point
on the African migrants’ route to
the European coast but it stopped
the flow of migrants to Europe by

tightening control on its coasts. The
Egyptian government said not a single case of illegal immigration has
been recorded in Egypt since 2016.
Egypt’s ability to stop the flow of
immigrants to Europe has given Cairo a strong negotiating position with
European countries, analysts said
Trilateral
Egypt-Africa-major
power cooperation is very crucial
for Egypt as it tries to expand into
Africa in the presence of its economic hardships, they added.
By playing the link between Africa and major and rich countries,
Egypt gives its companies and institutions an opportunity to be in the
middle of cooperation between the
two sides.
“Egypt wants to be the world’s
gateway into Africa and Africa’s
gateway into the world,” said Mohamed al-Shazly, a former Egyptian
assistant foreign minister.
“Africa needs help from the outside world so that it can capitalise
on its huge economic potential.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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Are Americans looking for an alternative to Abbas?
Suddaf Chaudry

London

T

he Trump administration’s
peace plan for the Middle East has been met with
strong objections from Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas,
who accused the United States of being biased in favour of Israel.
Palestinian and US officials fell
out after Washington officially recognised Jerusalem as Israel’s capital
and moved the US Embassy to the
city. The row continued with the
United States cutting aid to both the
Palestinians and the UN agency that
caters to Palestinian refugees. The
United States was the single largest
donor to the UN Relief and Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees in the
Near East and its aid is much needed.
The United States also drew Palestinian ire when Washington organised an economic workshop in the
Bahrain. The Palestinian Authority
has been struggling to get by after
the Trump administration’s aid cut
but it does not expect to receive any
economic benefits from the United
States unless it comes at a heavy political cost.
Observers said tensions between
Abbas and the United States show no
signs of abating.
“The Bahrain workshop is a clear
indicator of the tensions. The Palestinians believe the workshop is
a precursor to relinquishing their
national aspirations,” said Jonathan
Schanzer, senior vice-president for
the Foundation for Defense of Democracies. “This is what they believe is coming. They will not be selling their rights away.”
Greg Shapland, an associate fellow
at Chatham House, said: “He (Abbas)
won’t play ball. This is one of the
main grievances the United States
has with the Palestinian leader, he
will not follow their script.
“Given these challenges the Palestinians have continued their positions of principle to set out their vision for peace between Israel and the
Palestinians but it hasn’t followed

the American plan; therefore, the US
is distinctly upset.”
Abbas does not see US President
Donald Trump as an honest broker
in Palestinian-Israeli negotiations.
Observers say the Palestinian leader
is unlikely to take part in peace talks
sponsored by the Trump administration. Abbas’s best bet, they argue,
would be to wait for a new president
to come to office if Trump doesn’t
win a second term.
The Palestinians are not the only
ones who are waiting for a change
in leadership. The Americans are
reportedly waiting for Abbas, 83 and
ill, to step down so that he would,
perhaps, be replaced by a more cooperative candidate from their perspective.
If Abbas does not step aside of his
own accord, the United States may
give him a push by pressuring the
Palestinian Authority politically and
financially. “It’s clear the race to replace Abbas is on. The US is piling
on the pressure (on Palestinians),” a
member of the Palestinian Authority said on condition of anonymity.
“There has been a big conspiracy
against him.”
There has been no shortage of
speculation about who Abbas’s successor might be but — short of an
official confirmation — it remains
guesswork.
“Palestinian succession is the biggest black box in the Middle East,”
Daniel Shapiro, former US ambassador to Israel during the Obama administration, said.
Among the names mentioned in
Palestinian circles as a successor to
Abbas is Nasser al-Kidwa, nephew
of the late Palestinian leader Yasser
Arafat and former foreign minister.
Kidwa has significant public support
and is not afraid of making tough decisions. Kidwa is reportedly viewed
more favourably than Abbas by the
United States, Israel and a number of
Arab countries.
It is unclear whether any Palestinian leader can make the concessions
that US and Israeli officials desire.
Palestinian Prime Minister Mohammed Shtayyeh is another possible successor to Abbas. Shtayyeh

Squeezed out. Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas reads a file during the Arab summit in Mecca,
May 31. 										
(Reuters)
took part in the 2013 peace talks with
Israelis, initiated by then US Secretary of State John Kerry.
It is not clear if Shtayyeh, who
is known for his loyalty to Abbas,
would adopt a drastically different
policy should he become president.
He recently wrote an opinion piece
published by the Washington Post
describing the Bahrain workshop as
“A Trump-Netanyahu blueprint for
permanent apartheid, not peace.”
Mohammed Dahlan, who lives in
exile in the United Arab Emirates, is
an opponent of Abbas who has followers in the West Bank and Gaza.
Dahlan, too, has dismissed the effectiveness of the US push for its
plan. “They (US administration officials) have nothing new to offer,”
Dahlan said.
In mid-March, the Palestinian Centre for Policy and Survey Research in

Ramallah published a survey indicating that 64% of Palestinians questioned said they oppose the Palestinian Authority resuming contact with
the US administration, while 23%
said they support resuming it.

If Abbas does not step
aside of his own accord,
the United States may
give him a push by
pressuring the Palestinian
Authority politically and
financially.
Palestinian General Intelligence
Chief Majed Faraj is a possible candidate for the post of Palestinian presidency. Faraj is seen positively by the
United States for ensuring Palestinian-Israeli security cooperation but
he is also quoted to have said, in a

reference to the Bahrain conference,
that the “conspiracy of substituting
the political solution to the Palestinian cause with an economic solution
will never succeed.”
US officials are likely to refrain
from naming their preferred candidate so as not to hinder his chances.
Abbas is likely to be reluctant to
name a US-favoured candidate as
his vice-president of the Palestinian
Authority.
In all cases, a change in the Palestinian leadership does not come
without risks, for both Israel and the
United States. When he first became
president, Abbas was viewed more
favourably by Tel Aviv and Washington than his predecessor, Arafat.
Suddaf Chaudry is a journalist who
focuses on the Middle East and
South Asia.

Viewpoint

Trump’s position on Palestinians upending past US policies
Gregory
Aftandilian

Trump has
undoubtedly made a
political calculation
that it is better to stay
in good graces of
Netanyahu rather
than pressure him to
make concessions.

A

lthough critics of US
policy have long
maintained that
Washington has been
biased in favour of
Israel, this did not
mean that the United States — at
least until very recently — had
abandoned the Palestinians.
It should be remembered that,
in 1947, the United States supported the first two-state solution
proposal — the UN partition plan
for Palestine that envisioned a
Jewish and an Arab state, with
Jerusalem under international
administration.
The two-state idea went into
abeyance after the 1948 war when
the new state of Israel captured
even more territory than the
partition plan proposed and the
West Bank and East Jerusalem
came under Jordanian control
while the Gaza Strip came under
Egyptian control. After the 1967
war, those areas would be under
Israeli control.
The 1948 war created about
750,000 Palestinian refugees but
they were supported by the UN
Relief and Works Agency for
Palestine Refugees in the Near
East (UNRWA), with large grants
from the United States starting in
1949.
From the perspective of US
policymakers at the time, the
Palestinians got the short end of
the stick in the 1948 conflict and
Washington was keen to show it
would support them through
UNRWA. With the Cold War
brewing at the time, US officials
also wanted to curry favour with

Arab countries and economic
support for Palestinian refugees
was one way to do this.
From the late 1960s and
through most of the 1980s, the
United States took a strong stand
against the Palestine Liberation
Organisation (PLO) and more radical Palestinian groups such as the
Popular Front for the Liberation
of Palestine because of their use
of terrorism and their ties to
Moscow.
However, Washington soon
realised that the PLO represented
most of the Palestinian community and to pursue a policy of
ignoring this reality was counterproductive. After PLO leader
Yasser Arafat, with US prodding,
stated publicly in 1988 that he
recognised Israel and renounced
terrorism, the United States
entered into dialogue with the
PLO.
Several years later, the Israeli
Labour government under
Yitzhak Rabin came to this same
view, which produced the Oslo
Accords. Although the United
States was not part of the negotiations that produced the accords,
US President Bill Clinton wholeheartedly supported them and
hosted the signing ceremony at
the White House that witnessed
Rabin and Arafat shaking hands.
Clinton’s pro-Israeli sentiments
were well-known but he became a
friend of the Palestinians. He
received Arafat several times at
the White House, travelled to
Gaza and supported large outlays
of US economic assistance to the
West Bank and Gaza.

Although the Oslo Accords
failed — and Clinton grew angry at
Arafat for not accepting the last
Israeli offer at Camp David II —
Clinton understood that political
issues, not economic ones, were
at the heart of the matter.
His successor, George W. Bush,
even though he refused to deal
with Arafat, called explicitly for a
two-state solution and supported
Arafat’s successor, Mahmoud
Abbas. President Barack Obama’s
peace process efforts also failed
but he was the first US president
to speak openly of the Palestinians enduring “daily humiliations” and said “America will not
turn our backs on the legitimate
Palestinian aspiration for dignity,
opportunity and a state of their
own.”
US President Donald Trump is
unique in that he has upended
this policy. He not only recognised Jerusalem as Israel’s capital
and moved the US Embassy to
that city — which all previous US
presidents had resisted — but he
cut off US assistance to the
UNRWA, dramatically reduced US
aid to the Palestinians and closed
the PLO office in Washington.
In his latest budget, Trump
proposed just $35 million for the
Palestinians in the West Bank —
for law enforcement training only.
Moreover, he seems to support
whatever Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu wants.
This change in US policy led the
Palestinian leadership to suspend
talks with Washington.
Trump’s peace process plan,
drafted largely by his son-in-law

Jared Kushner, has yet to be
unveiled but it is rumoured not to
support a Palestinian state. The
Palestinians saw the administration’s recent conference in
Bahrain, designed to encourage
pledges of economic support for
them, as a way to circumvent and
ultimately put off the issue of
Palestinian sovereignty.
The Palestinians boycotted the
conference and several Arab
countries sent lower-level
officials to attend it. Despite the
Trump administration’s effort to
tout the conference as a “success,” it was largely a failure.
It is hard to imagine that any
other recent US president would
pursue a policy aimed at “buying
off” the Palestinians without a
political process leading to
Palestinian statehood.
Trump, however, is unlikely to
reverse course and come up with
a peace plan that would meet
minimal Palestinian political
aspirations. He has undoubtedly
made a political calculation that it
is better to stay in good graces of
Netanyahu rather than pressure
him to make concessions.
This policy will please his political base but it will do nothing to
achieve peace or restore US
credibility with the Palestinians,
which several of his predecessors
had pursued in the interest of
achieving a genuine peace deal.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer in
the Pardee School of Global Studies
at Boston University and a former
US State Department Middle East
analyst.
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What if Palestinians take the money and run?
James J. Zogby

I

wasn’t at the Peace to
Prosperity workshop but I
listened to some of the
speeches and read the
documents the White
House produced for the
event. Nothing I saw or read
changed my belief that the affair
was long on fantasy and short
on reality.
Even with that, however, a
heretical thought came to mind.
I am a fan of imagining the
future. During the Clinton
administration, my mantra
regarding the Israeli-Palestinian
process was that what was
needed was “a vision of the
future that was so compelling
people would be drawn to it.”
Back then, there was still hope
that a political solution could be
found leading to an independent Palestinian state in the
territories that Israel occupied
in 1967, with East Jerusalem as
its capital.
It was such a vision that led
Yasser Arafat to imagine that,
with independence, Gaza could
become like Singapore. With
peace and freedom, Palestinians
could connect the West Bank to
Gaza. They could build a seaport
and airport, attract investment,
start businesses and become a
commercial hub and a tourist
destination.
Despite Jared Kushner’s
patronising presumptuousness,
nothing in his vision was new
because Palestinians had
already imagined such a future.
All that came crashing down
when Israel closed the borders
after an Israeli massacred
Muslim worshippers in Hebron;
erected hundreds of punitive
checkpoints throughout the
West Bank; cut East Jerusalem
from the rest of the occupied
lands; built a wall inside of 1967
line and established military
outposts and settlements in the
Jordan Valley, which denied
Palestinians full access to
almost 25% of their most fertile
fields; intensified policies of
collective punishment, repression, humiliation and degradation of millions of civilians;
denied Palestinians access to
more than 80% of their land and
natural resources; blockaded
and strangled Gaza; and began a
massive settlement programme
that has seen the number of
Israelis in the West Bank almost
quadruple to more than 620,000
settlers.
I know that Kushner warned
in his speech that there would
be someone like me who would
be Mr Negativity, bringing up
the old arguments and blaming
Israel for everything. However,
it’s important to point out that
Kushner, while completely
absolving the Israelis, did his
own share of blaming. Except, in
his case, all blame was placed
squarely on the Palestinians’
shoulders as if the Palestinians’

Kushner may be
totally naive in failing
to recognise that the
Israelis will kick and
scream at the
prospect of a
prosperous and
empowered
Palestinian
community but that’s
his problem, not the
Palestinians’.

