
‘Davos in the Desert’ a major draw for world business and finance

As Russians extend footprint, 
US troops move back into Syria

Political turmoil 
in Lebanon, Iraq 
signals failure of 
Iran’s proxy model

London

W 

orld leaders and econ-
omy titans from 30 
countries converged 
on Riyadh for the 

third Saudi investment confer-
ence that sought to enhance col-
laboration on issues such as sus-
tainability, technology and the 
future of societies.

Among the more than 300 fig-
ures who attended the three-day 
Future Investment Initiative (FII), 
dubbed “Davos in the Desert,” 
were senior US officials and heads 
of global banks and sovereign 
wealth funds.

The event’s popularity sug-
gested that Riyadh has bounced 
back from the pressure it faced 

after the killing of Saudi journal-
ist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi 
Consulate in Istanbul in October 
last year.

Business and finance oppor-
tunities in the kingdom were the 
draw for financiers chasing a po-
tential windfall from the expected 
stock listing of state-owned oil gi-
ant Aramco.

“There is massive potential,” an 
executive from a Singapore-based 
manufacturer of engineering 
equipment said.

Larry Fink, CEO of asset man-
agement company Blackrock, and 
Stephen Schwarzman, head of pri-
vate equity firm Blackstone, par-
ticipated in panels and addressed 
Saudi reforms.

Other panellists included Indian 
tycoon Mukesh Ambani, Indian 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and 
Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro.

“I have been coming to Saudi 
Arabia for 20 years but what I 
have been seeing particularly in 
the past two or three years is (eco-
nomic) transformation,” Ambani 
told participants at the confer-
ence.

On the sidelines of FII, Europe-
an investor 01 Ventures received 
a licence from the Saudi Arabian 
General Investment Authority to 
establish a tech investment fund 
worth millions of dollars.

The event was an opportunity 
for the kingdom to showcase its 
eagerness to reshape its economy 
by diversifying its activities from 
oil.

“Saudi Arabia is running an am-
bitious socioeconomic plan to at-
tract investors and social change,” 
Steen Jakobsen, chief economist 
and chief investment officer at 
Saxo Bank, told the Saudi Gazette. 

“This includes a big privatisation 
programme and looser regulatory 
framework.”

Saudi officials said they signed 
more than two dozen investment 
deals worth $15 billion in sectors 
such as manufacturing and tech-
nology.

The agreements included a $120 
million investment deal between 
Saudi Arabian General Investment 
Authority and BRF Brazil Foods. 
There was also a memorandum 
of understanding signed between 
Samsung and Saudi entertainment 
resort Qiddiya.

“It’s better to help Saudis build 
their future rather than sit back 
and do nothing and complain,” 
Rudolph Waels, founder of consul-
tancy Armalia Partners, who said 
he has attended all three FIIs, told 
Agence France-Presse.

Istanbul

I 

n a yet another reversal of US 
policy in Syria that could trigger 
new tensions with Moscow, Da-
mascus and Ankara, Washington 

is sending US troops back into the 
country only weeks after President 
Donald Trump ordered their with-
drawal.

The deployment follows repeated 
statements by Trump that the United 
States would secure oil fields in east-
ern Syria.

The goal of the new US mission was 
to “defeat” remnants of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), “protect critical infra-
structure & deny ISIS access to rev-
enue sources,” the US-led anti-ISIS 
coalition posted on Twitter.

The coalition published pictures of 
US armoured vehicles being loaded 
on to a transport plane for the de-
ployment in Syria’s Deir ez-Zor prov-
ince.

Trump shocked his own support-
ers and the Kurdish People’s Protec-

tion Units (YPG) militia, a crucial US 
ally, on October 6 by declaring that 
the approximately 1,000 US troops 
deployed in Syria would leave the 
country.

Three days later, Turkey, a sworn 
enemy of the YPG, launched a cross-
border operation to push the Kurdish 
fighters back from the Turkish-Syrian 
border and create a “safe zone” to 
resettle millions of Syrian refugees 
from Turkey.

Once the new US deployments are 
complete, Washington could have as 
many as 900 soldiers in Syria, just 
100 fewer than before Trump’s with-
drawal order.

US officials said one goal of the 
troop return would be to safeguard 
oil revenue for the YPG to enable the 
Kurdish militia to keep guarding ISIS 
prisoners.

Syrian President Bashar Assad 
said on state television that Trump’s 
decision to keep US troops in Syria 
showed that Washington was a colo-
nial power.

Russia, Assad’s main interna-
tional partner, expressed outrage at 
Trump’s claim to the oil, calling it 

“state banditry.” In the meanwhile, 
its troops extended their footprint 
in Syria by taking part in joint patrols 
with Turkish forces.

The return of the US troops could 
provide protection for the YPG 
against Turkey. Ilham Ehmed, presi-
dent of the political arm of the YPG-
dominated Syrian Defence Forces, 
accused Turkey of violating the 
ceasefire in north-eastern Syria with 
repeated attacks.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
used a telephone conversation with 
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Ca-
vusoglu to demand Ankara’s compli-
ance with the ceasefire agreed by An-
kara and Washington in mid-October.

“The secretary noted our position 
requiring that the Turkish military, 
the Turkish-supported Syrian oppo-
sition forces, and the withdrawal of 
YPG forces be in accordance with the 
statement regarding the safe zone,” 
the US State Department said in a 
statement.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent.
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T 

he resignation of Lebanese 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri, 
which came in defiance of 
the powerful, Iran-backed 

Hezbollah, was described as a blow 
to the Shia group and parties of the 
ruling class blamed for corruption 
and mismanagement that pushed 
the country to the brink of economic 
collapse.

Hezbollah Secretary-General Has-
san Nasrallah had voiced opposition 
to a government change, warning 
against a political vacuum while 
suggesting that some protesters 
were financed by the group’s foreign 
adversaries and implementing their 
agendas. However, that did not stop 
Hariri from resigning after he said 
his efforts to defuse the crisis sweep-
ing Lebanon since October 17 had hit 
a dead end.

Hariri’s exit was largely regarded 
as a setback to Hezbollah, the only 
armed faction in Lebanon, but it also 
placed the other political groups in 
his coalition government in the same 
uncomfortable situation, be they 
Hezbollah’s allies or rivals, said po-
litical analyst Amine Kammourieh.

“Definitely, Hezbollah is in an 
awkward position as well as all the 
other political forces. It is embar-
rassed with the people from its own 
(Shia) community who have voiced 
grievances and demands for re-
forms,” Kammourieh said.

“Hezbollah is also annoyed to 
see ‘an essential partner’ like Saad 
Hariri, whom it considered a link 
with the West, walk out. If you look 
around, you can see that they are all 
shaken. The toppling of the govern-
ment is a blow to all the ruling class.”

Kammourieh argued that it was 
too early to assess the damage that 
each group had sustained. “The re-
gime is feeling awkward. Hariri is not 
to be envied because he was a party 
in the arrangement under which the 
outgoing government was formed 

and Hezbollah is perturbed, which 
means Iran is perturbed, too,” he 
said.

Sami Nader, director of the Levant 
Institute for Strategic Affairs, said: 
“The resignation is a blow to the 
whole political system and Hezbol-
lah might be the most affected be-
cause it is the strongest entity in that 
system that serves its interests.”

However, he said, that doesn’t 
mean Hezbollah is “weakened” be-
cause it is “still the dominant power 
and holds many cards” it could use.

The protests in Lebanon, similar 
to those in Iraq, were fuelled by lo-
cal grievances and mainly directed 
at political elites but they also posed 
a challenge to Iran, which closely 
backs both governments as well 
as powerful armed groups in each 
country.

A surprise visit to Baghdad by Ira-
nian Major-General Qassem Soleim-
ani, commander of the elite al-Quds 
Force and architect of Iran’s regional 
security apparatus, signalled Teh-
ran’s concern over the protests.

“The protests in both Iraq and 
Lebanon are primarily about local 
politics and a corrupt political class 
that has failed to deliver,” Ayham 
Kamel, MENA practice head at Eura-
sia Group, told the Associated Press.

The protests “showcase the failure 
of the proxy model [in which] Iran is 
able to expand influence but its al-
lies are unable to effectively govern,” 
Kamel said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
travel and society editor.
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Major draw. Delegates chat 
near a robot during the Future 
Investment Initiative forum at 
the King Abdulaziz Conference 
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US wavering. Russian troops on patrol with Turkish forces in the countryside of the town of Darbasiyah 
in Syria’s north-eastern Hasakah province on the border with Turkey, November 1.                                 (AFP)
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“The protests in both Iraq 
and Lebanon are primarily 
about local politics and a 
corrupt political class that has 
failed to deliver.”

Ayham Kamel, 
MENA practice head at 
Eurasia Group
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Killing of ISIS 
leader exposes 
deep rift in 
US-Turkish ties
Istanbul

R 

elations between NATO 
partners Turkey and the 
United States, burdened by 
deep divisions in key policy 

areas, sunk to a low point that could 
make future cooperation in Syria 
and other flashpoints difficult.

The US operation to kill Is-
lamic State (ISIS) leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi exposed a deep rift 
between Turkey and the United 
States. US President Trump, speak-
ing after US special forces targeted 
Baghdadi in an operation October 
27 in north-western Syria, said the 
self-styled “caliph” killed himself 
by setting off explosives in a suicide 
belt. ISIS confirmed Baghdadi’s 
death and said a successor, Abu 
Ibrahim al-Hashemi al-Quraishi, 
had been appointed.

Even though Baghdadi died in a 
hideout a few kilometres from the 
Turkish border, military planners 
in Washington decided not to use 
air bases or other assets in Turkey. 
Helicopters carrying the US troops 
on the mission flew from a base in 

Iraq, hundreds of kilometres away.
Turkey said Ankara and Washing-

ton had cooperated in the operation 
but US magazine Newsweek report-
ed that the United States informed 
Turkey of the action after it had 
started.

“That US forces neither used Tur-
key’s nearby Incirlik Airbase as a 
staging ground nor informed Anka-
ra about the target of the operation 
in advance testifies to the unrelia-
bility of an ally Mr Trump says he is 
counting on to prevent the Islamic 
State’s resurgence,” the Washington 
Post said in an editorial.

Days after the raid on Baghdadi’s 
compound, US-Turkish relations 
suffered another setback when the 
US House of Representatives rec-
ognised the killing of hundreds of 
thousands of Armenians in the Ot-

toman Empire as “genocide” and 
called for sanctions against Turkey 
over its latest incursion into Syria.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan slammed the House vote 
as “worthless” and the “biggest in-
sult” to the Turkish people. Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
suggested the resolution was “re-
venge” for Turkish actions in Syria. 
Turkish officials also summoned US 
Ambassador to Turkey David Sat-
terfield.

House lawmakers from both par-
ties overwhelmingly backed legisla-
tion calling on US President Donald 
Trump to impose sanctions on Tur-
key over its offensive in northern 
Syria. US Treasury Secretary Steven 
Mnuchin said the Trump adminis-
tration was keeping a list of Turkish 
sanctions targets ready if needed.

Reports quoted Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee Chairman 
Jim Risch as saying that Erdogan 
was the biggest obstacle in Turkish-
US relations. “I think the minute 
Erdogan’s gone, I think this thing 
turns around,” Risch said.

The Turkish president said he 
had not decided if he would go 
ahead with a long-planned Novem-
ber 13 visit to Washington.

Selim Sazak, research director 
at consultancy TUM Strategy in  
Ankara, said relations between  
Ankara and Washington had dete-
riorated rapidly.

“The House vote doesn’t really 
change anything because relations 
were already in a deep crisis,” Sazak 
said by telephone. “Nothing that 
happened… was as bad as what 
happened in the last three or four 
weeks.”

Sazak said the US actions angered 
people from all political camps, not 
just Erdogan and his supporters.

“In Turkey, even people who 
have been very pro-European and 
pro-American are now saying: ‘You 
know what, I give up. If you don’t 
want our friendship we won’t force 
you to take it,’” Sazak said. “If you 
want Turkey to do something for 
you, this is not the way to do it.”