Vision of homeland. Palestinians in Gaza shout slogans during a protest against a US-sponsored Middle East economic conference in
Bahrain, June 26.														
(AFP)
might happen if Palestinians
problems were of their own
What if they were to exploit
were to take the money and run.
making.
the opportunity provided by
From its beginning, Israel
I’ve been too close to this
Kushner’s plan to build Palestinmastered the art of dissembling.
situation for too long and, while
ian society as an important step
It has repeatedly agreed to
I can find fault in the ossified
towards developing the strength
terms that it had no intention of
and struggling Palestinian
to secure political rights and
honouring. Instead, it pocketed
Authority and the brutally
freedom? History shows that
its gains and moved on.
stupid, self-defeating tactics
when people live in economic
In the beginning, Israel agreed
employed by Hamas, the flaws
despair, they are less inclined to
to a partition and then plotted
of the Palestinians are a funcdemand political rights. Only
how to ethnically cleanse the
tion of the impossible situation
when they gain a degree of
area to make their new state, in
created by deformities resulting
economic relief do they demand
David Ben-Gurion’s words,
from Israel’s brutal and oppresgreater political freedom.
“larger and more Jewish.”
sive policies. Blaming the
If Kushner is promising to
The Israelis signed the Camp
Palestinians is nothing more
open the West Bank by removDavid Accords having no
than blaming the victim while
ing barriers to travel, to connect
intention of fulfilling even its
letting the victimiser go free.
the West Bank to Gaza, to make
most minimal requirements for
There is a reason the PalestinGaza a tourist haven, to promote
the Palestinians. They did the
ian economy never “took off ”:
investment in Palestinian
same with Oslo and Wye. They
Palestinians were denied the
institutions, et cetera, what if
repeatedly agreed to “settleopportunity to grow by the
Palestinians took the money and
ment freezes,” never intending
relentless occupation that
ran? What if Palestinians used
to stop expanding their control
refused to cede control.
this offer to develop a new
over the occupied lands.
Compounding Kushner’s
strategic vision, taking the steps
What if Palestinians decided
detachment from reality was his
to transform the current
to play the same game? What if
lack of self-awareness regarding
emerging one state reality into a
they did what the Israelis have
the effect of the policies purdone? What if they build the
sued by the Trump administraPalestinian economy and
tion and the laughable absurdity
improve the daily life of Palesof his claim that he and US
tinians while maintaining focus
President Donald Trump
on the long game?
“haven’t given up on the
Agreeing to play along in no
Palestinians” and still care for
way negates Palestinian rights.
them.
Economic empowerment
The Trump team turned a
doesn’t negate political rights
blind eye to Israel’s land
nor will it buy acquiescence to
seizures, settlement expansion,
the denial of those rights.
“legalisation” of outpost and
Palestinian aspirations can’t be
home demolitions. In addition
bought and sold.
to moving the US Embassy to
We are in an emerging oneEast Jerusalem, it has acquistate reality — an apartheid
esced to Israeli policies that
consolidated control and
state. Israeli policy led to this
expanded settler compounds in
and the Kushner plan would
East Jerusalem and are suggestonly consolidate it. Most of the
ing they would look favourably
population between the River
on further annexations in the
and the Sea is Arab. The problem
West Bank. They have cut all aid
is that Palestinians lack rights
to Palestinian institutions,
and power and they lack a
including hospitals and schools.
strategy to gain the power they
To suggest that they want to
will need to secure their
“empower Palestinians”
rights.
through education and health
care is disingenuous, at best.
As I listened to
Kushner’s speech
and read through the plans,
offended by their lack of
reality, patronising tone,
naivete and refusal to
acknowledge how we got to
where we are, a heretical idea
Reality check. White House senior adviser Jared Kushner speaks at
came to mind: Imagine what
the “Peace to Prosperity” conference in Manama, June 25.
(Reuters)

democratic secular state?
Kushner may not realise what
the result of an empowered and
prosperous Palestinian community would be. He may be totally
naive in failing to recognise that
the Israelis will kick and scream
at the prospect of a prosperous
and empowered Palestinian
community but that’s his
problem, not the Palestinians’.
It’s interesting to imagine the
future should Palestinians take
on this game with a political and
strategic vision that sees
prosperity not as the end of the
road but as paving the path to
Palestinian empowerment and
ultimate leadership in the new
one-state reality.
In this regard, we might see
Kushner’s plan, not as the
“too-clever” path to maintaining Palestinian subordination to
the Israeli occupation. Rather it
may be the naively designed
path with the unintended
consequence that would lead to
an entirely new reality.
The Israelis and the United
States will howl but they are the
ones who dug this hole for
themselves. Maybe one day the
Palestinians could build a resort
in Gaza or Jaffa and name it after
Jared Kushner — as the father of
the new secular democratic
state that will come to be
between the River and the Sea.
If that’s not exactly the vision
of the future the United States
and Israel are seeking, that’s
what they’ll get. Palestinians
will continue to demand
freedom and rights and as an
empowered majority, it’s
only a matter of time before
they rise up and secure those
rights.
If that’s not what the
United States and Israel
want, then it might be a good
idea for them to go back to
the drawing board and
muster the courage and
resolve to end the occupation and provide Palestinians
with the justice and freedom
they deserve and need to
prosper in an independent state
of their own.
James J. Zogby is president of the
Arab American Institute.
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Mount Lebanon
shoot-out
triggers fears of
intra-Druze strife
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

T

hroughout their long history, members of the Lebanese Druze community have
rallied behind their leaders
in the face of external threats, be
they Christian, Muslim or Israeli.
Survival of the community came
first, topping personal rivalries and
Druze domestics.
When its two historic leaders —
Kamal Jumblatt and Emir Majid
Arslan — quarrelled over the support of Lebanese President Camille
Chamoun in 1958, taking up arms at
the gates of the Chouf district, the
dispute was immediately settled by
the Sheikh Akel of the Druze community, Mohammad Abu Shaqra.
When Christian militias declared
war against the Druze of Mount
Lebanon in 1983, the Jumblatts and
the Arslans set aside their differences and fought under one banner.

Many in the country seem
eager to open old wounds
and settle old scores with
enemies from Lebanon’s
civil war.
Sixty years later, however, the
sons of Jumblatt and Arslan are at
daggers drawn after an exchange
of gunfire June 30 in the Druze city
of Aley. Two bodyguards of a third

Druze figure, Refugee Minister
Saleh Gharib, who is the nephew of
a prominent Druze religious sheikh,
were killed in the shooting.
Gharib is an ally of Lebanese
President Michel Aoun and his sonin-law and Foreign Minister Gebran
Bassil, two declared opponents of
Walid Jumblatt. He is also a member
of the Democratic Party, which is
headed by Emir Talal Arslan.
Jumblatt accuses this team of trying to control the entire Lebanese
state, via Bassil, who is running palace affairs in light of his father-inlaw’s age — 84 — and failing health,
hoping to succeed him.
Bassil has inherited Aoun’s post
as president of the Free Patriotic
Movement after the latter became
president in 2016. Jumblatt is highly
critical of Bassil’s behaviour and
political alliances, given his ties to
Hezbollah and commitment to Syrian President Bashar Assad.
Arslan stands on the opposite
side of the political spectrum, in the
warm embrace of Assad, Iran and
Hezbollah.
When Gharib visited Damascus
in February to discuss the return
of Syrian refugees, he was sharply
criticised by the anti-Syrian camp
in Lebanon, accused of normalising relations with the Syrian government, despite a declared policy
of “distancing” Lebanon from the
Syrian conflict, adopted by Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri and
Jumblatt.
The political tension turned

Boiling point. Lebanese State Minister for Refugee Affairs Saleh Gharib attends a news conference in
Khaldeh near Beirut, July 1. 								
(Reuters)
violent June 30, as Gharib drove
through Aley, joining Bassil on a
tour of Mount Lebanon. Jumblatt
supporters took to the streets, carrying banners saying that both men
were unwelcome in Druze areas.
Arslan’s supporters appeared, also
in large numbers, with the opposite
message. It is uncertain who fired
first, Gharib’s bodyguards or the
Druze demonstrators.
Arslan says Jumblatt’s men started the shooting. Pro-Hezbollah media claimed they mistakenly struck
at Gharib’s motorcade, thinking
that it was that of Bassil.
Gharib disputes both stories, saying he, not Bassil, was personally
targeted, adding that the assailants
wanted to kill him in an ambush
and denying claims of wild gunfire.
One of the 18 bullets that ripped

through Gharib’s car ended up in
the headrest of the seat in which he
was sitting.
The Syrians, who favour Arslan
over Jumblatt, have been surprisingly silent about the ordeal and
Hezbollah’s only comment has been
a call for restraint. To avoid a verbal
confrontation between Druze ministers in the pro-Syrian and anti-Syrian camp, Hariri called off the cabinet meeting for the week, seeing
that the timing was inappropriate.
Jumblatt settled for a brief and
relatively mild comment, via Twitter, saying: “I demand a legal investigation over what happened,
away from the media and hope that
political newcomers (in reference
to Bassil) understand the delicate
balances that govern the (Druze)
mountain, which is open to all po-

litical currents.”
Arslan, during a news conference
at his home in Mount Lebanon,
threatened: “This will not pass!” He
added: “Either the state protects its
people or they will start protecting
themselves.” He seemed to be saying: “or else, they will take up arms
and form their own militias to protect their fiefdoms.”
Judging from social media videos, in which residents of the Druze
community seem to be armed to the
teeth, this can happen overnight,
because many in the country seem
eager to open old wounds and settle
old scores with enemies from Lebanon’s civil war.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).

Viewpoint

The intra-Druze crisis is that of the whole of Lebanon
Khairallah
Khairallah

The wise thing to do is
learn from previous
mistakes. Perhaps the
major lesson to be
learnt is that
Lebanon’s main
problem is Hezbollah
and its weapons.

T

he crisis in Lebanon is
not the intra-Druze
strife that some are
seeking to ignite or at
least to fabricate. It’s
the crisis of Lebanon as
a whole, of the country’s destiny,
of the tension in every street and
within each sect and in each
region.
It’s been half a century since the
Cairo Agreement, signed by
Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat
and Lebanese Army commander
Emile Bustani.
Bustani could not predict the
consequences of such an agreement. There has always been a
kind of political blindness among
many Christian leaders in Lebanon, which is explained by their
unbridled desire to get to the presidency of the country at any price,
even if that price was backing
Hezbollah’s weapons.
What happened in Qabr Chmoun
and Kfarmatta, two towns perched
high on Mount Lebanon, is another
example of the extent to which
tensions have grown. The person
who ignited the tension is Gebran
Bassil, Foreign Affairs minister
and head of the Free Patriotic
Movement.
Bassil is good at using inflammatory discourse that stirs up
Christian base instincts among
ignorant members of the lowermiddle class. This discourse is
based on selling the Christian
community the illusion that its
members can reclaim the status of
the privileged community in
Lebanon on the grounds that
Lebanon was created for its
Christians in the first place.
Originally, there was no Druze
objection to Bassil’s visit to Qabr
Chmoun and Kfarmatta. The
problem started when Bassil

provoked the Druze, who constitute the overwhelming majority in
the area, by bringing up in his
speech memories of battles that
had taken place in a high region of
Lebanon in the 1980s or the events
of 1860.
After the 1980s battles, the Christians were the biggest losers and a
good number of them had been
displaced from their towns where
they had co-existed in peace with
the Druze.
Kfarmatta was the site of a
massacre of the Druze at the hands
of Christian militias but the tables
quickly turned against the Christians until the historic reconciliation on the mountain between
Druze leader Walid Jumblatt and
Patriarch Nasrallah Sfeir, a wise
man who objected to resorting to
weapons and demagogic discourse.
The reconciliation took place on
August 3, 2001, when Sfeir went to
Moukhtara to turn a painful page.
Bassil is not only resorting to
populist rhetoric to appeal to
Christians. He believes that by
going to Qbar Chmoun and
Kfarmatta, he was penetrating the
Druze milieu. More than that, he
believes that penetrating the
Druze fief confirms the possibility
of establishing a Druze leadership
other than Jumblatt.
Bassil was putting on this show
of bravado to prove he is a Christian leader, that he has the right to
monopolise administrative
appointments in the Christian
quota and that he deserves some
of the appointments in the Sunni
and Druze quotas. Above everything else, Bassil was propping
himself to be the next president of
Lebanon on the grounds that he is
the most powerful Christian and
that there are no other Christian
leaders.

Some parties are trying to
accomplish in 2019 what they
couldn’t achieve militarily
through Hezbollah during the
failed invasion of Beirut and the
Druze mountain in May 2008. The
Druze mountain stood up to
Hezbollah then but that didn’t
stop the attempts to subdue the
Druze of Lebanon.
Interestingly, current attempts
to subdue Lebanon’s Druze echo
attempts to subdue Syria’s Druze,
the majority of whom have
refused to join in the sectarian war
that Syrian President Bashar Assad
and his regime are waging on the
Syrian people.
It is impossible to ignore the war
crimes that the Syrian Druze
endured at the hands of the
Islamic State (ISIS). Over time, it
turned out that by going after the
Syrian Druze, ISIS was just one of
the facades of the Syrian regime
and, by extension, of the sectarian
militias affiliated with Iran that
were standing behind the Assad
regime.
Every Lebanese Christian must
realise that any attempt to weaken
the Druze community is an
attempt to weaken the Christian
community. If the goal is to get
into the controversies and
complexities of the Mountain War
and of the east of Sidon, which
ended with the displacement of
Christians from several regions in
1983 and 1984, then what this
means is that some parties are
seeking to start a game that is
useless to Lebanon.
Part of the blame for those wars
lay with the Christian militias that
invaded the Druze mountain at a
time when the Israelis were still in
Lebanon. The other part lies with
the Druze side that chose to take
revenge indiscriminately by

targeting every Christian in the
region.
After all, what benefit there is
for the Lebanese Christians to
have a weakened Druze community in Lebanon? What benefit
could the Christians hope to
achieve by reclaiming their
so-called spoiled rights by relying
on Hezbollah? The Sunnis before
them, as well as the Druze, had
tried to achieve certain gains in
Lebanon by relying on the
Palestinian weapons and we all
know the results of that.
The wise thing to do is learn
from previous mistakes. Perhaps
the major lesson to be learnt is
that Lebanon’s main problem is
Hezbollah and its weapons that
are daily targeting institutions of
the Lebanese state.
We know Jumblatt is not a saint.
He has made many mistakes and
will continue to make others
because of his situation and the
situation of his community in
Lebanon and in Syria does not
look rosy at all.
It is also undeniable that a giant
political scam is being perpetrated
in Lebanon by political midgets
who do not want to understand
two things. The first is that most of
the Druze — and it is a big majority
— support Jumblatt regardless of
his qualities or shortcomings.
The second is that those who
intercepted Bassil’s motorcade in
the Druze mountain are mostly
young people whom Jumblatt has
no control over. These youth were
expressing the mood prevailing
among the Druze community and
this mood exists regardless of
whether or not it is endorsed by
Jumblatt.
Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese
writer.
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Turkey’s optimism about resolving Russian
missile row with US may be misplaced
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

urkey’s optimism that the
dispute over its plans to deploy a Russian missile defence system will blow over
without political turbulence and
without economic sanctions by the
United States may be misplaced,
analysts and officials said.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan is determined to get the
Russian S-400 system to Turkey despite warnings by the United States,
a NATO partner, that Ankara could
face sanctions if delivery takes place.
On July 4, Erdogan’s spokesman said
the Russian system would arrive
within days.
The United States said the S-400s
would compromise its F-35 joint
strike fighter jets, of which Turkey
is a producer and buyer. Washington
has started the process of expelling
Turkey from the F-35 programme,
halting the training of Turkish pilots
in the United States.
Buying military equipment from
Russia leaves Turkey vulnerable
to US retribution under a 2017 law
known as the Countering America’s
Adversaries Through Sanctions Act
(CAATSA).
The contract to buy two S-400
batteries for $2.5 billion, signed in
December 2017, also raised concerns
that Turkey is moving away from its
traditional ties with the West in favour of closer relationship with Russia. The two countries have formed
a partnership in the Syrian conflict,
much to the alarm of Western governments.
US President Donald Trump is facing rising bipartisan pressure from
Congress, which has been a driving
force behind the effort to get Turkey
to forgo the S-400 and buy the USmade Patriot missile-defence system
instead, Bloomberg News reported.
However, on June 29, Erdogan
said Trump told him on the sidelines
of the G20 summit there would be

no sanctions because of the Russian
deal, after Trump said Turkey had
been treated unfairly over the move.
Erdogan said he believed the dispute
would be overcome “without a problem,” Turkish news reports said.
The dispute unnerved investors
and led to a drop in the value of the
Turkish lira earlier this year. The reported accord between Erdogan and
Trump strengthened the lira, triggering a rise of nearly 3% on July 1.
Erdogan’s optimism is not shared
by everyone, however.
Howard Eissenstat, a Turkey expert at Saint Lawrence University
in New York and non-resident senior fellow at the Project on Middle
East Democracy in Washington,
said “people have misinterpreted
Trump’s public comments.”
“Trump would clearly like a deal
but his actual options appear to be
quite limited,” Eissenstat said via email. “As I understand it, he can temporarily suspend CAATSA sanctions
but he can’t waive them.”
US government officials told Reuters after the Trump-Erdogan meeting that, at least so far, the administration intended to impose sanctions
on Turkey and pull it from the F-35
programme if it took delivery of the
S-400 batteries. Influential US Senator Lindsay Graham, a Republican,
also said he expected sanctions
against Turkey to go ahead.
“I doubt if that conversation occurred,” Graham told CBS News in
reference to the meeting of Trump
and Erdogan in Japan. “It’s impossible, under our law, if Turkey buys
[and] activates the S-400 missile
battery they bought from the Russians, sanctions would be required
under law.”
Graham pointed to recently adopted US legislation banning the sale of
the F-35 jets to Turkey if Ankara deploys the S-400.
“There’s no way we’re going to
transfer to Turkey the F-35 technology and let them buy a Russian
missile battery at the same time. It
would compromise our platform,”
Graham said. The senator and other

Misinterpreting the message. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan addresses a meeting of
NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue in Ankara, last May. 						
officials said the S-400 could be used
to spy on the F-35, the West’s most
advanced fighter jet.
Timothy Ash, senior emerging
markets strategist at BlueBay Asset Management, also voiced doubt
about Ankara’s expectation that Turkey can buy the S-400 and stay in the
F-35 programme despite CAATSA.
Writing on Twitter, Ash said:
“Some people totally misread
Trump’s ability to deliver on his G20
‘promises’ to Erdogan — if indeed
he promised anything.” If Turkey
took delivery of the S-400s, “whatever Trump might say, Congress will
[certainly] sanction Turkey under
CAATSA and no F35s.”
Eissenstat said trouble could be
ahead for Turkish-US relations.
“My fear is that either Trump said
something in private that he won’t

commit to publicly or that Erdogan
misinterpreted the message,” he
wrote.
“If either of those is true, it would
be the worst outcome: meaning that
Turkey would not only suffer sanctions but that it would not have been
fully warned in advance. The sense
of grievance and betrayal in those
circumstances would be acute, certainly more acute than if US messaging had been clear from the start.”
Erdogan reacted angrily to the
idea that the United States could
withhold the F-35s despite Turkey’s
wish to buy 116 of the jets and despite that fact that Ankara had invested $1.4 billion in the project. “If
you seek a customer and a customer
comes forward and makes payments
like clockwork, how can you not
give that customer their goods? This

(AP)

would be robbery,” Erdogan was
quoted in Turkish news reports as
saying.
Turkey and the United States are
also at odds over Syria, where Washington has been supporting a Kurdish militia that Ankara regards as a
terrorist group. Since Turkey’s failed
coup in 2016, there have also been
tensions over the US rejection of a
Turkish request to extradite Fethullah Gulen, a Pennsylvania-based Islamic cleric whom Erdogan says was
the mastermind of the overthrow attempt.
Last year, Trump slapped sanctions on Turkey because of the detention of US pastor Andrew Brunson. The sanctions, which added
to a crash of the lira, ended after
Brunson’s release and return to the
United States.

Viewpoint

Ergenekon case reflects Turkey’s culture of impunity

T

“

Yavuz Baydar

his is a horrible
situation,” said Eren
Keskin. “It shows
how confused, how
unprincipled, how
worthless the
mentality of power in Turkey is.
The person who is currently the
president of this country, once
upon a time, had declared himself
to be ‘the prosecutor’ of this case
and, now, all of them are saying
how correct and just these acquittals are.”
Keskin, an award-winning lawyer
and the vice-chairwoman of the
Human Rights Association, is one of
the most prominent, courageous,
outspoken civil rights activists in
Turkey. The trial she mentioned is
well-known internationally:
Ergenekon — an alleged clandestine
network that included, as suspects,
a high number of state officials

Ergenekon suspects
have reason to be
cheerful. Their likeminded allies are
mostly in cooperation
with Erdogan’s power
circles.

and officers.
Hers was an outcry, which she
expressed ferociously on social
media, when a high criminal court,
after 12 years of serpentine legal
process, acquitted 235 out of 239
defendants of management,
membership, aiding and abetting a
terrorist organisation on the basis
that Ergenekon was not a real
group.
From the outset, the Ergenekon
case was deeply divisive. When the
case was filed in 2007, Ankara was a
political snake pit, a stormy capital,
from which rumours were spreading of an open coup.
Revelations were made by the
then-influential and independent
Turkish media, that a core group of
officers were plotting putsch plans
to topple the elected Justice and
Development Party (AKP) government.
In a sense the case, whose
prosecutors were later exposed to
be Gulenists, was a response to
contain and punish anti-democratic
activities and end Turkey’s
long-lasting “coup culture.”
Many among oppressed segments in Turkey had their hopes
tied to a “justice done” but soon
saw that the case was instrumentalised by then-Prime Minister Recep
Tayyip Erdogan to cement and grab
more power. It became apparent
years later that he was using
Gulenists to that end, while the
latter were hoping that they would
be given a lion’s share from his

power cake.
The case was severely mishandled, to the horror of dignified law
experts in Turkey. Although a small
core of suspects did seem to have
enough evidence against them, the
number of suspects swelled to
hundreds as prosecutors added
practically anybody “non grata” to
the files.
The more people the case
involved, the weaker and discredited Ergenekon became. Suspects,
including the top military commander Ilker Basbug and other
high-ranking officers as well as politicians, academicians and journalists, had to spend four years in
prison.
It was clear this was a sheer
political trial and when Erdogan
broke his pledges to reformists and
demolished his alliance with the
Gulenists the trial’s direction
turned 180 degrees with prosecutors and judges finding themselves
in jail or in exile.
Given the anti-democratic
conjuncture, Ergenekon symbolises
a major failure of Turkey’s legal and
political system.
Keskin was right when she
protested about the acquittals,
especially for Kurds and leftist
activists, front suspect figures of
Ergenekon trial who were easy to
identify as bloody-handed culprits
of extrajudicial killings and torture.
“We all know people like Cemal
Temizoz, Veli Kucuk,” she said in
an interview with Ahval Online,

dropping the names of two notorious army officials. “We remember
how they attacked us during the
trials of (slain Armenian journalist)
Hrant Dink and (Nobel Prize-wining) writer Orhan Pamuk and, with
these acquittals, we, the underdogs, will have to pay their compensation with our tax money.”
Supporters of the suspects
labelled Ergenekon as sham trial
but, to the likes of Keskin and
others, it is just another case of
“justice undone’” in Turkey’s
decades-long tradition of impunity.
AKP has become part of the culture.
Perhaps not surprisingly, there
was not a single case during its rule
that has led to state officials or army
officers being convicted of what
Keskin calls “crimes of humanity.”
Approximately 17,000 people
— mostly Kurdish civilians — have
gone missing or become victims in
the past three decades and, despite
publication of news articles and
books that offered enough evidence, court after court let the
suspects go free for the undisclosed
reason that they were the “men of
state.”
Keskin said no such acquittal may
change the fact what she and
millions of others believe: That the
deep state of Turkey remains intact
and is operational.
“Here, impunity reigns,” she
said. “No crime of state forces was
sentenced. Torture goes on. Ankara
refuses to sign international
treaties on ‘missing under custody.’

Nothing changes. Business as usual.
“Erdogan has become the state by
coming to an agreement with the
deep structures of the state. Now,
AKP represents the Islamist flank of
the official ideology.”
Ergenekon suspects have reason
to be cheerful. Their like-minded
allies are mostly in cooperation
with Erdogan’s power circles.
However, the intricacies of the
times, when Ergenekon trial was in
progress, will stay in memory. His
cunning role was exposed in a book
by Ahmet Sever a year ago.
Sever, who served a long time as
the adviser to former Turkish
President Abdullah Gul, wrote: “All
operations in the judiciary had been
carried out by Gulenists, spies and
prosecutors in close communication with Erdogan and with his
knowledge and approval, the chief
prosecutor of the Ergenekon trials,
Zekeriya Oz, was working directly
under Erdogan.”
So, the Ergenekon acquittals are a
reminder of the golden rule that
Turkish rulers followed across
decades: To benefit from eternal
impunity, when in power, you must
grant your predecessors their
hard-gained immunity from
prosecution.
This fact is something some
45,000 political prisoners in Turkey
can’t even think about.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and regular columnist for
The Arab Weekly.
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Iran-US showdown accentuating Arab-American divisions
The ones who really represent
an exception to this portrait are
the very few that have been able
to integrate US society and they
Ibrahim Zobeidi
and their children have become
true US citizens. They respect
their origins and their roots but
here are no Arabs in
have freed themselves from the
the United States, only
diseases that beset those roots.
Iraqi Shia and Sunni
As far as the Arabs and their
Muslims and Iraqi
causes are concerned, neither
Christians; Lebanese
Republicans nor Democrats have
Shia and Sunni
historically demonstrated real
Muslims and Christians; Egyptian
interest.
Muslims and Copts; Sunni,
However, in the context of the
Alawite and Druze Syrians;
US presidential election camJordanian Muslims and Chrispaign, the confrontation between
tians, Jordanians of Palestinian
the Iranian regime and the Trump
origin; and Palestinian Muslims
administration has accentuated
and Christians.
the divisions and reciprocal
Each one of those communities
hostility among Arab-American
is cosily living in its own neighcommunities and within Arab
bourhood with its own mosque
groups in America, as if the
and imam or its own church and
victory of Iranian Supreme
charity, its own newspaper and
Leader Ali Khamenei over US
radio station and its own clubs,
President Donald Trump or the
shops, playgrounds and restauUnited States’ victory and its
rants. Some of them are further
Arab and Muslim allies over Iran
divided into sub-communities
depended on the respective
and factions that profess their
victory or defeat of this side of
loyalty to the village or town
Arab-Americans over the other.
where they originated rather than
The pro-Trump camp says that
to their country of origin.
the sitting president is working
Only a minority among the
hard to bring Iran to its senses
members of these communities
and remove its claws and
has rid itself of old loyalties,
canines that it had dug
chauvinism and grudges it
deep into the bodies of
inherited from its
its Arab peaceful
ancestors’ religious,
Was it not Biden
neighbours but the
sectarian and
who had fully backed
pro-Iran camp is
ethnic squabbles,
Nuri al-Maliki and closed
enamoured with
even though
his eyes to his vengeful
the Democratic
many of its
actions, laws and
contender Joe
members were
reprisal measures that
Biden. The reason
born in the
is that the latter
United States,
ignited resentment in
has described
went to American
the hearts of millions
Trump’s Iran policy
universities,
of Sunnis?
as “catastrophic” and
worked in US
has warned that “the
institutions and had
last thing [Americans]
a taste of their secularism
needed is a new war in the
and democracy and have seen
Middle East.”
how the US democratic system
Whoever follows the newspadid melt millions of people from
pers of the Arab “tribes” in the
the four corners of the world into
United States, especially those of
the same pot, turning them into
the Iraqis, Yemenis, Egyptians,
one nation imbued with a culture
Lebanese and Palestinians, will
of tolerance and moderation.

T

Guilt by association. Democratic presidential candidate and former US Vice-President Joe Biden
speaks in Washington, June 17. 									
see that some of them pray day
and night for a victory of “Brother
Trump” while others are burning
with religious and revolutionary
fervour for the victory their
newly found darling, Biden.
Oh, how quickly they’ve
forgotten that Biden was, since
2009, the only soul in control of
the Iraqi file until the advent of
the Trump administration. He
was by far the worst manager of
the Iraq situation. He championed the sectarian quota system
that has turned Iraq into a failed
state.
He was the one who gave Iran
the right to occupy Iraq and
determine its destiny while

providing Iran with the needed
support and protection. He and
his president, Barack Obama,
take the biggest share of responsibility in igniting the fires of
armed confrontations in Iraq,
Syria, Lebanon and the Palestinian territories. They had done
that not out of love for Iran and
hatred for Iraq and the other
countries but rather out of a plan
to implicate the Iranians and
drown them in sectarian wars
with their neighbours so that
Shias and Sunnis get mired in
endless strife and bloodshed.
Was it not Biden who had fully
backed Nuri al-Maliki and closed
his eyes to his vengeful actions,

(AP)

laws and reprisal measures that
ignited resentment in the hearts
of millions of Sunnis and
prompted most of them to search
for an ally to come to their aid
against his militias, even if that
ally happened to be the devil
himself impersonated by the
Islamic State, al-Qaeda and the
Muslim Brotherhood?
Isn’t the Iranian impasse today
the result of the failed policies of
this supposedly innocent US
politician who is being cheered
by some Arab Americans?
Ibrahim Zobeidi is an Iraqi
writer and US publisher of
The Arab Weekly.