The House resolutions stoked 
tensions that arose from the two 
countries’ diverging interests in 
Syria. The United States worked 
with the Kurdish militia Peoples’ 
Protection Units (YPG) in the fight 
against the Islamic State but Turkey 
regards the YPG as a terrorist organ-
isation and sent its army into Syria 
to push the Kurdish fighters away 

from the border.
Turkey is also incensed about 

high-level US government contacts 
with Mazloum Abdi, the command-
er-in-chief of the YPG-dominated 
Syrian Democratic Forces who is 
wanted in Turkey for his role as a 
leading militant in the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party, the YPG’s mother 
organisation. Trump said the SDF 
had provided “helpful” informa-
tion for the operation to kill Bagh-
dadi and that he spoke with Abdi 
by telephone, triggering an angry 
response from Cavusoglu, who said 
“our allies’ dialogue with a terror-

Thomas Seibert

Even though Baghdadi 
died in a hideout a few 
kilometres from the 
Turkish border, military 
planners in Washington 
decided not to use air 
bases or other assets in 
Turkey.

The rise and fall of the caliphate
● April 2013
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the lead-
er of al-Qaeda’s branch in Iraq, 
announces the merger of his 
group with al-Qaeda’s franchise 
in Syria, forming the Islamic 
State in Iraq and the Levant.

● 2014
January: Baghdadi’s forces over-
run the city of Fallujah in Iraq 
and parts of Ramadi. In Syria, 
they seize control of Raqqa and 
it becomes their de facto capital.
February: Al-Qaeda leader 
Ayman al-Zawahiri disavows 
Baghdadi after the Iraqi militant 
ignores his demands that ISIS 
leave Syria.
June: ISIS captures Mosul 
and pushes south, eventually 
capturing Tikrit and reaching 
the outskirts of Baghdad. When 
they threaten Shia holy sites, 
Shia volunteers, largely backed 
and armed by Iran, join mili-
tias.
June 29: The group renames 
itself the Islamic State and 
declares the establishment of a 
self-styled “caliphate” in its ter-
ritories in Iraq and Syria. Bagh-
dadi is declared caliph.
July 4: Baghdadi makes his first 
public appearance, delivering 
a Friday sermon in Mosul’s his-
toric Great Mosque of al-Nuri.
August: ISIS captures the Iraqi 
town of Sinjar and begins a 
systematic slaughter of the 
Yazidi religious community. 

The United States launches its 
campaign of air strikes against 
ISIS in Iraq.
September 22: The US-led coali-
tion begins an aerial campaign 
against ISIS in Syria.

● 2015
January: Iraqi Kurdish fighters 
drive ISIS out of several towns 
north of Mosul. In Syria, Kurdish 
fighters repel an ISIS onslaught 
on the town of Kobane.
April 1: US-backed Iraqi forces 
retake Tikrit.
May 20: ISIS captures the an-
cient Syrian town of Palmyra.

● 2016
February 9: Iraqi forces recap-
ture Ramadi.
June 26: Fallujah is declared 
liberated by Iraqi forces.
July 3: ISIS attacks a Baghdad 
shopping mall, killing almost 
300 people.
October 17: Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi announces the 
start of the operation to liberate 
Mosul.
November 5: The Kurdish-led 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) 
begins Operation Euphrates 
Wrath, the first of five opera-
tions aiming to retake Raqqa, 
starting with encircling the city.

● 2017
January 24: Abadi announces 
full liberation of eastern Mosul.
May 10: SDF captures the 

strategic Tabqa dam. The fall of 
the dam facilitated the push on 
Raqqa.
June 6: SDF fighters begin an at-
tack on Raqqa from three sides.
June 18: Iraqi forces launch bat-
tle for Mosul’s Old City.
June 21: ISIS destroys Mosul’s 
Great Mosque of al-Nuri.
July 10: Iraq declares victory 
over ISIS in Mosul and end of 
the extremists’ caliphate in 
Iraq.
October 17: SDF takes full con-
trol of Raqqa.
September-December: Syrian 
government forces, backed by 
Russian air power, recapture 
ISIS territory, seizing the cities 
of Deir ez-Zor, Mayadin and 
Abu Kamal on the border with 
Iraq.

● 2018
August 23: Baghdadi resurfaces 
in his first purported audio 
recording in almost a year.
September 10: SDF starts a 
ground offensive to take the 
last territory held by ISIS in 
Syria’s eastern province of Deir 
ez-Zor.

● 2019
March 23: SDF declares the 
complete capture of Baghouz.
October 27: US President Donald 
Trump announces killing of 
Baghdadi.

(The Associated Press)

ISIS still has global reach  despite military demise of caliphate

T
he death of Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi in the course 
of an American operation 
can only harm the 
Islamic State. Not only 
did Baghdadi claim 

religious authority, which failed to 
protect him from the Americans, he 
was, far more than al-Qaeda’s 
Osama bin Laden, a field com-
mander, issuing orders to subordi-
nates on the ground on which they 
fought and directing his organisa-
tion in war.

The death of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
leader was followed by the killing 
of ISIS spokesman, Abu Hassan al-
Muhajir, the man who would likely 
have officially announced Baghdadi’s 
death to ISIS’s supporters worldwide, 
had he lived that long.

ISIS was, in a few strokes, deprived 
of its two most senior figures and, 
after a brief interregnum, they were 
replaced by men whose noms de 
guerre had not appeared elsewhere. 
ISIS’s new spokesman is Abu Hamza 
al-Qurayshi. After confirming the 
death of Baghdadi and his own prede-
cessor, he announced the caliph’s 
successor. That man is called Abu 
Ibrahim al-Hashimi al-Qurayshi. Very 
little is known about him.

However, we know much about 
the terror organisation he leads. ISIS 
has faced defeat and collapse but 

remains potent. Though thousands 
of its fighters have been killed and 
captured, and some foreigners have 
left its ranks and returned home, 
it remains a significant presence in 
ungoverned spaces in western Iraq 
and eastern Syria.

Some ISIS prisoners apparently 
escaped captivity during the recent 
Turkish military incursion and ISIS 
has claimed bombings and terrorist 
disruptions. These ought not to be 
exaggerated but this proves both 
willingness and ability to organise 
and to do harm.

Amid talk of ISIS’s defeat or resur-
gence in Iraq and Syria, the terrorist 
organisation’s global reach is less fre-
quently discussed. After the creation 
of ISIS’s self-proclaimed caliphate in 
2014, several international jihadist 
organisations publicly claimed loyalty 
to Baghdadi and affiliation with his 
claimed state. These included Boko 
Haram in Africa and smaller, local ji-
hadist forces in Asia and North Africa.

ISIS’s global insurgent brand, as 
some call it, has lost two significant 
leadership figures in succession and 
may lose much ground as a result but 
it remains out there in the world — 
and largely undefeated.

The Philippines is an object lesson. 
Local jihadist groups and significant 
figures such as Isnilon Hapilon by 
and large declared their loyalty to 
Baghdadi in 2014.

After ISIS encouraged its fighters 
not to migrate to Iraq and Syria but to 
join its foreign wilayats (provinces), 
foreign fighters travelled in signifi-
cant numbers to the Philippines. The 

Viewpoint

James Snell
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 After Baghdadi’s Killing

ist” was unacceptable.
The deep gulf between some US 

officials and Turkey was also on dis-
play during an Armenian vote in the 
House.

The Democratic-controlled cham-
ber voted 405-11 in favour of a reso-
lution asserting that the killing of 1.5 
million Armenians by the Ottoman 
Empire, the predecessor of modern 
Turkey, amounted to genocide. Tur-
key accepts that many Armenians 
were killed in clashes during World 
War I but denies that the killings 
were systematically orchestrated 
and constitute a genocide.

US Representative Adam Schiff, 
a Democrat whose California dis-
trict is home to a large Armenian-
American population, had sought 
passage of such legislation for 19 
years. He urged support for the 
measure in an emotional House 
speech that referenced the Syrian 
Kurds.

“When we see the images of ter-
rified Kurdish families in northern 
Syria, loading their possessions 
into cars or carts and fleeing their 
homes headed to nowhere except 
away from Turkish bombs and ma-
rauding militias, how can we say 

the crimes of a century ago are in 
the past?” he said.

Sazak said the anti-Turkish mood 
had been building up in Wash-
ington for some time. Turkey has 
been criticised by US officials for 
its stance in Syria and for buying 
a Russian missile defence system. 
Even a brawl in Washington during 
a visit by Erdogan to the US capital 
two years ago, when bodyguards 
of the Turkish leader clashed with 
protesters, still rankles.

“Erdogan made so many en-
emies in Washington over the 
years,” Sazak said.

T
he announcement 
by US President 
Donald Trump that 
Islamic State leader 
Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi had been killed 

by US special forces in Syria 
was well received by the 
American people who were 
repulsed by Baghdadi’s group’s 
brutality but, as with most 
things in Washington these 
days, it became part of the 
political theatre.

Not surprisingly, Trump took 
credit for the operation in a 
nationwide television address, 
hailing it as a major victory. 
He claimed it was a bigger 
achievement than the killing of 
Osama bin Laden. In Trump’s 
words: “Bin Laden was a big 
thing but this [the operation 
that took down Baghdadi] is the 
biggest there is.”

For whatever reason, Trump 
always wants to prove that he is 
better than his predecessor, US 
President Barack Obama. He had 
a White House photographer 
take a picture of him looking 
stern and in charge, while 
flanked by his vice-president, 
defence secretary, the chairman 
of the joint chiefs of staff and 
his national security adviser.

Reportedly, the photograph 
was taken after the raid on 
Baghdadi and was used to 
contrast it to the one that 
was taken of the White House 
situation room during the raid 
on bin Laden that showed some 
members of the Obama national 
security team looking worried.

Trump clearly wanted 
news of the Baghdadi raid to 
distract from the controversies 
swirling in Washington over 
impeachment inquiries against 
him and his handling of the 
Turkey-Syria-Kurdish crisis.

The latter issue upset many 
of his Republican allies in 
Congress who criticised Trump 
for abandoning Washington’s 
Kurdish allies. They had taken 
the brunt of the casualties in 
the anti-Islamic State (ISIS) 
fight in Syria. For example, US 
Senator Lindsey Graham, one 
of Trump’s staunchest allies in 
Congress, called the decision on 
the Kurds the “biggest mistake 
of his presidency.”

However, after the operation 
against Baghdadi, Graham 
praised Trump for making a 
“hard call” in approving the 
attack, adding that Trump’s 
message was “very reassuring” 
because the president said: 
“When it comes to ISIS and 
other terrorist groups, we’re 
coming after you, wherever you 
go, as long as it takes to protect 
our country and our way of 
life.” Reportedly, Graham was 
asked to go to the White House 
Briefing Room to highlight 
Trump’s leadership.

The Washington Post reported 
that Graham was one of only 
two members of Congress 
notified ahead of the raid on 
Baghdadi’s hideout. Normally, 
a US president would inform 
the so-called congressional 
“Gang of Eight” before an 
operation of such importance. 
That group includes the leaders 
of both parties in the House of 
Representatives and Senate as 
well the chairmen and ranking 

members of the congressional 
intelligence committees.

Trump rejected this 
customary practice because, he 
said, “Washington is a leaking 
machine” and, in particular, said 
he was afraid Democratic House 
Speaker Nancy Pelosi would leak 
news of the operation — without 
providing evidence she had 
previously released sensitive 
information. Trump said he 
notified the Russians ahead of 
the raid, presumably because 
they control the airspace over 
Idlib province.

Pelosi fired back that the 
House of Representatives 
“must be briefed on this raid, 
which the Russians, but not 
top congressional leadership, 
were notified of in advance.” 
She added: “Our military and 
allies deserve strong, smart 
and strategic leadership from 
Washington.”

On the presidential campaign 
trail, Trump’s leading 
Democratic opponent, former 
US Vice-President Joe Biden, 
stated that, while he was glad 
that Trump ordered the mission 
against Baghdadi, “as more 
details of the raid emerge, 
it’s clear that this victory was 
not due to Donald Trump’s 
leadership. It happened despite 
his ineptitude as commander-in-
chief.”

Biden also criticised Trump’s 
withdrawal decision on 
Syria which, as he said in the 
latest Democratic debate of 
presidential contenders, has 
made the United States less safe 
because removing troops from 
the region would enable ISIS to 
rebound.

The Washington foreign 
policy establishment, which 
has generally been very 
critical of Trump, warned 
against complacency following 
Baghdadi’s death.

Brett McGurk, who resigned 
in 2018 as US envoy to the 
anti-ISIS coalition over Trump’s 
first iteration of wanting to 
withdraw US forces from Syria, 
said in an op-ed article in 
the Washington Post that the 
“abrupt pullout from Syria” 
would make it harder for the 
US military to exploit the 
intelligence that was found in 
Baghdadi’s compound.