Why Arabs in the West cannot integrate into host societies

S

Baha al-Awam

ome Arab immigrants
in the West remain
forever strangers in
their host countries
because they have a
problem integrating.
This situation endures even
though European countries often
allow refugees and immigrants
to become full-fledged nationals
after a few years of residence and
under conditions that are not
impossible to fulfil.
Attempting to explain Arabs’
failure to integrate into new
social and political environments simply because they are
part of the overall Muslim
community does not offer a
convincing answer.
Not all Arabs are Muslims and
not all Muslims are culturally
alike in their motherlands or in
their host countries. A whole
spectrum of other causes may
shed light on Arabs’ deferred
affiliation to Western societies,
starting with the language
barrier and not ending with
religion.
There may be other reasons,
such as unfavourable laws,
immigrants’ attachment to their
countries of origin and negative
attitudes towards socio-political
life in their adoptive countries.
It is difficult to pinpoint which
causes have the greatest effect
on most Arabs who are reluctant
to integrate into Western
societies. These causes vary and
do not seem always to provide a

convincing explanation.
Weather may be a justification
for the “nomadic” life of Arabs
who move from Nordic countries
but, even when they settle in
relatively warmer climates of
France or Britain, it does not
mean they are ready to integrate
into those countries or become
an active part of public life. Many
years later, some do not even
speak their new country’s
language.
Many Arabs in Western
countries live in closed communities to the point that some
areas have been named after
their ethnic group. Arabs can live
for many years in those areas
without having to use the
country’s main language, except
for very rare occasions.
When Arabs withdraw into

their communities, they develop
a negative attitude towards life
in European countries and
remain vigorously attached to
their countries of origin by
closely following events there. It
is as if their bodies are in the
West while their minds and souls
are roaming the streets and
neighbourhoods of the countries
they left.
By insisting on maintaining
bonds to their countries of
origin, Arabs in the West lead
their old same lives but in a
different place. This makes
integration into their new
environments nearly impossible,
especially for older people
whose minds follow straight
lines leading to their countries of
origin.
Those lines, often determined

Between cultures. An Egyptian-American family and their friends
enjoy dinner at their house in Manalapan, New Jersey.
(Reuters)

regimes persecute their citizens
by beliefs, ideologies, nationaliat home to the point of pushing
ties or regionalism, are generally
them to emigrate, they, at times,
passed on by immigrants to their
pursue them in the diaspora and
children, making minor adjustturn some into spies, dooming
ments to comply with the laws of
their integration to failure.
the new homeland.
Arab regimes do not want their
To be fair, we cannot place the
people to become liberated even
full blame for failing to integrate
in the diaspora. They will not
on the shoulders of immigrants
allow any opposition to them to
alone. Part of the responsibility
develop among those communimust be borne by the laws of the
ties, even hundreds of
host nation, another by the
thousands of kilometres from
attitude of host societies and a
their palaces.
third rests with Arab governPolitical Islam groups
ments.
in the West helping
Immigration laws in
thwart attempts to
some countries are
When Arabs
integrate Arab
discriminatory,
withdraw into their
migrants into
targeting specific
communities, they
new societies are
sections of
develop a negative
no less ugly than
immigrant
attitude towards
those Arab
populations
life in European
regimes. Their
according to
countries.
distorted and
professional
hateful fatwas and
qualifications. Some
rulings do nothing
host countries neglect
but nourish the new
to provide language
immigrants’ hate for the
programmes for new
West.
arrivals and immigrants live in
closed Arab communities
So, how can a Muslim be
because they have difficulty
expected to integrate when his
communicating and interacting
sheikhs keep telling him that
with the wider community.
wishing a Merry Christmas to a
With respect to the host
Christian or accepting a gift from
societies, there is no denying
a Christian neighbour on eid day
there is a level of rejection of
is “haram”? How can a Muslim
Arabs and Muslims, both
child be expected to strike a
because of the spread of Islamofriendship with a Christian child
phobia that is being nourished by
when the former’s schoolbooks
ideas popularised by Western
tell him that the latter is a “kafir”?
media stereotypes linking Islam
Can we expect those who
to terrorism and by the rise of
consider television an “illegitiextreme right-wing groups
mate novelty” to be capable of
defending the “purity” of
correcting themselves and of
Western societies.
reconciling themselves with the
Arab regimes contribute to
inventors of this “evil” device?
delaying integration of Arab
immigrants. Not only do these
Baha al-Awam is a Syrian writer.
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Debate

Does migration herald the demise of the liberal idea?
serves an obsolete liberal
ideology, which in itself, Putin
said, goes against “stable…
Rashmee
traditional values.”
Roshan Lall
Is that true? Are “traditional
values,” East or West, within
Islam, Christianity, Hinduism or
German ship’s
Buddhism, so narrowly focused?
female captain was
Is political liberalism, a system
briefly detained in
based on the rights of individuItaly for docking in
als and civil society, out of sync
an Italian port with
with the times in which we live?
a boat carrying
Is social liberalism, which
migrants rescued off Zawiya,
revolves around the protection
Libya. Was the captain a dangerof minorities and vulnerable
ous liberal? Was she pursuing an
groups, a namby-pamby idea
obsolete ideology that places a
inconsistent with the national
premium on saving lives, even of
interest? And, if so, is national
those to whom we owe nothinterest solely to be taken as the
ing?
perceived psychological and
Just days ago, people on the
physical benefit of the majority
Isle of Lewis in the Outer
of citizens of any one country?
Hebrides marked the first
Any answer to these questions
anniversary of their first
must take into account two basic
mosque, which caters to approxfacts. First, Putin is in a comimately a dozen Syrian refugees.
manding position after nearly 20
Were the islanders wrong to have
years at the very top of the
embraced multiculturalism? Had
Russian government. He has
they made a cardinal mistake?
intervened in Syria and brutally
Russian President Vladimir
dealt with Chechnya and Crimea.
Putin recently used those very
Second, the rise of Donald
words to explain his view of the
Trump to the US presidency is
world. It was a “cardinal mishelping Putin’s attempt to
take,” Putin said in an interview
enshrine a new, post-demowith the Financial Times for
cratic paradigm that goes
German Chancellor Angela
against values hitherto
Merkel to have taken in
supported by the
approximately 1 million
Western world.
Syrian refugees in
The retreat of
2015. He proliberalism as an
nounced the liberal
Everywhere, the
idea that drives
idea as having
inoffensive liberal
human progress
“become obsomessage is portrayed
as well as
lete” anyway
as a mortal threat to
mankind’s best
because “it has
the greater common
instincts cannot
come into conflict
good.
be denied. In the
with the interests
United States, for
of the overwhelminstance, white
ing majority of the
evangelical protestants
population.”
have declined as a share of
Liberalism, Putin said, is
the population in elections
determined to protect
from 2004-18 but risen as a
multiculturalism and
share of the voting population.
migrants rather than “the
This is seen by political analysts
interests of the core population.”
as a concerted attempt to roll
Migrants, he added, “kill,
back the liberalism marked by
plunder and rape with imputhe election of Barack Obama.
nity.”
In Poland, once a poster child
Ergo, kindness to migrants is
of post-communist transition to
not in the interests of the host
the European Union, a conservacountry and its people. It only

A

Icon of defiance. Carola Rackete, the 31-year-old Sea-Watch 3 captain, disembarks from a Finance
police boat and is escorted to a car in Porto Empedocle, Italy, July 1. 			
(Reuters)
tism based on supposedly
Roman Catholic traditional
values has taken hold. Young
Polish voters cleave to the
governing Law and Justice
party’s promise of security in the
face of exaggerated fears of a
“Muslim invasion” of Europe.
Then there are the other usual
suspects, which pop up on any
list of Western countries now
openly or covertly expressing
contempt for the liberal idea.
Hungary. Italy. Austria. There are
also relatively prominent
anti-Muslim, anti-migrant
political parties in Britain,
France, the Netherlands and Germany. Everywhere, the inoffensive liberal message is portrayed
as a mortal threat to the greater
common good.
Even so, it may be premature

to compose an elegy to liberalism. Better perhaps to consider
why anti-liberalism is on the
rise. Not too long ago, Harvard
political philosopher Michael
Sandel explained the anti-liberal
tide as a search for justice in a
time of growing inequality.
Sandel said that with the top 1%
of the US population having
more wealth than the bottom
90% combined and the average
CEO making more money in a
day than the average person in a
year, ordinary people were
hungering for a reckoning as well
as a level playing field.
After Reaganomics and
Thatcherism, which posited that
the market could fix everything,
a new clutch of centre-left
leaders took charge in the 1990s,
Sandel said. However, Bill

Clinton, Tony Blair and Gerhard
Schroeder didn’t really change
the system. Crucially, they did
nothing to make the social
system fairer and more just.
This meant, in Sandel’s words,
that we went from being market
economies to “market societies,”
a wholly soul-less and value-less
status that does not allow man to
dream securely within a structured order. Nationalism, i.e. a
search for values and belonging,
is the response. And Putin can
claim liberalism is obsolete
It may very well be if it doesn’t
provide justice.
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.

Migrant crisis still alive but Europe’s stance grows more sinister
Stephen Starr

D

espite the lack of
attention paid to the
eastern Mediterranean migrant crisis,
huge numbers of
people are risking
their lives to reach Europe, with
Turkey very much the critical
junction.
While the number of migrants
reaching Europe this year is
expected to fall way below last
year’s 141,000 arrivals, figures
from Turkey present a very
different picture.
After Spain last year seeing
more illegal arrivals than any
other European country, the
pendulum appears to be swinging back east this year, with
18,294 arriving in Greece —
mainly from Turkey — versus the
12,522 having landed in Spain.
Incredibly, more than 27,000
illegal migrants were detained by
Turkish police in May alone. Last
year, more than 250,000 people
were stopped trying to enter
Greece or Bulgaria through
Turkey.
Migrants continue to drown on
the Aegean Sea — 12 victims on
one day in June — but the tragedy
now draws scant attention. It’s
not just the seas: the roads of
north-western Turkey have also
turned deadly.
On June 25, ten migrants died
and 40 were injured when a van
carrying them through Meric, a

town close to the Greek border,
crashed into a store.
“Edirne, bordering with
Greece, saw a new influx of
illegal migrants trying to reach
Europe in March and April.
Seemingly organised, hundreds
of migrants, mainly from
Afghanistan, Iran and other
countries, headed to Edirne in an
influx triggered by social media
rumours that Europe would
admit more migrants,” Turkey’s
Daily Sabah newspaper reported
several weeks ago.
Undoubtedly, the number of
people detained by Turkish
police represents a small fraction
of the overall figure because
many reach continental Europe
undetected.
While national and institutional European leaders may be
preoccupied by events on the
opposite side of the continent
— namely Brexit — it would do
well to keep in mind that the
migrant crisis is an issue on its
south-eastern border.
The year has been a particularly sensitive time for Europe in
general and the European Union
in particular. The run-up to local
and EU elections in May saw a
fear emerge that far-right
elements could overrun the
political establishment right
across the European Union just
as Donald Trump has done in the
United States.
Polls had far-right candidates
across a multitude of countries
doing well and media outlets
afforded anti-immigrant candidates an outsized amount of
attention. Ultimately, the

right-wing wave failed to fully
materialise and the establishment has, more or less, survived.
This brings us to an interesting,
even sinister, turn of events on
the part of the European Union.
In March it declared, to the
surprise of many, that the
migrant crisis was over.
“The times of crisis, when
hundreds of thousands were
coming by sea to Italy and Greece
are behind us,” European
Migration Commissioner Dimitris
Avramopoulos said. Around the
same time, it ran a media
campaign across the European
Union, trying to sell the idea that
no more illegal migrants were
attempting to enter.
A news release from the
European Commission claimed:
“The EU has offered protection

and support to millions, saved
lives, dismantled smuggling
networks and brought irregular
arrivals to Europe down to the
lowest level recorded in 5 years.”
However, a cursory look at the
issue gives a very different view.
While its claim of protection or
refugees and migrants is largely
accurate, the threadbare support
migrants get in Europe is barely
adequate. Furthermore, how it
can surmise that it’s saved lives is
unfathomable and distasteful,
particularly when so many died
while attempting to reach Europe
— such as recently in Tripoli.
What’s more, smuggling
networks thrive across North
Africa, on the Iran-Turkey border
and throughout Turkey. In
Greece, more than 4,000
migrants waste away in camps on

Back to reality. Rescue workers look towards a migrant boat as it
sails close to the Open Arms aid vessel, June 30.
(AP)

the island of Samos.
What about the tens of thousands of desperate people trying
to reach the continent every
month and the dozens dying
every day en route? Or the
hundreds detained in sub-human
conditions in Libya? Do they not
exist in the eyes of the European
Union? And why is the European
Union adding 10,000 border
guards in the coming years to
Frontex, its border and coast
guard agency, if the crisis is, as it
claims, “over”?
It appears the European Union
has been attempting to cover up
and whitewash the difficulties
facing migrants to convince
voters that the problem isn’t that
bad.
Institutional and national
leaders across the European
Union have been scared stiff that
voters would reject them and
elect far-right elements in their
place. To counter that, it’s been
trying to sell the idea that “everything’s fine,” a mantra authoritarian regimes the world over use to
pacify their populations.
It is a shameful ploy that will
come back to bite the European
Union. EU officials have kicked
the can down the road but it
won’t be long before voters in
Europe realise that, with thousands of desperate people still
arriving through Turkey, the
migrant crisis is anything but
“over.”
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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Saudi housing sector
undergoes major
transformation
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

S

audi Arabia’s housing sector is embarking on a major
expansion through Saudi Vision 2030, which aims to enable families to own suitable and
affordable accommodation.
Investment in the real estate
financing sector was expected
to reach $21.3 billion in 2019 and
one of the key targets of the Saudi
Ministry of Housing is to increase
Saudi home ownership to 70% by
2030.
“Various initiatives are under
way to achieve this objective,
including the Sakani affordable
housing programme and the various regulatory efforts to expand
the mortgage market,” said Raya
Majdalani, research manager of
global real estate consultants
Knight Frank.
The Sakani programme, begun
in 2017 by the Ministry of Housing,
aims to ensure housing for all.
“Saudi Arabia is now in the third
year of the programme. Around
580,000 (financing) products were
allocated in 2017 and 2018 including mortgage loans, cost-free
land plots and off-plan residential
units. In 2019, the target is to allocate 200,000 additional products
across the different regions,” Majdalani said.
The Housing Ministry is collaborating with the private sector “giving private developers incentives
to build high-quality residential
units that meet the citizens’ needs
at affordable prices,” she said.
Financial incentives include
subsidised loans, increased floor-

area ratios and guarantees to purchase the unsold houses.
Waleed Alessia, CEO of Saudi
state-owned property developer
Raza, said the economic transformation under way in Saudi Arabia
was having an effect “on all areas
of Saudi life and the future prospects for Saudi citizens.”
“Saudi Arabia’s current challenge in real estate remains to deliver flexible and contemporary
real estate facilities in response to
the rapidly changing nature of the
market, in both commercial and
residential spaces,” he said.
Alessia said that many landlords,
faced with depressed demand and
rents, were “caught off guard by
buyers’ evolving needs and preferences.”
Majdalani said he expected the
Saudi housing market to benefit
from an increasing number of public-private partnerships as part of
a strategy to attract private investment.