Hence, what would normally 
be interpreted as a non-
partisan takedown of a brutal 
terrorist leader who ordered 
the beheading of several 
Americans in addition to the 
killing of thousands of Muslims 
and members of minority 
groups, descended into partisan 
politics and underscored again 
the disdain of foreign policy 
professionals for Trump’s self-
congratulatory stewardship of 
his erratic policies in national 
security.

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

The killing of ISIS chief 
turns into political 
football in Washington

Viewpoint

Gregory 
Aftandilian

What would normally 
be interpreted as a 
non-partisan 
takedown of a brutal 
terrorist leader 
descended into 
partisan politics.

ISIS still has global reach  despite military demise of caliphate
Islamic State of East Asia (ISEA) was 
met with ISIS’s approval and support.

The counterterror campaign fought 
by the Filipino government has re-
sembled the fight against ISIS central 
in the Levant. A local force, with 
significant indirect support from the 
United States, fought a series of urban 
battles to defeat jihadist enemies. 
The battle of Marawi shattered the 
city as did the battles for Mosul and 
Raqqa but resulted in the defeat of 
the jihadists.

ISIS and its ideological affiliates 
embrace other tactics aside from 
urban warfare. Jihadists use suicide 
bombings, both on their person and 
in vehicle-borne explosive devices, 
for warfare and propaganda.

Those groups are largely au-
tonomous but their violent successes 
bolster the image of ISIS and its re-
constructed leadership.

Pawel Wojcik, a terrorism re-
searcher and analyst, said of ISIS in 
the Philippines: “They are capable of 
existing without ISIS sending them 
money, mainly because of resurgence 
of lucrative kidnapping for ransom. 
Also, they seem to have acquired 
some business that supplies them 
with cash, after spending Marawi 
loot.”

“Philippine authorities have been 
struggling in recent years but are 
unable to stop the comeback of ISEA. 
Not only they are making multiple 
mistakes dealing with the aftermath 
of Marawi, a peace deal with major 
Islamist group is contested, but also 
[Filipino armed forces have] problems 
battling major ISEA forces in Sulu and 

Maguindanao,” Wojcik said.
The Philippines is not an isolated 

story of franchised success for ISIS. 
Its affiliates in Africa continue inde-
pendent of the success or setbacks 
of the caliphate in Iraq and Syria; in 
Afghanistan, ISIS-Khorasan, as it is 
called, operates amid a situation that 
contains a shaky national government 
in the process of losing US support. In 
the Sinai, Egypt is fighting a campaign 
against an insurgency that existed be-
fore ISIS’s caliphate but was bolstered 
by the latter’s declaration.

ISIS is not invincible. The death 
of its leaders shows that clearly. It 

can still be badly led and defeated 
by carefully coordinated efforts of 
its enemies. However, amid failures 
among its foes and disunity in the 
global coalition charged with prevent-
ing ISIS’s return, its insurgency in 
Iraq and Syria and foreign provinces 
around the world will continue to 
threaten the peace.

“This and the flow of foreigners 
and adapting to worldwide ISIS strat-
egy, for me, are the problems that will 
only grow in the near future and the 
aftermath will be grim,” Wojcik said.

James Snell is a British journalist.

A global threat. Philippine National Police Chief General Oscar 
Albayalde inspects guns, explosives and ISIS group-style black 
flags during a news conference at Camp Crame in suburban 
Quezon city north-east of Manila, last April.                                     (AP)

A raid cloaked in 
secrecy. Assistant to 
the US Secretary of 
Defence for Public 
Affairs Jonathan 
Hoffman (L) and 
Marine Corps 
General Kenneth F. 
McKenzie hold a news 
conference and show 
a declassified video 
of US commandos 
entering the 
compound where 
ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi was 
hiding, October 30.       

(DPA)
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F
ew people would have 
predicted the Lebanese 
uprising in which 
millions of Lebanese 
across the country and 
the diaspora took to the 

streets to demand the toppling of 
the decrepit political system and 
the elites who operate it.

The Lebanese people had been 
rightfully accused of being a nation 
that refuses to reform and rather 
celebrates corruption and glorifies 
clientelism and wilfully embraces 
an archaic confessional system 
belonging to the Dark Ages.

The nationwide protests fol-
lowed several events, culminating 
with the economic meltdown and 
the rush on the US dollar, which 
warned of more terrible times to 
come if the Lebanese political class 
did not act immediately.

Having failed to do so, the Leba-
nese took to the streets not only 
seeking economic reform but to de-
mand a change of a corrupt system 
that can no longer provide basic 
clientelist services to people who 
time and again blindly supported 
and elected their leaders who failed 
to deliver.

Two weeks of protests forced 
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri 
to submit his resignation, a demand 
the protesters hoisted from Day 
One, but the million-dollar question 
remains: What happens next?

For many the demand for a 
change of Lebanon’s archaic system 
seems far-fetched but the protest-
ers seem adamant that any form of 
cosmetic reform will exacerbate the 
matter and lead Lebanon into the 
pits of the underworld, never to be 
resurrected.

Following Hariri’s resignation, 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun, 
who in a televised speech came 
across as feeble and detached from 
reality, must start the constitutional 
process of parliamentary delibera-
tion to name a prime minister who 
would form the next government.

This somewhat simple legal 
process seems to be riddled with 
obstacles as the ruling establish-
ment is trying to rehash the current 
government while keeping the 
same balance of power, something 
protesters definitely oppose.

Essentially, Hariri imprudently 
believes that the challenge is eco-
nomic and that by inserting some 
technocrats into his next lineup he 
can appease the raging street and 
survive the political onslaught. For 
millions of Lebanese, the economic 
crisis is a symptom of a chronic and 
cancerous disease shared by all the 
political class and previously the 
people: corruption.

The protesters also are fully 
aware that any form of economic 
reform cannot take place in the 
existing toxic environment and the 

operating system of governance 
which, time and again, has ab-
sorbed and co-opted any attempt to 
drive through reform.

Perhaps more important, the 
national ethos of the Lebanese 
uprising “all of them means all of 
them” indicates the deep mistrust 
of the public of all political parties 
and their subsidiaries and to anyone 
who has previously occupied office. 
To the men and women demon-
strating on the street, the road to 
economic prosperity needs to pass 
through political reforms, which 
Hariri lacks the capability, or the 
competence, to carry out.

For three years, Hariri has been 
deceptively trying to project an im-
age of a desperate statesman who 
is focused on economic salvation 
while, in fact, he was a partner in 
a settlement in which Lebanese 
Foreign Minister Gebran Bassil, 
Aoun’s son-in-law, and their ally 
Hezbollah fully hijacked what 
remains of Lebanon’s resources and 
sovereignty.

Many have doubts that the 
protests will persevere and that 
the public will not simply grow 
weary and accept to compromise 
over their basic demand for radical 
and sustainable change. While the 
ruling establishment is not totally 
defeated and is playing possum, the 
protesters are aware of the tactics 
and the challenges that await them 

because most of them were part 
of the parties and associations and 
they are trained to smell political 
snares and avoid them.

One of the recurrent queries 
addressed to protesters has been: 
What do you want and what is your 
list of demands?

Simply the public is in no position 
nor needs to do the work of the 
ruling elite and thus it is the duty of 
the inept politicians to present to 
the public a clear plan of action and 
not the other way around. If these 
oligarchs fail, and they will fail to 
come up with a clear map for the 
political and economic transitional 
phase the Lebanese are demand-
ing, they simply must retire into 
political oblivion and allow for a 
new generation of policymakers to 
take the reins of governance.

Building a state is no easy task 
and building a nation to make the 
Lebanese feel proud again is ever 
harder. Yet the fighting spirit the 
Lebanese have exhibited across 
the land proves that the country’s 
second centennial next year might 
be the rebirth of a country that 
decided to wake up and face its 
demons.

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.”

What happens next with Lebanon’s leaderless uprising?
Viewpoint

If the oligarchs fail, 
and they will fail to 
come up with a clear 
map for the 
transitional phase the 
Lebanese are 
demanding, they 
simply must retire 
into political oblivion.

News & Analysis Lebanon’s Protests                       

Makram Rabah

Beirut

L 

ebanese Prime Minister 
Saad Hariri has submitted 
his government’s resigna-
tion, bowing to nearly two 

weeks of nationwide protests that 
decried corruption, mismanage-
ment and sectarianism. He said ef-
forts to reshuffle the cabinet had 
reached a dead end and that it had 
become necessary to create a great 
shock to fix the crisis.

Forming a government in Leba-
non typically takes months. Rival 
political leaders often bicker for 
weeks before agreeing on a govern-
ment lineup, a scenario the country 
can ill afford.

Hours before Hariri’s announce-
ment October 29, supporters of the 
two Shia parties, Hezbollah and the 
Amal Movement, attacked protest-
ers, chanting slogans hailing their 
respective leaders, Hassan Nasral-
lah and parliament Speaker Nabih 
Berri.

“They destroyed the tents, 
burned a power generator and stole 
everything in the tents, while the 
security forces watched without 
intervening to stop them,” said Ma-
rie Rose Rahmeh, an activist with 
Lihaqqi (For My Right) movement 
who was in the square at the time 
of the raid.

“The place looked like a war zone 
but, soon after they left, people 
started flocking to Martyrs’ Square 
to help clear the mess and put up 

the tents again. You would think 
that they would be scared but, 
on the contrary, it was a beautiful 
show of solidarity and determina-
tion to keep up the revolt,” Rahmeh 
added.

The protests had been relatively 
incident-free, despite tensions 
with the armed forces and attempts 
by party loyalists to stage counter-
demonstrations.

The political crisis has continued 
to unfold even though banks reo-
pened November 1.

Reacting to Hariri’s offer of res-
ignation, Nasrallah expressed con-
cern that the formation of the new 
government might take too long. 
However, he seemed to de-escalate 
his rhetoric in which he accused 
protesters of being part of a foreign 
conspiracy.

“The first thing that the new 
government should do is to listen 
to what the people want,” he said, 
adding that the next government 
should “build confidence with the 
people because this confidence is 
missing.”

Lebanese President Michel Aoun, 
an ally of Hezbollah, has not begun 
consultations towards forming a 
new government but he seemed to 
support a government of techno-
crats, as demanded by protesters.

“There is a direction that says we 
are going to present ourselves as 
listening to popular demands,” said 
Nadim Houry, executive director of 
the Arab Reform Initiative.

Lebanon’s unprecedented pro-
test movement resounded in the 
region and abroad due to its uncon-
ventional methods. Public squares 
were used as spaces for free expres-
sion, debate and exchange among 
people of various backgrounds, 
sects and education.

The protesters’ slogans were of-
ten satirical and humorous, provid-
ing comic relief to the crowds while 
offering a poignant critique of poli-
ticians.

Full version of this article appears 
on www.thearabweekly.com

Beirut

F 

rom yoga and meditation to 
board games and recycling 
initiatives, the Lebanese rev-
olution has taken on another 

dimension.
Immersed in the spirit of change, 

Lebanese citizens have been par-
ticipating in an array of activities to 
start their new chapter on the right 
foot.

Nawal Fleihan, a Reiki healer, or-
ganised meditation sessions in Bei-
rut.

“When we gather as a group of 
meditators with the intention of 
peace and bringing solutions to the 
country or situation, it will have a 
consciousness effect on others and 
the environment around us,” she 
said.

Although most roads were closed 
when protests began in mid-Octo-
ber, the group gathered a few times 
to spread positive energy.

Life across Lebanon quickly trans-
formed through initiatives aimed at 
keeping the streets clean and citi-
zens in good spirits.

“It was really beautiful because 
each person was protesting in the 
way they wanted to,” said Ghida Ar-
naout, a Dubai-based Lebanese.

Many Lebanese expressed admi-
ration for how they worked towards 
bringing down a wall of fear. “The 
revolution showed how people were 
hungry to knock down certain ta-
boos, such as sectarian leadership, 
massive corruption and women’s 
rights,” said Lebanese American 
University Professor Lama Mattar.

Volunteers helped set up tents 
and distribute water and food to 
demonstrators. “It highlighted the 
true Lebanese culture of generosity,” 
Mattar said.

She spoke of the revolution as 
purely organic — by the people and 
for the people.

“It is the first time there is a real 
involvement of university profes-
sors and academic bodies in moving 
the revolution forward,” Mattar said.

Diala Shuhaiber, a Kuwaiti photo-
journalist in Beirut, said the move-
ment stands out as being organised 
and unified.

During civil disobedience move-
ments when some people blocked 
off roads with fires, others turned to 
yoga and meditation or moved their 

furniture to the middle of highways 
and turned them into homes.

Shuhaiber’s initiatives included 
daily cleanup and recycling cam-
paigns.

“Even the army asked to take part 
in the recycling, which is a first,” she 
said. “From the food and clothes 
drives for the poor to the classes 
and seminars taking place in the 
war-torn abandoned theatres, I have 
never been prouder of my fellow 
brothers and sisters.

“Some even set up Instagram ac-
counts where people could find their 
‘thawra (revolution) crush.’ The 
countless creative memes, videos, 
gimmicks that had us in fits of laugh-
ter and tears is something the whole 
world has been talking about.”

Shuhaiber said she was grate-
ful for the character of the popular 
movement.

“Some people claimed that, with-
out violence or gory images on the 
news, nothing will come out of these 
protests but I disagree,” she said.

Caline Malek is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Full version of this article appears 
on www.thearabweekly.com

Protests lead to 
Hariri’s resignation, 
political uncertainty

A ‘revolution of love’: Demonstrators 
bring hope, unity to protest movement

Samar Kadi

Caline Malek

Although the 
demonstrations have been 
peaceful, supporters of 
the two Shia parties, 
Hezbollah and the Amal 
Movement, attacked 
protesters, chanting 
slogans hailing their 
leaders.

An organic revolution. Lebanese university Professor Lama Mattar (C) takes part in a protest in 
downtown Beirut.                                                                                                                                    (Michel Zoghzoghi)
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Unrest in Iraq                    

T
he recognised Shia 
religious authorities in 
Najaf, Iraq, are four: Ali 
al-Sistani (Iranian), 
Muhammad Saeed 
al-Hakim (Iraqi), Bashir 

al-Najafi (Pakistani) and Ishaq 
Fayyad (Afghani). Calls to support 
the protesters in Iraq came from 
other Shia clerics from outside this 
circle of four.

Grand Ayatollah Hassan al-
Moussawi posted an anti-Iran and 
anti-velayat-e faqih message titled 
“A Message to Ali Khamenei” in 
which he asked the Iranian supreme 
leader to leave Iraq alone, stop loot-
ing its wealth and stop supporting 
the militias.

Moussawi explained that Iraq is 
not like other countries, for it rejects 
all forms of Iranian hegemony. He 
said the Iran-Iraq war of 1980-88 
had left deep wounds in Iraqi hearts 
and that the religious parties that 
had been fighting with Iran had no 
popular bases in Iraq and, were it not 
for Iran’s direct support, those par-
ties would not have any legitimacy 
to dispose of Iraqi blood and wealth.

We know Moussawi’s message 
to Khamenei was the same that 
Khamenei received from Iraqi 
protesters a few years ago when 
they chanted “Iran out, out.” There 
is no doubt that Iran’s vanity and ar-
rogance in Iraq, thanks to its armed 
proxy militias, are in decline.

The Iranians were shocked to 
discover that the popular rejec-
tion of Iranian hegemony in Iraq 
was coming from none other than 
Shias first and foremost. They were 
shocked because they had taken it 
for granted that any land inhabited 
by Shias belonged to the Iranians 

and is naturally under the mandate 
of the supreme leader of all Shias, 
Khamenei.

This explains the brutality of the 
Iranian reaction to protests in Iraq — 
sending masked snipers and other 
militia thugs against unarmed pro-
testers, the same repressive tactics 
used to suppress demonstrations in 
Syria in 2011. Obviously, the sniper 
in all these cases is Iran.

Shia Marja Kamal al-Haidari 
focused, in his declaration, on the 
ruling religious parties in Iraq and on 
the unprecedented level of corrup-
tion. He stressed that the religious 
parties had failed by being accom-
plices to the spread of poverty, un-
derdevelopment, chaos and armed 
groups in Iraq.

Like Moussawi, Haidari does not 
seem fond of velayat-e faqih even 
though he did not name it in his 
speech, in which he praised the 
protesters and encouraged them. His 
avoidance of referring by name to 
the religious establishment in Iran 
may be because Haidari resides in 
the holy Iranian city of Qom.

If Moussawi is not well known 
among Shias, Haidari is a full-
fledged star. His sermons and 
lectures are all over YouTube. He 
clearly disagrees with the establish-
ment in Tehran on many points 
of jurisprudence and even on the 
fundamental issue of the imamat. 
He rejects as unreliable 17 of the 19 
foundational Hadiths of the Shia 
doctrine and, without explicitly 
saying it, he must be renouncing the 
dogma of velayat-e faqih. This is no 
trivial matter because in Shia ideol-
ogy the velayat-e faqih is the deputy 
of the absent and expected Imam 
al-Mahdi.

Haidari explicitly rejects the 
authority of religious parties and the 
rampant corruption in Iraq, calling 
on the parties to relinquish power 
and amend the electoral law that 
established the dictatorship of those 
parties.

Ayatollah Fadhil al-Maliki has 
been against Iraqi politics and 
foreign domination, whether Iranian 
or American, since the beginning of 
the new regime (2003). He did not 
return to live in Iraq. At every Iraqi 
vote, he called for the election of the 
most impartial and experienced can-
didates or to prohibit the elections 
altogether. Maliki is an influential 
preacher and an accomplished 
orator, known for his sophisticated 
style and language. Still, he does not 
have as many followers as other Shia 
marja.

Maliki is one of very few clerics 
who reject the institution of the 
marja and its direct intervention in 
politics, by supporting the rule of 
the religious parties. However, he, 
too, refrained from directly nam-
ing it in his support message to the 
demonstrators. Nevertheless, he 
clearly alluded to it when he openly 
rejected the slogan set by the marja 
to justify its members’ appointment 
to major positions and that is “an 
experienced person should not be 
tested.”

Perhaps the strongest sermon that 
preceded the demonstrations was 
the Friday sermon given by Khudair 
al-Husseini at Al-Shuyukh Market. 
Husseini is in the habit of carrying 
his death shroud around his head, 
just like Muhammad Mahdi al-Kha-
lis, who died in 1963, and Muham-
mad Muhammad Sadeq al-Sadr, who 
was assassinated in 1999. His speech 

was at the height of revolution-
ary incitement against all religious 
parties. He named the parties and 
groups in his speech, most preachers 
refer to them through generalities.

Husseini blamed the Badr, 
Sa’iroun, State of Law and Hikma 
parties for the deteriorating situa-
tion in Iraq, insisting that he does 
not exclude any of them.

However, we heard news that 
Husseini had been demoted from his 
rank as a Friday preacher. He is said 
to belong to the Sadrist movement, 
as evidenced by him saying “I am 
afraid you, too, support the govern-
ment” and mentioned Al-Ahrar and 
Sa’iroun. Al-Ahrar is the Sadrist bloc 
in parliament and Sa’iroun is the 
general electoral bloc of the Sadrists 
and other groups, including the Iraqi 
Communist Party.

What is striking is that none of 
these clerics could be seen at the 
demonstrations in Baghdad and the 
other districts. Most of the dem-
onstrators were people born in the 
mid- and late-1990s.

What can be concluded from the 
support speeches they received from 
Shia scholars and their condemna-
tion of the sniper operations that 
killed more than 150 young Iraqis 
is that there is an Iraqi renaissance 
after years of sectarian stagnation.

The change of heart is affecting 
not just Iraqi youth but also preach-
ers and scholars, from outside the 
political circles, of course. It is not 
important if their participation is 
confined to their offices or their pul-
pits. The important thing is that they 
are on board the uprising wagon.

Zaid Ben Refaa is an Arab 
researcher.

Shia clerics in Iraq stand up to Iran
Viewpoint

Zaid Ben Refaa

It is interesting to 
note that the change 
of heart is affecting 
not just young Iraqis 
but also preachers 
and scholars from 
outside the political 
circles.

Unrest in Iraq                    News & Analysis

Despite crackdown, thousands of students 
join anti-government demonstrations

Baghdad

I 

raqi students joined anti-gov-
ernment protests despite the 
Education and Higher Education 
ministries warning teachers and 

students against participating in dem-
onstrations that have left nearly 300 
people dead.

Thousands of university students 
ignored the warning and poured into 
Tahrir Square and its surrounding 
streets in Baghdad to express their 
rejection of the government. Students 
in many other Iraqi cities echoed the 
Baghdad demonstrators’ demands, 
chanting: “No school, no class until 
the regime collapses.”

The teachers’ syndicate on October 
28 announced a 4-day general strike 
in solidarity with protesters’ demands 
and threatened to take a stronger 
stance if the demands were not met. 
More than 15 other Iraqi syndicates 
announced participation in the pro-
tests.

Activists circulated a video pur-
portedly showing Iraqi security forces 
cracking down on schoolgirls at an 
anti-government demonstration and 
allegedly assaulting a female student. 
Several students were injured in Bagh-
dad after security forces fired weap-
ons, set off tear gas bombs and used 
batons to disperse protesters, Iraqi 
Observatory for Human Rights (IOHR) 
said.

IOHR said 73 demonstrators had 
been killed and more than 3,500 peo-
ple injured from October 25-27. The 
death toll from October 1-27 was more 
than 210.

“We demand the government’s res-
ignation. They (politicians) provided 
us poor health services, zero infra-
structure, under-level education and 
low opportunities to get a job after 

graduation,” said Basra University stu-
dent Bassam Raad, 24.

“I skipped the class to protest, seek-
ing a better thing. It is my future,” he 
added. “This is our moment to join the 
anger protests to support our brothers 
in the square protests site, those who 
were searching for the fundamental 
rights since October 1.”

Batool Ali, 16, said: “By these pro-
tests, I learned how to demand my 
rights, I am sad to skip the class… but I 
wish to get better education and rights 
to save my dignity.

“I am on my first step in life and we 
have all to unite. If we divide, we fall. 
My parents encouraged me to partici-
pate in this march. We just have stud-
ied the democracy in textbooks. Now 
we practise it.”

Essa al-Zubaidi, a 21-year-old Bagh-
dad university student, said: “We 
want to pressure the government by 
taking to the streets. If we do not pro-
test, we will get nothing. I will stick in 
the demonstration site until our de-
mands are met.”

“Jobs, health care, clear water, elec-
tricity and others; they were our old 
demands. The new one — the govern-
ment falls or all of its members resign.” 
Zubaidi said. “At the time I opened my 
eyes in life, I have seen this corrupted 
government. The non-dignified life of 
our ancestors, I and the next genera-
tions do not want to live in.”

Suzan Samer, an elementary school 
teacher, said taking to the streets to 
express their freedoms was like a “na-
tional celebration.”

“It is the time to demand the rights 
we have been deprived of our entire 
life,” she said.

“I do not want our sons to live the 
life we lived, no more corruption, no 
more violation. Enough is enough! 
Enough is enough!”

Sarkawt Shamsulddin, a member 
of the Future bloc in parliament, said: 
“With regard to violence used by se-

curity forces, it is the problem we 
have in a democracy that is immature 
and flawed. We have powerful armed 
groups whose interests are threatened 
by these demonstrations and they 
want to justify violence and using 
force by provoking protesters,”

Mosul Eye, run by Iraqi historian 
Omar Mohammed, posted on Twit-
ter: “We have reports that high school 
students in Mosul were arrested after 
they organised a protest in solidarity 
with Iraq protests.”

“I fully support informed student 
demonstrations for reforms. It is im-
portant for students to become edu-

cated not through texts but also to 
raise their voice and speak truth to 
power,” Shamsulddin said.

“It is hard to predict but if they 
don’t realise their demands or part of 
their demands within a month, I think 
it may lose its momentum.”

Azhar Al-Rubaie is a freelance 
journalist in Iraq. His writing focuses 
on politics, health, society, wars 
and human rights. Follow him on 
Twitter: @AzherRubaie.

Azhar Al-Rubaie

Defying the crackdown. An Iraqi demonstrator takes photos during an anti-government protest at 
Tahrir Square, November 1.                                          (DPA)

The teachers’ syndicate on 
October 28 announced a 
4-day general strike in 
solidarity with protesters’ 
demands and threatened to 
take a stronger stance if the 
demands were not met.
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A dream of change. An Iraqi woman shouts slogans during 
an anti-government protest in the central Iraqi city of Hella, 
October 28.                                                                                             (AFP)

Opinion

Iraq’s long liberation war

T
he death of Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, 
the leader of the Islamic State, 
during a US raid October 27 in the 
Syrian province of Idlib, was a big 
blow to the terrorist organisation.