Investment in the real
estate financing sector
was expected to reach
$21.3 billion in 2019.
Majdalani pointed to statistics
from the Saudi Arabian Monetary
Authority that showed a steady
acceleration in real estate loans by
banks: 8% in 2016, 10% in 2017 and
16% in 2018, reaching $37.6 billion.
At the same time, corporate real
estate loans by banks increased
10% in 2018 and 2017 and 9% in
2016, reaching $26.4 billion.
These trends imply that Saudi
banks had been allocating an increasing share of their loan portfolios to housing and real estate de-

Briefs
UAE cabinet approves
full foreign ownership
of business ventures

Ambitious projects. A view of the Digital City in Riyadh.
velopment, as overall loan growth
remained subdued over the period.
Majdalani said the main support for real estate financing was
through the Real Estate Development Fund and the Saudi Refinance Company, which were
“playing a key role in meeting the
government’s ambitious target to
increase the mortgage market to
$133.3 billion by 2020.”
Alessia said master developers were realising that they need
to incorporate “community” features into their mixed-use developments at an early stage. “If not,
the effect would be felt for years as
the industry fails to satisfy market
needs and the aspirations of the
Vision 2030 generation go unrealised,” he said.
This provides an opportunity for
Saudi institutional property developers and operators to focus on developing integrated communities
targeting millennials and unlock
success for Saudi real estate.
“In this context, placemaking is
a critical ingredient, which, if done
right, has the potential to transform the way people live, work
and play in the kingdom,” Alessia
noted.
He said placemaking helped
developers enhance the value of
their assets and generate a revenue

(Raza)

stream to offset development and
operational costs.
Riyadh has hundreds of square
kilometres of housing, he said,
“but very few neighbourhoods.
The place makers will help policymakers create such urban magnets.”
Urban planners view mixed-use
developments, which create communities where none had existed
“as the answer to 21st-century city
living,” Alessia said
“Digital City in Riyadh has
proved to be a great success in the
mixed-use market. The Diplomatic
Quarter development has won similar plaudits and customer appreciation. The upcoming Jeddah Obhur
project offers another example of a
successful approach to placemaking in the kingdom,” Alessia said.
Majdalani observed: “We are
seeing a shift from traditional
stand-alone properties towards
community,
lifestyle-focused
developments offering modern
amenities. This trend is consistent
with the change in buyers’ profile given the young and growing
population whose tastes are fast
changing and developing in line
with global trends.”
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an
Arab Weekly contributor in Dubai.
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O

PEC ministers and
their independent
producer counterparts agreed to
extend output cuts
into the spring of
2020 following a controversial
meeting in Vienna that included
one prominent OPEC minister
warning about the potential
“death” of the 59-year-old oil
cartel.
The increasing collaboration
between OPEC kingpin Saudi
Arabia and independent producer
Russia and Moscow’s growing
influence on the cartel’s decisionmaking is rankling other OPEC
members, particularly smaller
members of the organisation that
have been chafing at Saudi
Arabia’s dominant role.
This did not stop OPEC from
solidifying its relationship with
its non-OPEC partners through a
Charter of Cooperation, which
Saudi Oil Minister Khalid al-Falih
called a “historic document.” The

Should the cartel
and its non-OPEC
allies maintain
lower output,
OPEC is facing the
real prospect of
seeing its oil
market share slide
to less than 30%.

(Agence France-Presse)

Dubai firm pays
$7.5 million for
cancelling Six Flags
park plans
A Dubai firm will pay $7.5 million to Six Flags after abandoning
plans to build a version of the US
amusement park in the United
Arab Emirates amid an economic
slowdown.
DXB Entertainments, which
runs Dubai Parks and Resorts,
said it agreed with Texas-based
Six Flags Entertainment Corporation to pay the amount as “a right
of first refusal.”
In February, DXB Entertainments announced it was cancelling plans to build the $454
million Six Flags park, citing
financing constraints. The company, which owns other theme
parks in Dubai, posted a firstquarter net loss of $59 million
and visits were down 11% in the
period.
(The Associated Press)

Extensions of output cuts raise questions about OPEC’s future
Jareer Elass

The United Arab Emirates said
it was lifting a decades-old cap
on foreign ownership and allow
full foreign control of business
ventures.
UAE Vice-President and Prime
Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin
Rashid al-Maktoum posted on
Twitter that the cabinet approved
100% foreign ownership in 122
economic activities.
The move covers agriculture,
manufacturing, renewable energy,
e-commerce, transportation, arts,
construction and entertainment,
Sheikh Mohammed said.
The decision abolishes a decades-old law that limited foreign
ownership to 49%.

charter will require approval from
individual governments.
Faced with an economic climate
coloured by trade wars, fear of a
global recession and worries that
crude supplies next year will
exceed demand, the OPEC+ group
agreed to roll over production
cuts of 1.2 million barrels per day
(bpd) that were implemented in
January for another nine months,
to March 2020.
Despite those deep cuts and US
oil sanctions on OPEC members
Iran and Venezuela taking a steep
toll on their crude sales, oil prices
have not reached levels deemed
satisfactory to Riyadh and others
because, in great part, of US shale
production soaring to record
levels.
It’s been commonplace for oil
pundits to periodically predict
the figurative “death” of OPEC for
various reasons: the organisation’s perceived irrelevance in the
oil markets, its inability to
respond to market conditions and
divisiveness within the group’s
membership. However, it is
highly unusual for an OPEC
minister to caution about the
cartel’s metaphorical demise
— and even more striking when
the minister in question is as
prominent and long-serving as
Iranian Oil Minister Bijan
Zanganeh.
Zanganeh was clearly peeved
that Saudi Arabia and Russia
reached agreement on a production cut extension at the G20
summit before the July 1 meeting
of OPEC ministers and the July 2
session between the cartel and its
non-OPEC allies.
Speaking July 1, Zanganeh
stated that “the main challenge to
OPEC is unilateralism,” a clear

swipe at Riyadh’s increasingly
close collaboration with Moscow
on collective production decisions. Zanganeh went on to say:
“Iran won’t leave OPEC but I
believe OPEC is going to die. It’s
going to die with these processes.”
OPEC began coordinating with
a Russian-led group of independent oil producers in 2017 on
output cuts to push international
oil prices up. The 1.2 million bpd
reduction agreement reached last
December by OPEC+ excludes
sanctions-hit Venezuela and Iran
as well as war-torn Libya and
helped prices rise 25% since the
beginning of 2019.
That agreement called for OPEC
to account for 800,000 bpd of the
cuts, with the non-OPEC contingent responsible for the remaining 400,000 bpd. Saudi Arabia
has maintained its oil output at
levels consistently below its
quota to help elevate international oil prices.
The Trump administration’s
sanctions targeting Caracas
contributed to a loss of around
370,000 bpd of Venezuelan crude
exports since the start of 2019.
Renewed US restrictions on
Tehran resulted in Iranian oil
exports reportedly tumbling
more than 2 million bpd from
pre-sanctions’ levels.
In announcing the elimination
of sanctions waivers for Iran’s top
eight customers that took effect
in May, the US administration
said it would work closely with
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates to ensure market
stability.
The reality is that booming US
oil production has helped cap oil
prices as global demand esti-

mates for 2019 have been revised
down and the increase in American crude output will likely
contribute to an oversupplied oil
market in 2020. US crude output
hit a monthly record in April,
reaching 12.16 million bpd. The
United States became the world’s
largest oil producer in 2018,
overtaking Russia and Saudi
Arabia.
In its June oil report, the
International Energy Agency
(IEA) suggested that US oil
production would be the largest
contributor to the expected
non-OPEC supply growth for next
year, with non-OPEC growth
rising from 1.9 million bpd in 2019
to 2.3 million bpd in 2020.
In line with assessments by
other financial institutions and
oil trackers, the IEA revised its oil
demand growth estimate for 2019
downward by 100,000 bpd to 1.2
million bpd. The agency said oil
demand will rebound slightly
next year for a 1.4 million bpd
growth.
Given the higher non-OPEC
supplies for next year and somewhat tepid global demand, the IEA
reduced its “call” or requirement
for OPEC crude in 2020 to 29.3
million bpd, 650,000 bpd less than
the cartel’s May output.
Should the cartel and its
non-OPEC allies maintain lower
output in pursuit of higher oil
prices as US shale production
continues to dominate, OPEC is
facing the real prospect of seeing
its oil market share slide to less
than 30%, something that hasn’t
happened since 1991.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues for
The Arab Weekly.

Japan’s Abe offers
Saudi crown prince to
help in reducing oil
dependency
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe praised Saudi efforts to
reduce dependence on oil and
promised Saudi Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz that Japan would help the
kingdom with a sweeping reform
plan.
“Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030
is an unprecedented major
reform aimed at shifting away
from dependence on oil and at
diversifying industry, under your
majesty’s initiative,” Abe told the
crown prince at the beginning
of a bilateral meeting after the
Group of 20 summit in Osaka.
“Japan will continue its utmost
efforts by government and the
private sector to help achieve its
success,” Abe said.
(Reuters)

Fire at Sonatrach gas
facility in Oran, no
effect on production
A fire at Algerian energy firm
Sonatrach’s GNL1Z gas production
unit in Oran will have no effect on
output, the company said.
Two people were injured in the
fire, Sonatrach said in a statement.
Video posted online showed a
large fire at the site and private
broadcaster Ennahar said the
fire had been followed by several
explosions.
Algeria is a major gas exporter,
serving mainly European markets,
and is also an OPEC oil producer.
(Reuters)
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Tanger Med 2 may soon become the
top container port in the Mediterranean
Mohamed al-Alawi

Rabat

M

orocco is preparing to
operate new quays at
the port of Tangier,
which will turn it into
the biggest port in the Mediterranean in terms of container capacity
and a magnet for investment and
manufacturing industries.
With the expected development
of logistics facilities and the rise in
the number of off-shore companies
in an adjacent free economic zone,
it is believed that the Tanger Med 2
port will become the primary port
destination in the Mediterranean.
It would surpass the two largest
commercial ports in the region —
Algeciras and Valencia in Spain.
“The inauguration of the Mediterranean port of Tangier 2 will
be indicative of the success of the
handling and services policy that
Morocco is trying to implement in
a range of free zones,” Mohamed
Yawhi, a professor of economics
at Rabat University, said in a statement.
“The new port will be able to
handle a larger number of containers coming from different ports of
the world as well as facilitate the
transit of passengers.”
Yawhi said Morocco is taking advantage of its strategic location and
of Moroccan King Mohammed VI’s
support for free-zone ports to aid
economic and social development.
For the handling and services
policy to succeed and for Morocco
to transfer industry and technology, Yawhi said local companies
need to strike partnerships with international firms in the neighbouring industrial zone in industrial,
logistics and service activities.
The port of Tangier, near the
Strait of Gibraltar, has undergone
a major expansion in the past
two years. Since being equipped
with three of the largest container
cranes in the world last February,
the port has been working at full
capacity.
The port’s website states that
Tanger Med 2 represents the third

stage of the development of the
Tangier-Mediterranean port complex, along with Tanger Med 1, the
passenger terminal and the small
boat harbour. Port facilities are
managed by APM Terminals, a joint
venture between Danish Maersk,
German Eurogate and a local company.
Reuters quoted Port Director Rachid al-Hawari as saying: “The port
will add another 6 million containers to its annual capacity after the
expansion that had cost 1.3 billion
euros ($1.47 billion.)” Last year, the
port, already Africa’s largest commercial port, handled a volume of
3.5 million TEUs (20-foot containers).
Morocco is hoping to increase
Tangier 2’s container handling capacity to 4.5 million TEUs by the
end of the year, matching the capacity of Port Algeciras in southern
Spain.
Tanger Med 2 provides a platform for exports from local production plants of automotive parts
for French automakers such as
Renault and Peugeot. Port authorities hope to capitalise on the port’s
location on the western side of the
Mediterranean coast, to turn it into
a hub for container traffic between
Africa, Europe and Asia.
Hawari said he was optimistic the
port’s capacity would be increased
by 1 million containers a year but
declined to provide more accurate
forecasts for future volumes. He
said the original port reached a capacity of 3.5 million containers in
six years.
“About 90% of the container volumes passing through the port are
transit containers going to other
destinations,” Hawari said. He explained that West Africa is the largest market with a 40% share, an
area where Moroccan companies
have expanded extensively in recent years.
About 20% of the volume of containers goes to Europe and 10% to
the Americas. Morocco invested
about $1.13 billion in building and
equipping the first quay, providing
about 6,000 jobs at the port and
another 70,000 in a commercial
zone in the region.

A magnet for investment. A view of a ship moored next to a lot of cars at Terminal I of the Tanger Med port
on the Strait of Gibraltar. 									 (AFP)
The port is about 50km west
of Tangier. The site allows room
for further expansion. Tangier
also has a ferry port that handles
40,000 passengers a day during
the summer season.

Morocco is hoping to
increase Tangier 2’s
container handling
capacity to 4.5 million
TEUs by the end of the
year, matching the
capacity of Port Algeciras
in southern Spain.
The new port is expected to reduce waiting times and to ease the
traffic pressure on central Tangier.
Deputy General Director of the
Tangier Port Authority Hassan Abkari said the port of Tangier serves
regular passenger and cargo sea

lines with the ports of Algeciras
and Motril in Spain, Sete in France
and Genoa and Savona in Italy.
Said al-Hadi, head of the board
of directors of Tanger Med, said:
“There is a significant margin for
growth for the ports of Tangier
and of Algeciras. Over the next 10
years, both ports together will be
able to handle 16 million containers a year.”
Experts said Tanger Med 2 has
an excellent chance of becoming the number one port in the
region, especially after being
awarded an Eco-Friendly Port
Certificate in March 2016 by the
European Organisation of Ports,
the first African port to receive
the certificate.
The port is connected to more
than 186 ports in more than 77
countries. It is near the Free Industrial Zone, where 900 compa-

nies operate in various industries,
including the automotive sector,
textiles, electronic devices, air
navigation, logistics, food and
other value-added businesses. The
zone employs about 70,000 people
and brings in $6.2 billion a year in
revenues, port management data
stated.
Since its creation in 2007, the
Port of Tangier has made great
strides. Data show that, by the end
of 2017, it received more than 51.3
million tonnes of cargo and about
3.3 million containers.
Yawhi said it is necessary to expedite opening the port of Nador,
west of the Mediterranean, to provide support and enhance integration with the ports of Tangier and
the free zone in Kenitra.
Mohamed al-Alawi is a Moroccan
writer.