In Washington, the counterter-
rorism exploit was treated as a feather in the 
cap of US President Donald Trump, who is 
fighting off an impeachment procedure 
while trying to boost his chances for re-elec-
tion in 2020.

For many foreign governments, as well as 
for many among the Syria war belligerents, 
the dramatic raid unleashed a race in claim-
ing credit for helping the Americans.

Beyond the expedient and predictable 
reactions, there has been debate over the 
effect of Baghdadi’s demise and the extent it 
could affect the terrorist threat posed by the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in the region and the 
world.

As Konstantin Kosachev, chairman of 
Russia’s upper house of parliament’s foreign 
affairs committee, said: “Countering terror-
ism is a much more difficult task than the 
physical destruction of its leaders, even the 
most irreconcilable.”

Despite its military defeat and the virtual 
demise of its claims to have control of 
territorial borders to its “caliphate” in the 
Levant, ISIS can count on the loyalty of 
thousands of fighters.

US Representative Mike Rogers, a member 
of the House Homeland Security Committee, 
said that after 8 years of war in Syria “about 
10,000 ISIS fighters remain in the region and 
will continue to carry out guerrilla attacks 
and seek new territory.” Others put the ISIS 
figure at 14,000. Regardless of the obvious 
margin of error in such estimates, the 
shadow of ISIS lurks in the Levant.

In Syria and Iraq, the terrorist group can 
draw on its dormant cells as well as on 
reserves constituted by the captured fighters 
of ISIS and their families in detention 
centres and displacement camps, such as 
Syria’s al-Hol refugee camp.

In recent months, even with its declared 
demise, ISIS has continued its mischief in 
the two countries with guerrilla-style 
attacks, bombings, kidnappings for ransom 
and arson for the purpose of extortion.

In Iraq, “sleeper cells” are said to be active 
in many provinces, including Diyala, Sala-
din, Anbar, Kirkuk and Nineveh. In Syria, 
attacks were attributed to ISIS in the Damas-
cus region as well as in Deir ez-Zor, Hasakah, 
Homs, Aleppo and other locations.

For years now the sphere of influence of 
the terrorist organisation extended well 
beyond the Levant. Many jihadist factions 
proclaimed themselves ISIS-affiliates in 
West Africa, the Maghreb and other parts of 
Africa. In Asia, the presence of ISIS is a 
concern in Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
Tajikistan, Iran, India, Bangladesh, Indone-
sia and other countries.

Malaysian police counterterrorism chief 
Ayob Khan Mydin Pitchay told Reuters the 
death of Baghdadi “will have little effect 
here as the main problem remains the spread 
of the Islamic State ideology.”

“What we are most worried about now are 
‘lone-wolf’ attacks and those who are 
self-radicalised through the internet. We are 
still seeing the spread of ISIS teachings 
online. ISIS publications and magazines 
from years ago are being reproduced and 
re-shared,” he said.

Whether in France, the Philippines or 
elsewhere, ISIS has sought to put a horror 
show on the world stage. Its soldiers were 
lone wolves inspired by the extremist 
ideology online. A threat that is unlikely to 
subside.

From extortion, theft and kidnapping for 
ransom, ISIS cells are self-reliant. From 
previous years, it has financial reserves 
estimated by the United Nations at $50 
million-$300 million.

Most of the victims of ISIS have been in the 
Arab and Muslim world, with Islam being the 
first and foremost casualty. Preying on 
vulnerable individuals, ISIS tried to promote 
a distorted interpretation of the Muslim 
religion to impose its totalitarian model of 
society.

In the future, Arabs and Muslims will have 
to reckon with an extremist organisation 
and its fanatical ideology. They are better 
equipped to counter its draw through 
counter-radicalisation strategies.

There is corruption and oppression in the 
Arab and Muslim world. There is rising 
bigotry and perceived injustice in Western 
attitudes towards Muslims. Such misgivings 
cannot justify the hate and violence of the 
ISIS extremists nor their evil and bloodshed.

Editorial
ISIS remains a threat 
despite killing of Baghdadi

The battle for the liberation of Iraq will be long and not 
limited to liberating it from sectarian militias.

I 

ran’s goals in Iraq have never 
changed. There is a persis-
tent Iranian effort to turn 
Iraq into an Iranian colony 
but this what the Iraqis, 
including the Shias, will not 

accept.
Iraqis assert daily that they 

are Iraqi first and foremost and 
that Iranian colonialism is unac-
ceptable, even if it is dressed in 
a sectarian garment or slipped in 
under the cover of the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF).

Young Iraqis carrying out a 
revolution against the regime are 
aware that their main problem is 
with Iran, with Iran’s instruments 
in power and with the US-Iranian 
complicity that led Iraq to where 
it is.

The crisis in Iraq is not only 
with a system whose construction 
the Americans botched, it is also 
an economic, social and intellec-
tual crisis that transformed what 
was supposed to be the richest 
Arab country into an arid desert, a 
place filled with unemployed and 
semi-educated people because of 
the destruction of one of the best 
educational systems in the region.

We have to wonder: “What hap-
pened in Iraq that led to a much 
worse situation than the one 
under Saddam Hussein’s rule?”

The answer is simple. Now 
more than ever, Iraq has become 
captive of its oil revenues and it 
must share that income with Iran, 
a country that believes only in 
milking Iraq by any means pos-
sible.

Iraqis have had enough of 

their country’s economy based 
on oil exports and nothing else. 
They’ve had enough of corruption 
reaching unbearable levels while 
thousands of young people roam 
the streets looking for jobs.

The Iraqi youth have nowhere 
to go to except for sectarian 
militias or a government job that 
would turn them into unproduc-
tive citizens with no future to look 
forward to.

Iraq, with its former wealth in 
human resources, water and oil, 
is closer to an arid desert than to 
anything else. We can see deserti-
fication at every level, especially 
at the intellectual level. There 
is no room in Iraq for anyone 
endowed with the minimum of 
wisdom to understand politics 
and economics, let alone appreci-
ate art, literature, thought and 
music, and yet such things had 
never been foreign to Iraqis.

The battle raging between those 
who want change at all costs and 
those who want to maintain the 
status quo at all costs can be un-
derstood from that angle. There 
are two radical camps in Iraq and 
nothing in between. It is going to 
be a bone-breaking battle.

It is a battle between Iran-
backed militias on one side and 
tens of thousands of young Iraqis 
on the other. We are talking about 
young people who are ready to die 
for values   they have never expe-
rienced, such as patriotism and 
pride to belong to a rich Iraq with 
a diversified economy. We’re talk-
ing about Iraqi youth who want to 
liberate their country, which they 

consider under militia and Iranian 
occupation.

The battle being waged by Iraqi 
youth stands to be a long one. The 
battle to liberate Iraq is going to be 
tough, given that Iran is defend-
ing in Iraq its bankrupt regime at 
home. Iran has only Iraq’s wealth 
to fall back on to face and circum-
vent US sanctions.

For this reason, more brutality 
must be expected in dealing with 
Iraqi demonstrators fighting a 
life-or-death battle. These young 
people know that Iran, despite its 
internal problems, is only inter-
ested in exporting its experience to 
Iraq. If the Iranian regime is gov-
erned by the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps, the Iraqi regime must 
be governed by the PMF controlled 
by Tehran.

The Iraqi youth want to break 
that equation in the hope that one 
day they will live in a state that has 
nothing to do with the velayat-e 
faqih in Iran and where sectarian 
Shia parties have nothing to say. 
Those parties are equivalents of 
the Muslim Brotherhood in coun-
tries with a Sunni majority.

The irony is that Iran prepared 
itself for the battle of Iraq. 
Through the government of Iraqi 
Prime Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi, 
it worked hard to get rid of any 
Iraqi politician who might exude 
the faintest whiff of patriotism. 
There is no other explanation for 
the removal of Lieutenant-General 
Abdel-Wahab al-Saadi as deputy 
commander of the Iraqi counter-
terrorism forces.

Saadi was the real leader of this 
state apparatus and he demon-
strated great skills and proficiency 
at his job but his crime was that 
he also demonstrated something 
much more important: He showed 
there was still an Iraqi patriotic 
spirit. Unfortunately, because of 
the Iraqi regime and its Iranian 
backers, that spirit had to be elimi-
nated by the PMF, the same forces 
confronting the Iraqi youth fight-
ing for liberation of their country.

Once again, the battle for the 
liberation of Iraq will be long and 
not limited to liberating it from 
sectarian militias. It is a battle for 
the right to enjoy a diversified 
economy and to taste the beauty of 
a life filled with art and literature. 
It is a battle for the return of an 
Iraq that none of the post-July 14, 
1958, coups were able to eradicate.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Khairallah Khairallah
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D 

onald Trump’s 
October 27 an-
nouncement that 
US forces had 
killed Islamic State 
leader Abu Bakr 

al-Baghdadi reprised Barack 
Obama’s May 2, 2011, statement 
that Osama bin Laden was dead 
but in the manner of a tasteless 
spoof by a third-rate actor.

Trump was abusive, boastful 
and crass, ticking through the 
ABCs of how not to deliver the 
solemn news about the death of 
a human being, even one such 
as Baghdadi, who led a barbaric 
and murderous extremist 
group.

Baghdadi, Trump told the 
world with barely concealed 
glee, “died like a dog… 
whimpering, screaming and 
crying… He died like a coward.” 
Trump dwelt in great detail 
on the dogs chasing Baghdadi 
down the dead-end tunnel 
where he killed himself.

Trump said the US operation 
that got Baghdadi was “like 
watching a movie” and that the 
White House was considering 
giving the public a chance to 
watch part of that blockbuster. 
“We may take certain parts of it 
and release it,” Trump stated on 
October 28.

There could have been no 
greater contrast to the United 
States’ bin Laden moment from 
eight years ago and no greater 
measure of the coarsened 
sensibilities of its current 
leaders.

Obama’s sombre 
announcement of the death 
of al-Qaeda’s leader and 
mastermind of 9/11 lasted 9 
minutes. Trump’s statement 
ran 10 minutes, after which 
a further 40 minutes of Q&A 
allowed the president to 
provide graphic detail about 
Baghdadi’s body parts, praise 

his own books and boast 
inaccurately that he had been 
the first to warn of the threat 
posed by bin Laden.

Obama spelt out the context 
of the hunt for bin Laden — 
the attack on American soil, 
al-Qaeda’s threat to US allies 
and its attacks on Muslims. 
Trump focused on what he 
called Baghdadi’s violent and 
vicious nature, the Americans, 
Christians and Yazidis who 
suffered at the hands of the 
Islamic State.

Obama placed bin Laden’s 
death within the broader frame 
of US “efforts to disrupt, defeat 
and destroy his network.” 
Trump kept his focus on “the 
thug who tried so hard to 
intimidate others,” describing 
with triumphalist relish, 
Baghdadi’s “last moments in 
utter fear, in total panic and 
dread, terrified of the American 
forces bearing down on him.”

Obama stressed that “the 
American people did not 
choose this fight. It came to our 
shores.” In bipartisan spirit, 
he invoked his predecessor, 
Republican President George 
W. Bush, and reiterated that 
the pursuit of bin Laden was 
not a “war against Islam.” 
Trump tweeted to deny the 
significance of his predecessor’s 
bin Laden moment. “This was 
the big one,” Trump insisted, 
“Osama bin Laden was very big 
but Osama bin Laden became 
big with the World Trade 
Centre. This is a man who built 
a whole, as he would like to call 
it, ‘country,’ a caliphate and was 
trying to do it again.”

Tellingly, there was Obama’s 
renewed call to the United 
States’ better angels. The 
United States, he said, would 
overcome terrorists by holding 
true to its ideals as “one nation, 
under God, indivisible, with 

liberty and justice for all.” 
Trump described the fight 
against the Islamic State as a 
battle for control of the online 
narrative: “You know, they use 
the internet better than almost 
anybody in the world, perhaps 
other than Donald Trump.”

Finally, there was Trump’s 
casual suggestion that footage 
of the Baghdadi operation 
might be publicly released. Two 
days after the special forces raid 
that killed bin Laden, Obama 
said that, although the United 
States was in possession of 
photos of bin Laden’s body, 
it would not release them. 
“We don’t trot out this stuff as 
trophies.”

Dana Shell Smith, deputy 
assistant secretary of state 
for international media 
engagement at the time of 

W 

ith the 
euphoria 
surrounding 
Lebanon’s 
popular 
demonstra-

tions that left the country at 
a standstill and grabbed the 
world’s attention, forcing the 
prime minister to resign, the 
big question is: What’s next?

Not counting a few scuffles, 
the movement has been largely 
peaceful with citizens from all 
walks of life gathering in de-
nouncing flagrant government 
corruption and other ills the 
country has suffered over the 
past three decades.

There was a strong sense of 
hope that things would change 
this time. Regrettably, in Leba-
non, the more things change, 
the more they are the same.

Or are they?
It took almost two weeks of 

demonstrations to convince 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri to 
announce his resignation. It 
appears that the power of the 
people has prevailed with the 
prime minister resigning and 
three ministers announcing 
they were leaving the govern-
ment.

The resignations come on 
the heels of Hezbollah Secre-
tary-General Hassan Nasrallah 
calling for Hariri not to resign. 
Sources in Beirut said Nasral-

lah twice tried to convince 
Hariri not to quit, saying the 
protests would eventually die 
out.

While the protesters may 
have won the first round in the 
latest Lebanese debacle, the 
game is far from over.

Hezbollah represents the 
largest force in the country 
with practically unlimited 
financial and military support 
from Iran. Hezbollah’s leaders 
and their Iranian backers are 
unlikely to raise their hands, 
accept defeat and join the 
opposition, as would be the 
practice in most democracies.

Hezbollah has far too much 
at stake to accept a political 
defeat gracefully.

After being hailed as a hero 
for being the only Arab force 
to have defeated Israel and 
ending the Israeli occupation 
of southern Lebanon, Hezbol-
lah today is seen as a villain 
that will not stop meddling in 
Lebanon’s domestic affairs on 
behalf of its master, Iran.

The problem with Hezbollah 
is that it has gone from helping 
solve the problem to becoming 
the problem. The Party of God 
is too big and too powerful for 
its own good — as well as for 
the good of the country.

Its intervention in Syria to 
help bail out Syrian President 
Bashar Assad transformed 

what was supposed to be a 
national party into a regional 
powerhouse.

For most Lebanese it was 
heartwarming to see people 
from all walks of life, all 
religious beliefs, all religious 
denominations and all politi-
cal parties participate in the 
protests. It rekindled hope 
among many Lebanese. Some 
described this as a new revolu-
tion.

Protesters rejoiced when 
learning of Hariri’s resignation. 
However, this is but one item 
on a long list of demands.

Change is inevitable. It will 
come about sooner or later de-
spite Hezbollah’s stand today.

The Party of God can choose 
to be pro Lebanon or its mem-
bers can continue selling their 
souls to the devil.

Nasrallah’s advice to Hariri 
was to ignore the protesters 
who, as days go by and with 
winter approaching, will lose 
interest and move on.

That is not the solution.
The solution is getting 

Hezbollah to join the rest of 
the country and not insist on 
being above the law. As long 
as Hezbollah places foreign 
interests before the interests 
of Lebanon, it is hard to see a 
viable solution.

It is not in the interest of the 
mullahs governing Iran and 

bin Laden’s death, expressed 
concern about Trump’s 
celebratory tone. “We always 
talked about that killing as 
a necessity, not a delight,” 
she said. “Trump, in using 
almost gleeful language that 
echoes language the terrorists 
themselves use when they talk 
about killing Americans, eroded 
some of our remaining moral 
high ground.”

How far the United States has 
fallen.

News of Baghdadi’s death 
was not a bin Laden moment, 
for this US president or for the 
United States.

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.

pulling Hezbollah’s strings to 
see sectarianism replaced by 
an independent, non-sectarian 
and free society.

Why would Iran and Hezbol-
lah voluntarily cede the power 
they have gained?

Hezbollah remains the pre-
dominant power in Lebanon 
with 13 seats in parliament 
and three cabinet posts. Why 
would it give that up?

Hezbollah said the changes 
demanded by the demonstra-
tors could push Lebanon into 
chaos. Nasrallah warned that 
this could take the country 
back to a civil war.

Nasrallah may have good 
reasons to be worried because 
cracks are showing in Hezbol-
lah’s support base as sympa-
thisers ask why he did not do 
more to combat corruption in 
the government.

There is no valid reason why 
replacing a bunch of corrupt 
politicians should reignite the 
civil war unless, of course, 
the rekindling is provided by 
Nasrallah and those who do 
not find it in their interest to 
have Lebanon on track for 
prosperity.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly 
and a senior fellow at the 
Institute of World Affairs in 
Washington.

Despite Hariri’s resignation, the Lebanese 
revolt may still flutter and wither away

It really wasn’t Trump’s bin Laden moment

There is no valid reason why replacing a bunch of corrupt 
politicians should reignite the civil war.

Dana Shell Smith, deputy assistant secretary of state for international media engagement at 
the time of bin Laden’s death, expressed concern about Trump’s celebratory tone.

Claude Salhani

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Theatrics. Syrian artist Aziz al-Asmar (C) poses with relatives near a 
mural, in the town of Binnish in Idlib province, depicting US President 
Donald Trump directing the “play” of killing ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi in Syria, October 28.                                                                                                 (AFP)
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audi Arabia’s third Future 
Investment Initiative confer-
ence gathered an impressive 
6,000 attendees, including a 

king, presidents, Trump administra-
tion cabinet members, chairmen of 
sovereign wealth funds and top ex-
ecutives of leading Western banks 
and asset management firms.

Many of those on hand had shied 
away from last year’s Future Invest-
ment Initiative (FII), which occurred 
shortly after Saudi journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi was killed in the Saudi 
Consulate in Istanbul.

However, the robust and high-
powered attendance at this year’s FII 
conference, commonly referred to as 
“Davos in the Desert,” suggests that 
many investors and governments 
were willing to look past the outcry 
over Saudi officials’ suspected in-
volvement in Khashoggi’s death to 
capitalise on business opportunities 
in the kingdom as well as strategic 
purchases by Saudi Arabia’s $320 bil-
lion sovereign wealth fund, the Pub-
lic Investment Fund (PIF).

Saudi Arabia has been eager to en-
tice investment in its domestic non-
oil sectors as part of Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz’s Saudi Vision 2030 eco-
nomic transformation programme, 
which intends to wean the country 
off its dependence on crude oil rev-
enues and create jobs by building up 
private industry.

The Saudi Arabian General Invest-
ment Authority announced at the 
conference that the Saudi govern-
ment had signed 23 agreements with 
a total value of $15 billion, including 
projects in Saudi manufacturing and 
technology.

State oil and gas conglomerate 

Saudi Aramco signed at least four 
deals worth a total of more than 
$2 billion, including a $1 billion 
memorandum of understanding 
with Spanish pipeline firm Tubacex 
Group. Other deals announced dur-
ing the event involved Saudi non-
government entities and foreign 
firms, including an agreement be-
tween Samsung and Saudi enter-
tainment resort Qiddiya.

Much of the buzz during the con-
ference centred on the timing of 
Saudi Aramco’s on-again, off-again 
initial public offering (IPO), with re-
ports indicating that shares could be 
available on the domestic stock ex-
change within weeks.

It was not surprising that top ex-
ecutives from some 25 banking and 
financial institutions were drawn to 
the forum because the Saudi Aramco 
IPO will generate hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars in underwriting fees. 
Saudi Oil Minister Prince Abdulaziz 
bin Salman told FII delegates: “The 
Aramco IPO will come soon, at the 
right time, the right opportunity and 
the right decision, but it will be a Sau-
di decision, and specifically Crown 
Prince Mohammed’s decision.”

PIF Governor and Saudi Aramco 
Chairman Yasir al-Rumayyan re-
flected that the 6,000 participants 
at this year’s gathering were “more 
than double the first FII.” The PIF, 
which organised the conference, 
touted nearly 300 speakers from 30 
countries taking part in the October 
29-31 event.

Saying that one purpose of the 
conference was for “connecting 
capital with ideas, building relation-
ships and doing deals,” Rumayyan 
extolled the virtues of forward-
looking technologies and empha-
sised that a key pillar of the forum 
was building a sustainable future.

Last year, after the killing of 
Khashoggi, US Treasury Secretary 
Steve Mnuchin pulled out of the 
conference but this year he was part 
of an American delegation that in-
cluded US Energy Secretary Rick 
Perry, US President Donald Trump’s 
senior adviser and son-in-law Jared 
Kushner and State Department Spe-
cial Envoy on Iran Brian Hook.

Other leaders in attendance in-
cluded Jordanian King Abdullah II, 
the presidents of Kenya, Nigeria, Ni-

ger and Sierra Leone and the prime 
minister of Burkina Faso.

As significant was the high-level 
representation from banking heavy-
weights Goldman Sachs, JPMorgan-
Chase, Citigroup, HSBC Holdings and 
Credit Suisse, asset fund manage-
ment firms BlackRock and Blackstone 
Group and Japanese tech investment 
giant SoftBank. Although his pre-
decessor Jim Yong Kim skipped last 
year’s gathering, World Bank Presi-
dent David Malpass attended the 
2019 forum.

The heads of the sovereign wealth 
funds of Kuwait, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Russia also 
participated in the conference, pre-
sumably with an eye to investing in 
the Saudi Aramco IPO.

Technology giants Amazon, Apple 
and Alphabet Incorporated’s Google 
did not attend this year’s event and 
major Western media firms opted 
for the second year not to serve as 
sponsors or send speakers in protest 
of Khashoggi’s killing.

Kushner, speaking during a panel 
discussion, emphasised that “there 
is a need to invest in the future of 
the Middle East and create more 
jobs and opportunities.”

“What holds back investors is ter-
rorist issues,” he said.

Kushner pushed regional leaders 
to make difficult decisions to secure 
investments, a nod to the economic 
portion of the Trump administra-
tion’s Middle East peace plan.

King Abdullah told forum partici-

pants: “Arab youth are our most vital 
resource and the key to the future of 
this region and this world and they 
are waiting for you.”

Carlos Hernandez, JPMorgan 
Chase’s global banking head, con-
tended that Saudi Arabia was taking 
the right steps in opening its capital 
markets and applying reforms to the 
domestic stock exchange to make 
the Gulf country more attractive to 
foreign investors. Hernandez said: 
“We at JPMorgan believe that Saudi 
Arabia will become the main hub 
in the region, as well as one of the 
main hubs globally.”

Jareer Elass reports from 
Washington on energy issues 
for The Arab Weekly.

Aramco IPO on minds of participants 
in Saudi Arabia’s investment conference
Jareer Elass

An eye on the future. Chairwoman of Saudi Arabia’s stock exchange Sarah al-Suhaimi (L) speaks 
before an interview with US Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin at the Future Investment Initiative 
forum in Riyadh, October 30.                             (AP)

Aramco signed at least four 
deals worth a total of more 
than $2 billion, including a 
$1 billion memorandum of 
understanding with 
Spanish pipeline firm 
Tubacex Group.

T
he inauguration of 
the new parliamen-
tary season in 
Kuwait by Emir 
Sheikh Sabah 
Ahmad al-Jaber 

al-Sabah was not an ordinary 
occasion in many ways because 
the emir voiced warnings in 
several directions.

The first message from the 
October 29 event was the 
standing ovation to welcome 
Sheikh Sabah, accompanied by 
Kuwaiti Crown Prince Sheikh 
Nawaf al-Ahmad al-Sabah and 
Speaker of the National 
Assembly Marzouq al-Ghanim. 
This unprecedented welcome 
renewed the Kuwaiti people’s 
bonds of love for the person of 
the emir and for his role. It was 
particularly heartwarming 
knowing that Sheikh Sabah, 90, 
had been convalescing for 
some time.

Sheikh Sabah’s face trans-
lated his tremendous gratitude 
and happiness to be with his 
people as he returned the 
applause and greeted the 
audience.

The second message con-
cerned the situation in the Gulf. 
“It is no longer acceptable and 
bearable to continue with a 
dispute between our brothers in 
the [Gulf Cooperation Council] 
GCC,” Sheikh Sabah said. “This 
dispute has weakened our 
capabilities and threatened our 
achievements. The situation 
requires that we immediately 
rise above our differences and 
strengthen our unity and 
solidify our position.”

Those closely monitoring 
Kuwaiti efforts to resolve the 
Gulf crisis are aware of the 
momentum given to the 
mediation in recent weeks. It is 
hoped those efforts will 
culminate in breakthroughs, 
considering the high-level 
exchanges between officials 

from Kuwait and other GCC 
countries.