Viewpoint

Moody’s report gives Lebanese state a crude awakening
Makram Rabah

Lebanon not only
lacks the trust of
Moody’s and similar
financial
stakeholders, it has
lost the confidence of
its own people.

A

dolescents do not
usually take criticism well. They
often respond by
denying the problem, externalising
blame or finding ways to justify
their shortcomings.
On a much larger scale, the
Lebanese state acts much the
same way. Whenever confronted
with criticism over its policy, it
lashes out in irrational and
unproductive ways. The government’s reaction to a critical
analysis by Moody’s Investor
Service that drew a bleak picture
of the country’s future is a case
in point.
Furious over the prestigious
international credit agency’s
report, the Lebanese state
threatened legal action and
accused it of maliciously
seeking to defame Lebanon and
spreading false information.
Some accused Moody’s of acting
on behalf of a Zionist plot aimed
at pressuring the country to
back the United States’ Middle
East peace plan meeting in
Bahrain.
Moody’s rating was a serious
analysis, bringing up many
important points that the state is
simply unwilling to accept or
deal with.
After finally hammering out a

draft budget that cut the deficit
from 11.5% of GDP to 7.6%, the
Lebanese government and Prime
Minister Saad Hariri felt they
were deserving of praise and
admiration. Moody’s forecast
was a needed wake-up call from
this dream, sending the message
that, despite Lebanon’s many
ostensible reforms, the state is
far from making a recovery.
One international financial
analyst familiar with Moody’s
methodology said the report
drove home the fact that “what’s
been done so far is not enough to
put Lebanon on a sustainable
path… Their projections are
credible and policy makers
should listen.”
“They [Moody’s] highlighted
that even if we do believe the
numbers from the budget now
being debated in the parliament,
which is a leap of faith to start
with given the lack of discipline
displayed in the implementation
of previous budgets, Lebanon’s
ability to service its debt will be
increasingly in question,” the
analyst added.
“Other rating agencies will
probably be as negative, if not
more, in the not so distant
future. More radical actions need
to be taken now.”
Lebanon has indeed failed to
make fundamental changes to its

economy, drawing concern from
those who are waiting anxiously
for the state to get its act
together. Topping the list of
concerned parties are the main
patrons of the CEDRE conference. That included the French
government, which expressed
disappointment over many of
Lebanon’s proposed reforms.
During French presidential
envoy Pierre Dukan’s visits to
Beirut, he has indicated that
Lebanon’s half-hearted reforms
will not be enough to expedite
transfer of grants and loans
allocated during the CEDRE
conference nor buy Hariri and
his cabinet more time.
The World Bank’s words of
encouragement over the
approval of Lebanon’s budget
and electricity plan were
accompanied by calls to ensure
proper implementation and
introduce further structural
measures.
Perhaps the most important of
such measures is what the
International Monetary Fund has
always advocated for, including
in its latest meeting with Hariri:
raising the value added tax to
15% and raising excises on
gasoline by 5,000 Lebanese
pounds ($3.32) to rein in the
growing budget deficit.
In layman’s terms, this means

asking Lebanon to employ the
Greek model for the next 20
years, which would cause the
average Lebanese consumer to
take the hit for the political
elite’s reckless behaviour, an
approach that would obviously
cause political upheaval.
Under the late Rafik Hariri, the
country was in a different
position. Arab Gulf countries
continually bailed Lebanon out
of its financial trouble, providing
it with a safety net that is no
longer available.
As it stands, Saad Hariri and
the rest of Lebanon’s political
elite lack the foresight, skills and
perhaps intent to introduce
meaningful reforms. If such
resolve does exist, the government’s bloated ego prevents it
from heeding sound economic
counsel, eroding any hope of
recovery.
Lebanon not only lacks the
trust of Moody’s and similar
financial stakeholders, it has lost
the confidence of its own people,
who will pay dearly with their
money and future sooner rather
than later.
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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Activists seek
assistance for
widows in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

R

ana, 24, lost her husband
to cancer five years ago,
joining the ranks of Jordanian widows, many
of whom are illiterate and live in
poverty.
“I did not finish my high school
studies and was married to a good
man who worked as a guard. When
he was diagnosed with cancer, life
started to take another turn,” said
Rana, who asked to be identified
only by her first name.
“Today, I am facing the world
alone with my children. It is not
an easy job but thank God I have
some sewing skills that I learned
a long time ago and use to make a
living.”
Unlike Rana, approximately
half of Jordan’s 172,688 widows,
including 6,178 younger than 30,
did not receive any education and
have no real skills.
Globally, International Widows
Day, which takes place annually
on June 23, is a UN day of action
to address the “poverty and injustice” faced by millions of widows
and their dependents.
“I never thought that there is a
day for us. Life does change when
you become a widow and, despite
the sympathy people show you,
still you need to depend on yourself and raise the children,” said
Rana, the mother of five.
Rana is among Jordanian women whose life was disrupted with
the death of their husband. In

many cases they are left with
nothing to secure their future and
that of their children and sometimes they must deal with debts.
“At night, when I have some
time, I start studying to learn
more and maybe get a degree. It is
a long shot but still worth trying.
My children come first and providing them with a good education is
a priority,” Rana said.
Jordanian NGOs are lobbying to
introduce laws protecting widows
and establish official programmes
to alleviate illiteracy and poverty.
Lawyer Lina Tawil said there
should be more programmes to assist women in general and widows
and divorced women in particular because many lack skills and
knowledge of their rights.
“Women face many kinds of violence and those who are illiterate,
forced to marry at a very young
age or to have many children will
usually face a harsh future when
their husbands die. Education can
play a big role in securing their
future and the future of their children,” Tawil said.
The Sisterhood Is Global Institute, which seeks to empower
women and enhance their participation in different spheres, says
approximately 42.7% of widows,
divorced and separated women
had been victims of emotional
violence, 42.3% faced physical
violence and 13.6% were sexually
abused by their husbands.
“The government, international
aid agencies and others do have
programmes to assist widows but
it is not enough. I believe that the
private sector should be more in-

In need of help. Women embroider at a workshop in north of Amman.
volved in securing opportunities
for them,” Tawil said.
Amal Abu Hatab, director of Al
Amal Society for Social Development, which works closely with
widows, framed Middle Eastern
women in three categories.

Approximately half of
Jordan’s 172,688 widows,
including 6,178 younger
than 30, did not receive
any education and have
no real skills.
“The first includes those who
can break barriers to reach their
goals. The second and most
common type are mothers and
housewives depending on their

husbands. Then there is the type
who is weak with many social and
financial issues who need assistance and should be shouldered
by the society,” Abu Hatab said.
“We provide several training
courses covering cooking, sewing,
handcraft and art to widows to
help them develop their skills and
start depending on themselves to
raise their families. We assisted
some 240 families who were able
to earn a living and find extra opportunities,” she added.
Al-Hanan Association for the
Care of Widows and Orphans helps
widows find job opportunities and
provides funds to small projects.
“The association was established
in 2004 and has been assisting 325
widows across the country,” said

(AFP)
association President Zahia Turk.
“We have established a special unit that focuses on teaching
the widows basic skills, including sewing, embroidery, basic IT
skills, ceramic art and chocolate
making.”
Turk said: “Some women have
the will and the skills and have
already started creating products
but they lacked the marketing
knowhow, a matter where the association is trying to help.”
For Rana, life has been cruel in
many ways with numerous uncertain paths that she needs to follow.
However, there is one path she is
confident she will not take.
“Despite pressure from my family and the society, I will not remarry,” she said.

Al-Azhar bans common-law marriages
Amira Fekri

Cairo

W

ith its decision to consider
common-law
marriages a form of
fornication, Al-Azhar
Foundation opened societal debate
in Egypt about how to deal with
such unions.
Mahmoud Mohanna, a member
of the Council of Senior Scholars
at al-Azhar, said a draft version of
the law pertaining to personal status measures reflects a consensus
among council members that common-law or temporary marriages
for pleasure and convenience fall
under the religious rubric related to
fornication and adultery and the religious dispute regarding commonlaw marriages is over, should the
Egyptian parliament approve the
measure.
Al-Azhar’s view represents a
turning point in the position of the
scholars who, ten years ago, recognised the legitimacy of commonlaw marriages, provided they are
made public and witnessed by two
adults.
The stigmatisation of commonlaw marriages as adultery in a conservative society such as Egypt
means that al-Azhar has issued its
judgment on couples in commonlaw relations making them liable to
be charged with a crime.
Legal experts said common-law
marriages should not be dealt with
through legal means while neglecting intellectual and cultural dimensions. Trying to quickly fix the
problem through religious fatwa
exacerbates the crisis and does not
help find a convergence of various
views or convince young people
likely to enter secret, illegitimate
relations.

The experts pointed out that addressing common-law relations
through intimidation is counterproductive because social rebellion
and overthrowing old customs and
traditions are growing.
Many families are no longer able
to control their children or address
feelings of neglect experienced by
many girls, which push them to
seek emotional security outside the
family home.
Souhir Latif, a professor of sociology at Helwan University, said
fighting common-law marriages
without involving family members would not solve the crisis.
She said reducing the issue to its
religious dimension was a mistake
and would not find an attentive audience among younger generations
already accustomed to living freely,
making their own decisions, deciding their future and caring less
about social norms and traditions.
It would, however, resonate profoundly with parents who hold religious opinions and decisions sacred, she said.
Latif explained that many common-law couples consider themselves to have committed a crime.
They said society pushed them
to seek secret relations and they
should not be prosecuted.
The “guilty” society includes religious scholars and experts who
forbid contact between males and
females, government institutions
that failed to rein in economic inflation that has made it impossible for
young people to provide the minimum requirements of official marriages, and the parents and families who place exorbitant demands
on any man seeking to marry their
daughter.
Secret marriages are often justified by appealing to strong emotional ties between young couples
even though they are not finan-

cially ready for an official marriage.
This is often the case among university students.
Many couples enter common-law
relations to force their families to
approve their union. Some common-law wives keep that status for
fear of losing custody of their children or social security benefits.
“If society wishes to find radical
solutions to the phenomenon of
common-law marriages,” said Latif,
“it must first choose the appropriate discourse to address the class of
young people who believe in the legitimacy of this type of relation because it is not useful to use the language of ‘halal’ and ‘haram’ with a
generation eager to follow freedom
and to get rid of social traditions
and rites; usually, a rebel will not
give in to a policy of intimidation.”
An Egyptian journalist, who said
he did not want his real name used,
said he resorted to common-law
marriage because his wife’s family
refused to consent to their marriage
because he was not able to afford
housing in Cairo.
“When conditions allow it, we will
make our marriage public despite
the expected losses then,” he said.

Al-Azhar’s view represents a
turning point in the position
of the scholars who, ten
years ago, recognised the
legitimacy of common-law
marriages.
He insisted there is a difference
between a common-law union for
pleasure and marrying for love.
Some do it because of the tyranny of
their parents. These types of unions
should not be stuffed into the same
mould and labelled “adulterous relations” because society has forced
the situation on young people.
What makes the religious opinion

A need for debate. A couple talks on a bridge in central Cairo.

(Reuters)

about the illegitimacy of commonlaw marriages less important to
some communities, or at least to
female partners in the marriage, is
that civil authorities accept secret
marriage contracts as legal documents when registering new births.
In April 2017, the Administrative
Court of the State Council of Egypt
ruled that a common-law marriage
contract is sufficient to issue a birth
certificate bearing the family name
of the baby’s father. The court reasoned that denying the mother
her right to use her common-law
marriage contract for official procedures represented psychological
and physical abuse. Denying the
child his right to use his father’s
name would infringe on the child’s
humanity and would be a derogatory act.
Egyptian courts constantly deal
with requests regarding legal determination of the paternity of
children born in common-law marriages. Statistics published by the

national Census Bureau in 2017
indicated that there are more than
400,000 such marriages a year in
Egypt and that there are 41,000
children born into the marriages
each year. Approximately 14,000
paternity suits a year are filed in
Egyptian courts.
Jihan Allam, a women’s rights
activist, said confronting the phenomenon of common-law marriages must begin by having society
recognise that it is a key cause of
the dysfunction that has plagued
people’s thinking and ethics and
led them to rebel against formal
marriages.
She said the second channel
through which to confront the issue is to have women’s institutions
institute awareness campaigns
warning women of the dangers of
common-law marriages because
females are the weakest link in the
relationship.
Amira Fekri is an Egyptian writer.
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Tunisia university entrance exams highlight regional disparities
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisian
students
from
coastal areas had nearly a
three times better success
rate in university entrance
exams than counterparts in lessprivileged regions, underlying the
disparity in many socio-economic
fields, including education.
In Sfax, a coastal economic powerhouse in central Tunisia, 49%
of students succeeded in the final
secondary school graduation exam.
The province’s figure was the highest in the country. It distanced
many other provinces, especially
those in underprivileged regions
such as Kasserine, which showed a
success rate of 16%. That province,
200km west of Sfax, faces a particularly high unemployment rate.