Kuwait’s optimism remains 
dependent on Qatar’s desire to 
respond to Sheikh Sabah’s 
endeavours and meet the 
conditions required of it, which 
would allow renewed dialogue 
with the boycotting coun-
tries.

Sheikh Sabah also urged 
Kuwaitis to strengthen national 
unity against the crises raging 
in the region.

“We have to learn the lesson 
from what is happening around 
us. We have no choice but to 
consolidate our national unity 
and the cohesion of our society 
and reject the causes of sedition, 
divisiveness and the hateful 
ethnic strife,” the emir said.

Sheikh Sabah had in previous 
speeches alluded to this issue 
and especially to the vile role 
of some social media that have 
become “shops” for rent by 
Kuwaiti forces that are hungry 
for power and want to settle 
internal scores.

Kuwaiti media recently 
revealed the identities and 
goals of those behind fake 
anti-Kuwait social media 
accounts. Investigations by the 
Public Prosecutor’s Office 

uncovered disturbing and 
dangerous facts about those 
people’s intentions and sources 
of funding.

Sheikh Sabah devoted part of 
his speech to sedition and 
internal strife, saying that one 
of the most serious causes of 
those evils is “the deviant use 
of social media and turning 
them into destructive tools and 
virtual picks to chip away at our 
national unity and libel people. 
I’ve invited you on more than 
one occasion to act quickly and 
forcefully in order to eliminate 
this dangerous phenomenon 
and protect our society from its 
deadly pests.”

A fourth notable message 
was Sheikh Sabah’s renewed 
trust in the parliamentary 
leadership of Ghanim and of 
Prime Minister Jaber al-
Mubarak al-Sabah. The emir 
praised the men’s “fruitful 
roles in giving shape to the 
desired cooperation between 
the two branches in pursuit of 
the national goals in the service 
of the homeland and the 
citizens.”

He renewed the call for 
parliament and government to 
cooperate in the interest of 
Kuwait and of Kuwaitis in 

compliance with the demo-
cratic process and the constitu-
tional instruments related to 
oversight and accountability.

He said: “I ask everyone in 
the Assembly and in the 
government to always make 
Kuwait’s interest your first con-
cern and preoccupation and to 
never place any other interest 
or purpose above it. This 
requires you to cooperate 
constructively and seriously 
for the sake of Kuwait’s 
supreme interest.

“By this, I do not mean that 
you should forgo your constitu-
tional oversight prerogatives 
but to put them to best use, 
fairly and without exaggera-
tion.”

Sheikh Sabah urged everyone 
to renounce pessimism and to 
look at things with optimism 
and hope.

“We have to evaluate our 
affairs objectively and fairly,” 
he said. “We have shortcom-
ings and we should not accept 
to leave them unattended but 
we also have a lot to be proud 
of and we have enough ambi-
tion and aspirations that 
require us to roll up our sleeves 
and get on with the job of 
achieving them.”

The Kuwaiti emir’s messages of wariness and concern
Viewpoint

Khairallah Khairallah

Sheikh Sabah 
urged everyone 
to renounce 
pessimism and to 
look at things 
with optimism 
and hope.
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Qatar

QatarDebate

M
ore than two years 
after Qatar was 
boycotted by its 
Arab neighbours for 
alleged support of 
extremism, the tiny 

Gulf country is spending millions of 
dollars to repair its image in 
Washington, only to see new 
perception issues crop up.

The Centre for Responsive Politics 
said Qatar has allocated at least $24 
million to US public relations efforts 
and lobbying since 2017.

Qatar’s public relations and 
lobbying budgets were used to fight 
legislation that would have singled 
Doha out for its ties to designated 
terror groups, such as Hamas and 
Hezbollah, and to evade measures 
assailing the credibility of Doha’s 
state-financed broadcaster, Al 
Jazeera.

The beleaguered emirate has had 
mixed success in reshaping its image, 
sometimes convincing politicians 
to water down critical laws and 
resolutions but also drawing 
increased scrutiny in the United 
States at its close relationship with 
America’s arch-foe Iran and for what 
Jewish advocacy groups say is blatant 
state-sponsored anti-Semitism.

One of the dubious achievements 
of Qatar’s lobbying campaign was 
changing the language of a bill that 
would have censured Doha for its 
support of Palestinian terror group 
Hamas. The original measure, which 
never made it to a vote, accused 

Qatar of providing significant 
financial and military support” to 
Hamas and hosting “multiple senior 
Hamas officials, including Hamas 
leader Khaled Meshaal since 2012.”

However, a second bill, introduced 
after Qatar and the Palestinian 
Authority extensively lobbied Eliot 
Engel, chairman of the House Foreign 
Affairs Committee, made no mention 
of Qatar and added in loopholes 
to sanctions for organisations or 
individuals lending “humanitarian 
assistance to Hamas, the Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad or any affiliate.”

A “professional acquaintance” of 
Engel’s told the New York Post that 
the congressman had been pressed 
by Qatar to draft a more favourable 
bill. “Eliot told me directly that he 
was getting a lot of pressure from 
the Qataris,” the source told the Post. 
“The Qataris did a full-court press to 
remove themselves from the bill.”

More recently, Al Jazeera has 
worked strenuously to shield itself 
from allegations that it acts on behalf 
of the Qatari state, which would 
require it to register as a foreign agent 
with the US Justice Department 
and disclose sensitive financial 
information and ties with US officials. 
Conservative American politicians 
are pushing for the designation, 
arguing that Al Jazeera’s editorial line 
reflects Doha’s foreign agenda and 
undermines US foreign policy.

“We find it troubling that the 
content produced by this network 
often directly undermines American 
interests with favourable coverage 
of US State Department-designated 
Foreign Terrorist Organisations, 
including Hamas, Hezbollah, 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad and Jabhat 
al-Nusra, al-Qaeda’s branch in Syria,” 
wrote a coalition of US Republican 

congressmen to US Attorney General 
Jeff Sessions in March 2018.

Al Jazeera, wary of losing its status 
as an “independent” media organ, 
spent upward of $500,000 in three 
months hitting back at the charges. It 
paid law firm DLA Piper, a US public 
affairs concern, $540,000 in the third 
quarter of 2019 to lobby Congress, up 
$500,000 from the quarter before.

Just two other media companies 
have registered as foreign agents 
— Turkey’s Anadolu Agency and 
MHz News, which runs French and 
German state-owned news content.

Problems increased for the Qatari 
media flagship outlet as the nature of 
its content became obvious despite 
the efforts to give Al Jazeera English 
a much more moderate tone than its 
Arabic-language programming. “The 
fact that there is anti-Semitic material 
in Al Jazeera is significant; that it has 
a daily diet of anti-American material 
is significant,” said Middle East 
Broadcasting Networks President 
Alberto Fernandez.

Qatar’s lobbying campaign is not 
limited to the halls of Congress. The 
state has gone to great lengths to 
influence prominent academic and 
research institutions that it hopes 
will create a more favourable media 
climate.

Qatar provides significant funding 
to the International Crisis Group, a 
well-regarded NGO that reports on 
conflicts and crises throughout the 
world, for instance. Also, the partially 
state-funded Qatar Foundation 
outright owns the Doha branch of the 
influential Brookings Institution.

These connections provide Doha’s 
defenders with a level of credibility 
and help Qatar spread its message 
through respectable academic and 
media outlets. The Qatar Foundation 

International has sought to influence 
US universities’ Middle East curricula 
with financial contributions, court 
filings by the Lawfare Project allege. 
“Qatar has become the single 
highest [foreign] funder of American 
universities,” Oren Litwin of the 
Middle East Forum’s Islamist Money 
in Politics Project, said at a recent 
conference.

Qatar’s PR campaign has done 
little to fundamentally alter the 
state’s image problems, however. 
At issue is not just Doha’s sustained 
support for designated terror groups 
and extremist connections but its 
failure to understand a fundamental 
fact of modern public relations: The 
industry can embellish positives but 
never fully erase negatives.

Experts are finding out on their 
own the realities which Qatar’s 
public relations campaigns are 
trying to gloss over. “Doha remains 
tolerant of hate-speech in mosque 
sermons, textbooks and particularly 
the Arabic-language output of its 
Al Jazeera satellite broadcasting 
station,” Simon Henderson, a fellow 
at the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, wrote last June during 
Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani’s latest visit to the 
United States.

The US Anti-Defamation League 
(ADL) said it was particularly 
concerned with anti- Semitic 
passages found in official Qatari 
textbooks that contribute to a more 
general hostility towards Jews. The 
organisation claims to have found 
material that states: “Jewish people 
are treacherous, seek to conquer the 
world and follow a perverted, invalid 
religion.”

“The books also contained 
numerous examples of anti-Christian 

bigotry, as well as incitement against 
the West,” the ADL added.

Such content does little to 
win support from the Jewish 
communities Qatar has spent 
millions trying to cater to. In 2017, 
Qatar hired Nick Muzin, former 
senior adviser to Republican Senator 
Ted Cruz, to establish relationships 
with leaders of right-wing pro-Israel 
organisations and Washington 
policymakers, some of whom Doha 
reportedly made donations to.

Contradictory objectives are 
coming back to haunt Qatar’s 
PR acrobatics. Doha is finding it 
increasingly difficult to reconcile 
its extremist connections with its 
wooing of US Jewish groups. Qatar’s 
courtship of Jewish organisations 
included donating $100,000 to the 
Zionist Organisation of America 
(ZOA), $100,000 to Our Soldiers 
Speak and $50,000 for Blue Diamond 
Horizons, Inc, media reports said.

ZOA suffered many Jewish media 
attacks because of its connection 
to Qatar. Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu publicly urged 
Jewish figures not to deal with Doha.

Qatar, which is being forced to 
reckon with the limits of its lobbying 
efforts., must live with the fact that 
good PR is no substitute for sound 
policy.

“Qatar is not likely to withdraw 
their backing of Hamas,” Varsha 
Koduvayur, a senior research analyst 
at the Foundation for Defence of 
Democracies, told the Jewish News 
Syndicate. “They’ve committed too 
much political capital to this cause, 
not to mention millions of dollars.”

Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Qatar invests millions in US lobbying but PR problems remain

Iman Zayat

T he plight of Egyptian 
labourers in Qatar gained 
renewed attention after 
a prominent Egyptian 
businessman said he has 
been working with 

Egyptian NGOs to secure the release 
of two Egyptian engineers detained 
in Qatar.

Egyptian businessman Ahmed 
Abou Hashima said in a televised 
interview that engineers Ali Salem 
and Waleed Abdel Aziz, employed by 
the Qatari sports media outlet BeIN, 
were arrested in November 2018 on 
espionage charges. They were held in 
detention without access to a lawyer 
for eight months before being given 
a politicised trial, Abou Hashima 
alleged.

Abou Hashima said the men had 
conducted a study for him and 
Saudi investors on how to establish 
a sports channel to compete with 
BeIN, making espionage charges 
against them illogical because BeIN 
is not a sovereign or state-owned 
network.

The case is hardly 
unique. Other Egyptian 
workers are believed 
to have been jailed 
for political reasons. 
Nabil Mostafa, a 
former manager 
at Tawseel, which 
distributes Qatar’s 
Al Sharq newspaper, 
was fired from his 
job and blacklisted 
from the market for his 
alleged support for Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
and an old social media post 
criticising the Qatari emir. Without 
a job, Mostafa was unable to pay 
on loans to a Qatari bank, which 
eventually landed him in jail.

The Egyptian Foreign Ministry said 
there were 80-90 Egyptians jailed in 
Qatar in 2016 but Tamer Mabrouk, 
an Egyptian blogger who was 

imprisoned in Qatar at the time, said 
the number was higher. In his jail 
alone, he said, there were some 170 
Egyptians being held, an indication 
that some of them could be subject 
to extrajudicial detention.

Mabrouk, who was arrested for 
fleeing his sponsor, after his visa and 
job contract were manipulated, said 
he and many other Egyptians were 
subjected to poor treatment while in 
detention.

“Despite the fact that the 
manipulation was revealed by 
international labour and Qatari 
human rights organisations, (I was 
subjected to) poor living conditions, 
limited phone access to my family 
and irregular visits from my lawyer, 
which many Egyptians endure in 
Qatari prisons,” he said. “Besides, 
threats from sovereign bodies were 
used to force me to give up my 
financial dues.”