In the 13 most developed
regions in Tunisia, students’
success rates ranged
32%- 49%. In the remaining
13 regions, the success rate
was 16%-28%.
An industrial town where families
often emphasise education, Sfax is
home to many skilled professionals
and a regional manufacturing, trade
and service hub.
Sfax scored 0.55 on Tunisia’s
regional development indicator,
compared to 0.16 for Kasserine. The
indicator takes into account 17 factors related to wealth, employment,
education and knowledge, health
and social justice.
About 43% of students in Monastir, another developed coastal

region, passed the baccalaureate
exam, compared to 22% and 20%,
respectively, in the southern regions of Tataouine and Kebili.
In the 13 most developed regions
in Tunisia, students’ success rates
ranged 32%-49%. In the remaining 13 regions, the success rate was
16%-28%.
Baccalaureate exams are critical for Tunisian students’ futures,
determining which subjects they
qualify to study at university. Many
students use the high school education performance as a way to leave
Tunisia, with those scoring the
highest often enrolling in universities outside the country.
Public education has been one
of Tunisia’s most important sectors since independence, providing
a gateway to development, growth
and security but, in recent years, a
lack of reforms and teachers’ strikes
over conditions and wages left the
system less effective, especially for
students from less-developed areas.
For many upper-class families,
private education offers their children a quality curriculum through
which they can more easily distinguish themselves.
Cheating during final exams
plagues both private and public
education. “Private education recorded 200 cases of cheating and
bad manner compared to 440 cases
in the public sector even when the
private sector has 18,000 students
compared to 107,000 students for
the public sector,” said Omar Ouelbani, who oversees exams at the
Ministry of Education.
Tunisia’s student-parent association said the drop-out rate was one
of the biggest problems facing the
system.
A poll conducted by the Organi-

Unequal opportunities. Tunisian students take a university entrance exam in Tunis. 		
sation for Economic Cooperation
and Development indicated that
27% of Tunisians aged 15-24 said
they intended to leave the country,
the highest rate in Africa. However,
60% said they would not be interested in emigrating if they could
secure good jobs at home, the poll
results stated.
“Results of the students depend
on the economic, social and cultural conditions in the regions and
the social and cultural levels of the
families. It is urgent to implement

an effective strategy to fill the gaps
between regions and families,” said
the parent-teacher association,
adding that “private lessons for
students out of school classrooms
played an important role in the results of this year.”
Regional disparities often fuel
social discontent with underprivileged regions complaining of discrimination and clamouring for
more government spending and
better employment opportunities
and living conditions.

(AFP)

Families, political leaders and
security officials see a functioning
education system as key to preventing radicalisation.
“Extremism starts as a deviant
idea that transforms into destructive animosity towards the direct
environment,” said Nejib Zbidi, a
senior education official and member of the Education Reforms Committee. “School has a crucial role
in fighting extremism as education
and teaching deal with ideas and
thinking.”

Digital illiteracy a
hurdle for Arab women
Yemina Hamdi

London

W

hile there is widespread optimism that
the internet and other
technologies will contribute to a better, more sustainable
future, millions of women are deprived of these means to progress.
Wadhah al-Taha, an Iraqi financial analyst in the United Arab
Emirates and a member of the
European Institute for Corporate
Governance, said: “One of the
most important things to pursue
seriously is to ensure that everyone has access to the internet.
This, in my opinion, is the most
effective first step in developing
a ‘knowledge’ environment that
can be improved and in building a
knowledge society.”
Taha said statistics indicated that
the internet is used by 4.39 billion
people, up 9% since January 2018.
Also, 3.25 billion people can access
social media through mobile technology.
Taha stressed the importance of
empowering women with digital
knowledge that could contribute to
their education so they could better
educate and raise their children. He
said private sector companies, such
as banks and telecommunications
companies, should help train women in digital knowledge and uses
because the institutions would
benefit from that empowerment.
Many Arab countries have not
made the most of the information
and communications technology
sector despite opportunities in the
development of the technologies.
Most people in Arab countries
live in rural, economically challenged areas where access to electricity and communication infrastructure is a major challenge.
Without the basic infrastructure,
local communities, and especially

women, cannot take advantage of
new technologies in any aspect of
their lives, depriving them of opportunities for development and
progress.
A 2018 study by the Federation of
GSM Operators and Manufacturers,
grouping more than 800 mobile
phone operators, indicated that the
number of women owning a mobile
phone is less than that of men by
184 million. Furthermore, 1.2 billion women do not use the internet. In the Middle East and North
Africa, the gap between male and
female internet users on mobile
phones is 21% in favour of males,
compared to a gap of 4% in Europe
and Central Asia.
Iyad Barakat, a Palestinian-American technology analyst, said that,
despite global initiatives to promote the role of women in scientific research, innovation, development and exchange of experiences,
most of the science and technology
fields are out of reach for women.
“Historically, technology and
science have been the domains of
men and this trend was very clear
whether in university halls or in
jobs,” Barakat said. “Even today,
we’re still far from gender equity in
the technology consumer environments in most societies. Men and
women don’t have equal access to
communication and artificial intelligence technologies.”
He added that “the proportion of
women working in the field is still
very low, no more than 20% perhaps, even though digital tools and
technologies have become a key
component in all areas of work and
life.”
The World Wide Web Foundation noted in its latest report that
females make up 26% of the workforce in science, technology and innovation fields in developed countries. The gender gap is much larger
in developing countries.
Lebanese writer Micheline Habib
said investing in the internet is an

Better late than never. Participants, including Saudi women, attend a hackathon in Jeddah.
investment in people. She stressed
the importance of providing open
access to the internet and digital
tools.
Habib said digital illiteracy isolates women from the world, deprives them of job opportunities
and of becoming involved in social
and practical life. It also prevents
them from contributing to economic growth, as well as of being
open to the world and their human
rights.
The digital revolution is one of
the most prominent manifestations
of technological development but
its effects are not likely to be felt
by about 25.9% of women who are
generally illiterate, a report by the
Arab League Educational, Cultural
and Scientific Organisation stated.
Omani researcher Mervat Bint Abdulaziz al-Arimi said digital illitera-

cy cannot be addressed in isolation
of the issues of reading and writing
illiteracy, of the sharp decline in literacy programmes in Arab countries
and of weak educational policies and
low quality of educational content,
in addition to the lack of internet
service for all segments of society,
especially for the poor and middle
classes because of high prices, compared to developed countries.
“In the current context in most
Arab countries, the internet is
more of a luxury than a necessity,
because we, in the Arab world,
have yet to harness all of its capabilities in our daily lives,” Arimi
said. “This is why internet use is
limited to certain social categories
and limited to specific purposes
that rarely go beyond social networking, dissemination of news,
advertising and entertainment.

(AFP)

“We don’t see, for example,
much interest in adding Arabic
content on the web or in developing software in Arabic to suit Arabic
culture.”
She added: “We have had in
Oman several experiences in combating digital illiteracy among
women in particular. Some institutions have come up with training
programmes for mothers on how
to take advantage of the internet
in their lives and use smartphones
to follow up on their children’s
lessons or get useful information
or use e-marketing and electronic
portals to raise the level of digital
awareness in the sultanate.
“We still have a long way to go before modern technology becomes
part of our practical life.”
Yemina Hamdi is a Tunisian writer.
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From horror movies to folk music, Tunisian
artist finds inspiration in childhood memories
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

W

ith his first film,
“Dachra,”
receiving
critical acclaim and
earning
commercial
success, Abdelhamid Bouchnak has
established himself in Tunisia as a
remarkable voice of his generation.
Bouchnak also imposed his style
in his first feature film, a horror
story set in Tunisia, allowing movie
buffs to enjoy a Tunisian spin on the
genre.
Bouchnak said the inspiration
for “Dachra” came from childhood
memories. The same source of inspiration drove his passion for folk
music, as expressed in his recentlyaired television series “Nouba.”
In the folk-music based soap opera “Nouba,” (“Mystic Trance”),
Bouchnak departed from exploring the traditions of Tunisian scary
tales and instead turned to Mezwed
music as a popular artistic expression previously frowned upon as
the antithesis of high-brow culture.
“‘Nouba’ was originally a film
script before being turned into a
TV series. The story is about love,
music and vengeance. It talks about
love, essentially a young man who
discovers his love for music, romantic love and also love of himself. It
is about universal values and love in
its general life,” Bouchnak said.
“Having the series set in the ’90s
is an ode to a period in Tunisia during which everything seemed simple. Things were subtle and simple.
It is about those humanistic values.”
Bouchnak’s series was a hit in
Tunisia, where there is increasing
appeal for Mezwed as younger people from various social classes be-

gin showing appreciation for such
shows in modern venues.
The series tells the story of a
young man from a middle-class
neighbourhood who is arrested
after a fight and is sent to prison
where he discovers Mezwed, especially its lyrics of pain and nostalgia, originating from inmates. His
mentor teaches him the values of
a type of music that was often underestimated and marginalised as a
low-class expression.
“During the rule of (Habib) Bourguiba, Mezwed was censored and
banned from national radio and
television. Members of government
would invite the icons of Mezwed
to their personal celebrations but
not officially,” Bouchnak said.
Tunisian artist

Abdelhamid
Bouchnak

“Having the series set in the
’90s is an ode to a period
in Tunisia during which
everything seemed simple.”
“Mezwed is the music of revolt,
of the working class. The elite of
the country didn’t think of it as noble music.”
In 1991, the Carthage Amphitheatre was the site of a solidly packed
show titled “Nouba” and dedicated
to Mezwed and Tunisian folk music.
Theatre director Fadhel Jaziri
and Mezwed musician Samir Agrebi helped include the genre in the
Tunisian musical patrimony after
it had long been considered too
vulgar. Many renowned Tunisian
musicians, even of classical background, participated in the show.

“In the ‘90s, I attended the first
show of ‘Nouba,’ which brought together all these singers with other
icons of Tunisian music. They are
true and real artists who chose this
music and not by obligation. The
1991 concert of ‘Nouba’ introduced
popular music by Samir Agrebi,
Fadhel Jaziri and featured my father, who is a singer and musician
of classical music. These memories
inspired my TV series,” Bouchnak
said.
“I saw all these iconic singers and
dancers of this folk and popular
music that is often marginalised.
They were impressive and it influenced me greatly to bring them to
my art.”
Bouchnak explained that the
musical instrument of Mezwed — a
traditional bagpipe — from which
the genre took its name, is unique.
“The instrument you hear is violent, aggressive. It resembles the
Irish bagpipes but we kept it as it is
raw and aggressive, made of goat’s
skin. It is very rural and tribal and it
is the dominant sound of Mezwed
genre,” he said.
“We tried to fuse the music of
Mezwed with other sounds to
render it more modern and more
eclectic. It is difficult to find an
instrument that outshines the Mezwed. It transcends them. It is violent like the culture it comes from.”
Bouchnak said inspiration from
childhood springs eternal. “The
sincerest memories are those
memories of childhood,” he said.
“Even my film ‘Dachra’ was inspired by a childhood memory. It
is a nod to the past with an air of
nostalgia.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

Inspired by memories. UK poster for Abdelhamid Bouchnak’s
horror movie “Dachra.”
(Courtesy of Abdelhamid Bouchnak)

Alternative music bands struggle for place in Egypt’s music scene
Wael Tawfik

Cairo

M

usical bands and their
art are on the rebound in
Egypt. They have created
a trend called “Alternative Songs,” putting forward ideas
based on experience and difference
and expressed in predominantly rebellious and emancipated lyrics.
Some of the bands became popular because they opposed government policies. They and their ideas
were solicited by political forces for
campaigning purposes. Naturally,
they found themselves in hot water
with the authorities.
Amir Salaheddine, member of the
Egyptian band Black Theama, said
he and his bandmates have composed songs such as “Majnoun”
(“Crazy”), “Sa’at” (“Hours”) and
“Insan” (“Man”) that depicted the
reality of Egyptians and encouraged
action by criticising government
policies before the emergence of
many of the bands that celebrated
the Egyptian revolution in 2011.
Salaheddine said certain political
currents tried to recruit the rising
bands for their propaganda because
the bands had influence over some
young people. Some bands rejected
that and they were immediately
subjected to financial pressures.
Salaheddine said Hamadin Sabahi, who was a candidate in the Egyptian presidential election of 2014,
requested Black Theama’s cooperation with a specially tailored song
but the band refused. Some Muslim
Brotherhood supporters tried to recruit the band to compose a song
in support of former President Muhammad Morsi and they, too, were
rejected.
“During our participation in the
National Youth Conference of 2018,
which was sponsored by Egyptian

governmental bodies, we refused
to sing for President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi,” Salaheddine said. “Despite
that, we received criticism from the
public who opposed Sisi’s policies.
“We will sing only where we have
convictions, so if we were asked to
perform in a prison, we would do it.
Our participation at the conference
was an opportunity for us to win
over an audience of 7,000 young
people.”
Salaheddine stressed that, since
the band was formed in 2004, with
singers Ahmed Bahr and Mohamed
Abdo, it has been keen to establish
special identity, without falling into
any categorisation, such as belong-

ing to the so-called underground
music or the Nubian musical genre,
even though the three band members all come from El-Nuba area in
southern Egypt.
They have been keen on presenting alternative songs, characterised
by distinctive and profound lyrics
that describe the conditions of the
average citizen.
When alternative bands try to
escape political exploitation, they
face difficulties in accessing funding from some governmental institutions because the agencies say
the “bands represent a threat, cross
all red lines, and incite the public
against the government,” Salahed-

dine said.
Some civil society organisations
concerned with cultural development supported alternative art but
their requirement is that it be compatible with reviving the old lyrical
heritage and this represented a creative hindrance for some bands because their artistic output became a
duplication of old styles.
Salaheddine pointed out that the
impression that audiences are staying away from theatres and concert
spaces is false. The problem has always been outside interference in
the cultural product, he said. Despite the fact that private cultural
institutions offer good opportuni-

Old legacy, new vision. Hani El Dakkak (L), lead singer and guitarist, and Mahmoud Siam, guitarist
for Egyptian rock band Massar Egbari, warm up in a recording studio in Cairo. 			
(AFP)

ties for artistic creativity, it is quite
complicated to find a producer who
will not interfere in technical and artistic aspects of a production.

When alternative bands
try to escape political
exploitation, they face
difficulties in accessing
funding from some
governmental
institutions.
Salaheddine said the number of
singing bands is rising, which undermines conditions set by artistic
producers. Band leaders do not tolerate interference in their work on
the production side. They have their
own songs and their vision and they
are bothered by outside interference
in artistic matters but the market
lacks artists who are also producers. This is why Black Theama often
relies on self-production, a process
that is difficult to sustain for a long
time.
Some bands rely on financing their
own productions and concerts, contrary to what many musical groups
have done at their beginnings when
they earned money performing at
weddings and other such events.
Salaheddine said he rejects the
idea of performing at private parties,
such as birthdays and weddings. “It
violates the principle of preserving
one’s artistic identity and transforms the artist from someone with
a message to convey to a singer running after material gains only,” he
said.
Some members of new bands
have branched out as actors and appeared in dramas and films. Black
Theama composed the title and introductory music of several film and
television works and has had success in that domain.
Wael Tawfik is an Egyptian writer.
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New Lebanese newspaper
to counterbalance
pro-Hezbollah narrative
Samar Kadi

Beirut

A

fter several prominent
newspapers disappeared
from print or ceased to exist in recent years, a new
publication, Nidaa al Watan, hit
newsstands in Lebanon on July 1,
countering the negative cycle that
has swept Lebanese media, once
regarded the most liberal and outspoken in the Arab region.
Nidaa al Watan — “Call of the
Nation” — “comes out with a clear
vision and identity,” said Editor-inChief Bechara Charbel. “Its mission
is to champion and defend Lebanon’s sovereignty, independence
and freedoms.”
“Sovereignty for us means weapons should be in the hands of the
legitimate forces only, namely the
Lebanese Army and security institutions. It also means that the international border should be clearly
and fully demarcated and foreign
policy should be dictated by Lebanon’s interests first and foremost,
not by any single party, and without
foreign interference,” Charbel said.

The introduction of
Nidaa al Watan comes
during a time of crisis for
Lebanon’s print media.
Nidaa al Watan plans to address
corruption, foreign meddling in internal politics and illegitimate use
of force in Lebanon, he said.
Charbel said the new publication’s policy is based on the principles of the Cedar Revolution of
2005, the popular movement that
forced the Syrian Army to withdraw
from Lebanon after the assassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri.
“Obviously our concepts and
notions are different from those

of others because our goal is to
achieve and implement these elements of a sovereign state,” he said.
Iran-backed Shia Hezbollah is the
only group not to have disarmed
since Lebanon’s 1975-91 civil war.
Hezbollah has taken on an increasingly important role in politics,
dominating other political players
and imposing a foreign policy close
to Syria and Iran.
A newspaper titled Nidaa al Watan stopped publishing 19 years ago
under its former owner. The new
version of the newspaper is owned
and funded by Lebanese businessman Michel Mecattaf, a political
activist who has unsuccessfully run
for a seat in parliament more than
once, including in last year’s election. Mecattaf was a member of the
Christian Kataeb (Phalange) Party
and is affiliated with the US- and
Saudi-backed March 14 Alliance.
“We have nothing to do with the
‘old’ Nidaa al Watan,” Charbel said.
“The licence was on sale and it was
bought by Michel Mecattaf, who
believes in the cause of Lebanon’s
sovereignty and decided to fund a
newspaper that would defend this
cause.”
Denying allegations of Saudi
funding, Charbel said: “There is
no direct connection between
our newspaper and Saudi Arabia,
though we might have the same regional political stance.”
“If we back the Saudi position, it
does not justify accusations of affiliation with Riyadh. It is part of
normal political practice,” Charbel
said.
“Like Saudi Arabia, we are opposed to outside interference in
the states’ internal affairs and we
are against foreign schemes manipulating and arming minorities or
meddling in the social and national
fabric of countries whether it is in
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain,
Kuwait or Yemen.”
“Nidaa al Watan will be a sovereign and independent newspaper.

We are a self-sustained media with
a clear and straightforward identity.
We have our own ideas, writers and
analysts and it is at the core of our
profession to reflect our political
convictions,” Charbel asserted.
Lebanon’s media landscape is rife
with privately owned newspapers
affiliated with at least one of the
country’s many political parties,
which are often the publication’s
primary source of funding.
The introduction of Nidaa al Watan comes during a time of crisis
for Lebanon’s print media. In January, Al-Mustaqbal issued its last
print version 20 years after being
established by Hariri. Last September, political daily Al Anwar disappeared from print after nearly 60
years because of “financial losses.”
In late 2016, As-Safir closed 42 years
after publishing its first edition,
with the founder saying it had run
out of funds.
Charbel said the aim of Nidaa al
Watan is to make a difference on
the media scene. “We want to stir
and stimulate sovereign thinking in
Lebanon by expressing the opinion
of the masses that flocked to Martyrs’ Square on March 14 (2005),”
he said.
“The newspaper still has an important place despite the decline
of print media and the proof is that
the most read news websites are
operated by newspapers,” Charbel
added.
The 16-page publication, in a tabloid format, will be printed six days
a week and will have a weekend
edition of 24 pages.
Downplaying possible antagonism by newspapers with a different worldview, Charbel said:
“Nothing will stop us from expressing our beliefs. We aim to become
the leading newspaper in the country and our dreams and ambitions
are not modest.”
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

Viewpoint

Crude propaganda. A scene from from the Iranian TV series
“Gando.” 						
(YouTube)

‘Gando’ TV series stirs
up spy scare in Iran
Ali Alfoneh

I

n Iran, the “mugger crocodile” occurs not only along
rivers in Sistan-Baluchestan
province but also on
television screens, in the
series “Gando,” the Persian
name of the species.
First aired June 8 on Islamic
Republic of Iran Broadcasting
Channel 3, “Gando” is modelled
on the British drama series
“Spooks” from 2002 and follows
the work of a group of Iranian
Intelligence Ministry officers.
However, as opposed to its
British role model, which
systematically depicts moral
dilemmas faced by MI-5 officers,
Iranian intelligence officers
hardly ever doubt the infallibility of the organisation, let alone
the regime, they serve.
It is this fanatical righteousness, coupled with the Manichean worldview of the script,
that constitutes the truly
horrifying features of the series.

Allegations against
entire social classes,
including innuendo
and slandering
Iranian officials and
their relatives in
“Gando,” have reallife political
implications.

Big ambitions. Editor-in-Chief of new Lebanese publication Nidaa al Watan Bechara Charbel.

(Courtesy of Bechara Charbel)

Consider the cast of characters: The gallant intelligence
operative Mohammad and his
stunningly attractive colleague,
Ms Fahimi, hunt spies under the
guidance of their steely and stoic
superior, Hossein. In this task,
they are aided by computer
geeks, informers and other
God-fearing, devout and patriotic members of the Iranian
public.
The enemies are just as clearly
identifiable: Iranian/American
dual national, carpet dealer and
spy Michael Hashemian is based
on Washington Post journalist
Jason Rezaian, who spent 18
months in prison on espionage
charges.
Other antagonists and spies
include a theatre critic, a
professor in journalism, a
painter, a photographer, an
environmental activist, a general
practitioner, an importer of
electronic components and a

British tourist. Lesser enemies
include corrupt aqazadehs or
princelings, who, misguided by
greed, betray the revolutionary
ideals of their parents and stray
from the path of salvation.
Smartly dressed members of
the Iranian intelligentsia, who
personify traitors, and their
backers in US, British and French
intelligence services, are, of
course, no match for ubiquitous
and omniscient agents of Iran’s
Intelligence Ministry. By tapping
phones, hacking Facebook
profiles, using spy drones and
physically shadowing the spies,
the Intelligence Ministry always
wins. Again and again, traitors
and spies face a “Grand
Inquisitor”-like character in the
Intelligence Ministry detention
centre and confess their crimes.
Allegations against entire
social classes, including innuendo and slandering Iranian
officials and their relatives in
“Gando,” have real-life political
implications.
Some reports claim Iranian
President Hassan Rohani
intervened and made minor
changes in the 13th episode of
the series. The fictional character Sima Azizi, who in the series
is depicted as the nephew of the
president, resembled Esmaeel
Samavi, Rohani’s real-life
nephew, who faced allegations
of espionage a few years ago.
After Rohani’s supposed intervention, the fictional character
was presented in the series as
“nephew of one of the authorities.”
On June 26, Ali Rabiee,
Rohani’s spokesman, dismissed
any attempt by the president to
censor the series and added: “Let
them broadcast whatever they
produced. The [Islamic Republic] ‘Voice and Vision’ produces
so many things against the
cabinet that this [series] hardly
counts!”
Iranian Foreign Minister
Mohammad Javad Zarif, who is
depicted as a minor evil character in the series, on July 3, said:
“Thank God I don’t watch it, so I
am not concerned about it…
Generally, I don’t watch TV!”
Zarif’s answer may not be
representative of 82 million
Iranians, for whom television
constitutes their main source of
news and information. The
bigger question is whether
“Gando” will further spread spy
scare in Iran by appealing to the
ever-present xenophobia or the
Iranian public will turn away
from its crude propaganda in
disgust.
Ali Alfoneh is a senior fellow at
the Arab Gulf States Institute in
Washington.
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Agenda
Baalbek:
Through August 3
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
performances by Marcel Khalife,
Melody Gardot and Jahida Wehbe.
Dubai:
Through August 3
Organised by Dubai Festivals and
Retail Establishment, the annual
Dubai Summer Surprises offers
an array of deals across the city’s
shopping outlets, attractions,
hotel staycations and family entertainment.
El Jem:
Through August 9

Maraqi Lake in Siwa seen from the Fatnas Island.

(Marc Espanol)

Egypt’s salt lakes offer healing
wonders, relaxing experience
Marc Espanol

Siwa

T

aking the road east from
Siwa, in Egypt’s Western
Desert 600km from Cairo,
a lake covering more than
12,000 hectares appears on the
edge of the wilderness. At first
sight, the place seems to be a mirage of the crystal waters of any
paradise beach but it is the Zeitoun
Lake, the biggest salt lake in the
Siwa Oasis.
The area, 50km from the Libyan
border, has been isolated for centuries. Even since it opened to
tourism in the 1980s, it remained
outside the major destinations in
Egypt, which helped to maintain
its fragile and distinguished ecosystem.
The combination of low annual
rainfall and high rates of evaporation in the oasis results in lakes
with unique water parameters and
characterised by hyper-salinity.
Siwa lakes are considered to
have healing properties for sinus,
skin and eye conditions, which,
added to the relaxing experience
they offer because of its insulated
location, have allowed the oasis to
being promoted as a medical and
recreational destination.

“The salt lakes started to be visited [for medical purposes] about
three years ago,” said Mahdi Hwieti, director of Tourism in the Siwa
Oasis. “Locals used to go there to
wash the bodies of the children
with problems in the skin, although some do it just for fun.”
Along with Zeitoun Lake, another significant salt lake in the
oasis is Maraqi Lake, which is also
known as Siwa or Fatnas Lake, on
the western side of the oasis covering 5,300 hectares and which
has the highest salt concentration.
Aghormy Lake, between Zeitoun
and Maraqi, has an area of 8,100
hectares and is used by local companies for health treatments.
“I came back [from Aghormy]
care-free and relaxed. It fully
changes you, from top to bottom,” said a tourist who had been
in the lake for treatment and who
preferred not to give his name.
“I deeply benefited from it and
the people who were with me out
there could tell the same.”
Compared to the Dead Sea bordered by Israel and Jordan, which
is one of the main tourist destinations of those two countries and
draws large numbers of international visitors, the salt lakes in
Siwa have remained largely in the
margins of the tourist attractions.
The fact they are rarely visited

is what some argue makes them
unique.
“I have visited the Dead Sea and
I prefer these ones to the one in
Jordan,” said Hwieti, “[because]
the Dead Sea is overcrowded and
the water is not as clear, crystal
and clean as it is here.”
Tourism at the Siwa salt lakes is
still at an early stage, as indicated
by the few studies about them, relative lack of promotion, the absence
of initiatives to produce items such
as health and beauty products
and the few visitors they receive,
which, Hwieti said, amounts to
about 10,000 Egyptians and some
500 foreigners a year.
That situation has kept these
lakes largely pure, which, Hwieti
said, creates great opportunities.
“We have big hopes that the situation will get better, even if it is
slowly,” he said. “There is a need
to promote.”
Far from being the first destination of medical tourism in Siwa,
the salt lakes have just added to
the offer of this type of tourism in
the oasis. In 2017, the Siwa Oasis
was recognised as a global destination for medical and environmental tourism by the Matrouh Governor Alaa Abu Zaid.
Among the most well-known options are the “sun baths” organised
from June through August near

Dakrur Mountain. Residents say
the sand of this area can be used
to treat medical conditions such as
rheumatism and problems in the
knees, the back and the skin.
“Our grandfathers used to use
the sand to treat many medical
cases and, when we saw its benefits, we started to gain more and
more experience and tried to use
it more widely,” said Sherif El Sanusy, director of one company offering sun baths.
Neither he nor Hwieti could detail the healing properties of the
sand but El Sanusy said they “have
inherited from our predecessors
the regulation of the sun baths as
practised by the Siwa society.”
Along with the sun baths, the
hot springs of the oasis are used
for therapeutic treatments, since
its water is said to have the properties to treat diseases ranging from
psoriasis, rheumatism, digestive
system diseases and joint inflammation.
Among all, the most famous hot
spring is Kegar Well, whose waters reach 67 degrees Celsius and
whose minerals are said to be similar to those found in Karlovy Vary,
in the Czech Republic, which also
has numerous hot springs.
Marc Espanol is a Catalan journalist in Egypt.

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 34th year, the festival
programme includes symphonic
and orchestral music from Spain,
Italy, Austria, Egypt and Tunisia.
Agadir:
July 13-16
The 16th Timitar Festival for
Amazigh culture and world music
will take place in Agadir, Morocco,
and will feature artists from Morocco, Senegal, Algeria, Mali, France,
Lebanon, Cuba and other countries.
Sousse:
July 13- August 15
The International Festival of
Sousse celebrates the diversity of
Tunisian culture and history. The
festival includes performances of
local and international artists.
Jerash:
July 19-27
The Jerash Festival of Culture and
Arts, first put on in 1980, transforms the ancient city of Jerash,
Jordan, into one of the world’s
liveliest cultural events, with
singers, poetry readings, ballet
performances, symphony orchestras and art shows. This year’s edition includes artists such as Marcel
Khalife, Mohamed Mounir, Abeer
Nema and the Sultans of Syria.
Dubai:
August 29
Westlife, the four-piece Irish band,
is performing at the Coca-Cola
Arena. The band is celebrating 20
years of record-breaking success;
the members of Westlife have embarked on their highly anticipated
reunion tour, the Twenty Tour.
Marrakech:
September 13-15
The Oasis Festival is an event that
celebrates electronic music. It
takes place in the Moroccan desert
for three days of performances
and gathers artists from all over
the world.
Nefta:
September 21-22
Les Dunes Electroniques 2019 is
a Tunisian event that celebrates
electronic music. The event takes
place in the Ong Jemel area of the
Tunisian Desert near Nefta. More
than 30 international artists will
perform.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest to
travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.
Sun sets behind Siwa’s White Mountain.

A site where visitors are usually buried up to the neck for 10 to
(Marc Espanol) 15 minutes before moving to a tent.
(Marc Espanol)
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