Allegations such as Abou 
Hashima’s and Mabrouk’s against 
the Qatari government and judiciary 
have gone largely unaddressed by 
prominent human rights groups, 
such as Amnesty International 
and Human Rights Watch (HRW), 

which frequently criticise Egypt 
for similar alleged human rights 

violations.
An Amnesty International 
spokesman said it had 

“only been approached 
about Ali Salem for 

the first time this 
month” and that 
the group would 
“be following up 
and attempting to 

verify the details of 
the case.”
Asked why the 

organisation is more 
vocal about cases alleging 

forced disappearances and other 
rights violations in Egypt, the 

spokesman said their reports on 
any individual cases throughout 
the world are based on testimonies 
and evidence they receive and can 
reliably and credibly check.

However, many individual 
cases that Amnesty and other 
organisations considered forced 

disappearances were cases in which 
the person secretly joined a terrorist 
organisation. That includes Omar 
al-Deeb who had been reported to 
be forcibly disappeared since 2016 
and then he was shown in a video 
broadcast by a terror group in 2018.

HRW did not respond to repeated 
inquiries about the Egyptian workers’ 
arrests.

The organisations’ reactions did 
little to assure a family member of a 
detained Egyptian worker who said 
they seem to be biased in favour of 
Qatar.

“If HRW and Amnesty weren’t 
approached by certain cases as they 
claim, why didn’t they talk about the 
politicised trials against Egyptians 
in Qatar generally as a phenomenon 
as they are doing with the claimed 
cases of enforced disappearance in 
Egypt,” asked a relative of one of the 
Egyptian detainees who spoke on 
condition of anonymity.

“Some families of the Egyptian 
detainees in Qatar tried to contact 

HRW but in vain. We believe that it 
is politicised against Egypt, biased 
towards Qatar and only focusing on 
human rights violations with political 
backgrounds for political reasons.”

The two organisations’ perceived 
bias for Qatar was reinforced by their 
relationships with figures linked to 
the Qatari government and Doha-
backed Muslim Brotherhood.

Amnesty International’s 
former human rights director, 
Yasmin Hussein, is married to 
Wael Mussabeh, who worked at a 
charity affiliated with the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s global network that is 
suspected of having ties with Hamas, 
a Times of London report stated. 
Some Egyptian activists say Hussein 
worked to create a pro-Brotherhood 
lobby at Amnesty International, 
but Amnesty maintains there is no 
evidence that Hussein supported the 
Brotherhood.

Many Egyptians were upset by the 
appearance of Sarah Leah Whitson, 
HRW’s Middle East director, in a 

televised interview in July alongside 
exiled Egyptian Mohamed Nasser, 
who was convicted in absentia in 
2015 of inciting violence against 
Egyptian police.

Nasser, who lives in Turkey, was 
recorded in January 2015 saying: “Kill 
the officers. I want to tell their wives 
that your husbands will be killed.”

HRW is also accused of 
maintaining strong ties with 
institutions supported by the Qatari 
government, despite its insistence 
on eschewing “government and 
corporate ties.”

The organisation’s critics point out 
also that one of HRW’s main funding 
sources comes from the Open Society 
Foundation, owned by Hungarian-
US business tycoon George Soros, 
who is believed to be meeting the 
Qatari interests in the “Arab spring” 
upheaval and its objectives, which 
have included the overthrow of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Ahmed Fouad is an Egyptian writer.

Why are rights organisations silent about plight of Egyptian labourers in Qatar?

Ahmed Fouad

The two organisations’ 
perceived bias for Qatar 
was reinforced by their 

relationships with 
figures linked to the 

Qatari government and 
Doha-backed Muslim 

Brotherhood.

Wherever you turn your eye. Images of the Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani hang on 
towers in Doha.                                                                                                                                                                 (AP)
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Tunisia’s new leader raises eyebrows 
as he gives short shrift to ministers

Russia’s stance in Libya between 
‘equidistance’ and support for Haftar

Tunis

T 

unisian President Kais Saied 
fired two key ministers less 
than a week after taking of-
fice as he seeks to chart a new 

course as commander-in-chief.
Tunisian Defence Minister Ab-

delkrim Zbidi and Foreign Minister 
Khemaies Jhinaoui were relieved of 
their duties October 29 by Prime Min-
ister Youssef Chahed after consulta-
tion with Saied, a statement from 
Chahed’s office said.

Both foreign policy and military is-
sues are within the president’s consti-
tutionally ordained prerogatives. 

 Zbidi and Jhinaoui both said they 
had already resigned from their posts, 
raising questions about the president’s 
leadership style and policy direction.

Saied, a retired law lecturer, became 
Tunisia’s second freely elected leader 
October 22 after a resounding victory 
in presidential elections. Bolstered by 
support from young Tunisians, the 
conservative jurist, who ran with no 
party and a limited budget, outper-
formed dozens of established political 
figures, including Zbidi.

Saied, who was elected with more 
than 70% of the popular vote, has set 
out to curb corruption, decentralise 
governance and strengthen ties with 
Tunisia’s Arab and African allies.

The sacking of Zbidi and Jhinaoui 
was praised by some of Saied’s Islam-
ist and leftist allies as a step towards 
revamping Tunisia’s diplomatic and 
security strategy but it sparked con-
cern among others who took issue 
with how the dismissals were han-
dled.

Zbidi, who submitted his resigna-
tion before running for president in 
September, said he felt “relief after 
they freed me from the job” but was 
“troubled as far as the nation’s affairs 
and policy are concerned.”

Zbidi said he reminded Saied of his 
“already submitted resignation” Oc-

tober 29 but that the president asked 
him “to stay on and gave me no im-
pression I would be fired.

“One hour later, he contacted me to 
tell me that I will be replaced in a re-
shuffle.”

“What worries me is the abrupt 
change in the president’s decisions, 
180 degrees. One cannot be at the top 
ladder of leadership and take deci-
sions that way and change his mind 
one hour later,” he added.

However, Zbidi insisted his rela-
tionship with the president remains 
“excellent.”

“I was a dean of the university 
for five years where he was a faculty 
teacher,” Zbidi said. “We have known 
each other for five years and we have a 
family relationship as well.”

Zbidi said his firing was likely the 
work of Chahed, who has been at odds 
with him since the two butted heads 
in the contentious presidential elec-
tion cycle.

However, analysts said Zbidi had no 
shortage of enemies, including Islam-
ists and allied parties. “It seems that 
the time of reckoning has come,” said 
Ghazi Chaouachi, secretary-general 
of the centre-left Democratic Current 
party, in reference to the sacking.  His 
perceived indiscretions about sensi-
tive issues in the conduct of his duties 
raised concerns.

In particular, Zbidi drew the ire of 
Islamists after revealing in a televised 
interview in September that he had 
considered using military force to 
stop what he saw as a suspected plot 
by Islamists in parliament to oversee 
a rushed presidential transition after 
President Beji Caid Essebsi fell ill in 
June.

Zbidi said the army had been ready 
to “prevent parliament from conven-
ing” to ensure “there would be no 
coup, military or legislative.”

A number of observers viewed the 
firing of Jhinaoui, who has been as-
sailed by Islamists, nationalists and 
leftists for a previous diplomatic as-
signment in Israel, as unfair and as 
“staged humiliation” by Saied, who 

has said normalisation with Israel is 
tantamount to treason.

“The firing of Jhinaoui is a clear 
message from Saied to all proponents 
of the normalisation with the Zionists 
and we back him on that,” said Yadh 
Elloumi, a senior official in the liberal 
Qalb Tounes party, headed by media 
executive Nabil Karoui, who lost to 
Saied in the presidential runoff.

“Jhinaoui is known as the normal-
iser with the Zionists and his ouster is 
evidence of a new foreign policy that 
confronts normalisation,” he added.  
Some members of Qalb Tounes dis-
tanced themselves from Elloumi’s 
remarks, saying they reflected his per-
sonal views only.

Jhinaoui, a distinguished career 
diplomat, supervised Tunisia’s liaison 
office in Tel Aviv in the early 1990s af-
ter the Oslo Accords were signed and 
Israel and the Palestine Liberation Or-

ganisation formally recognised each 
other for the first time.

Many in the region at that time said 
building ties with Israel was a step to-
wards ending the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. That mood has changed after 
20 years of negotiations have seen Is-
rael expand settlements and further 
restrict Palestinians.

Jhinaoui, who had been sidelined 
during a meeting October 28 between 
German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas 
and Tunisian officials, wrote an angry 
resignation letter October 29.

Jhinaoui was replaced on an interim 
basis by junior minister Sabri Bachto-
bji, while Justice Minister Mohamed 
Karim Jamoussi temporarily took over 
the Defence Ministry, pending the for-
mation of a new government, likely in 
December.

Saied had his first meeting on 
the Libyan conflict October 29 with 

President of the Libya High Council 
Khaled al-Mechri, who is a leader of 
the country’s Muslim Brotherhood af-
filiate. That move was likely to please 
Tunisian Islamists and draw the ire of 
Libyan National Army Field-Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar, who heads a rival east-
ern-based government and is fighting 
to win control of Tripoli. Although 
Saied has stressed his support to “le-
gitimacy” in Libya, it remains to be 
seen what kind of policy he  adopts 
towards the neighbouring country. 

A short-lived controversy erupted 
over the unceremonious exit of mem-
bers of Caid Essebsi’s former staff. 
Two days later, Saied ended the con-
troversy when he met with outgoing 
members of the Tunisian cabinet to 
thank them for their service.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Lamine Ghanmi

Michel Cousins

Tunis

T 

he head of the Tripoli-based 
and internationally recog-
nised Presidential Council, 
Fayez al-Sarraj, attended the 

recent Russia-Africa summit, having 
been invited by Russian President 
Vladimir Putin.

Also at the meetings, hoping to put 
forward a different side of events in 
Libya, was Abdul Hadi al-Hweij, the 
foreign minister of the rival, eastern-
based government. He had no known 
official agenda, although he caught 
the attention of Russian media and 
reportedly met with representatives 
of other African countries.

While Sarraj was being formally 
welcomed by the Russians, former 
Russian servicemen working for the 
Moscow-based security company the 
Wagner Group were reported fighting 
in Tripoli alongside the Libyan Na-
tional Army (LNA), which has been 
trying to capture the city and over-
throw the Sarraj government.

While there has been no definitive 

proof of Russians fighting alongside 
the LNA — the LNA has denied it — 
Russian media said a number of for-
mer Russian soldiers have been killed 
in fighting around Tripoli.

The Wagner Group, which has 
been involved in operations in Syria, 
is known to be close to Putin and it is 
impossible that it would operate in 
Libya against his wishes. This raised 
questions about Moscow’s policy to-
wards Libya.

Observers inside and outside Libya 
said that, despite the diplomatic ne-
cessity of publicly supporting UN 
policy on Libya, which means back-
ing Sarraj, the Kremlin supports LNA 
Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar.

They point to the numerous vis-
its he and his advisers have made to 
Moscow for talks with Russian top 
military officials and politicians. They 
point to Russia’s refusal after the Trip-
oli offensive started to allow any UN 
Security Council resolutions or state-
ments critical of the LNA or Haftar.

They talk of technical support the 
LNA is apparently receiving, such as 
Russian technicians repairing Russia-
made military equipment and anoth-
er Russian security company, RSB, 
conducing mine clearance in Beng-
hazi and possibly other operations. 
Russian support for the east has in-
cluded the printing of large sums of 
dinar bank notes.

Russian officials insist they main-
tain links with both sides of the con-
flict, that they recognise Sarraj and 

the Presidential Council because it 
has been endorsed by the Security 
Council, although not his Govern-
ment of National Accord (GNA) be-
cause it has not been legitimised by 
the House of Representatives (HoR) 
and that they also talk to the eastern-
based government, since it is ap-
proved by the HoR.

The policy, they say, is equidistance.
There are suggestions in Moscow 

that it hopes to play a mediator role 
in Libya but there are no signs of it 
attempting to do so. Hweij suggested 
that Moscow should take a bigger role 
on settling the Libyan conflict and or-
ganise a conference on it. There has 
been no response.

In his bid to entice the Russians, 
Hweij offered them the prospect of 
new oil and gas deals, major con-
struction projects and new arms pur-
chases.

Russia would certainly welcome 
the opportunities. It has said it wants 
to resume work on the $2.2 billion 
Sirte-Benghazi railway project. At 
the Russian Energy Week conference 
in Moscow in October Gazprom and 
Tatneft told Libya’s National Oil Cor-
poration Chairman Mustafa Sanallah 
that they want to return to Libya. 
However, as with other businesses in 
Russia, they made it clear that it de-
pends on security.

Sarraj has also been offering the 
Russians the chance of increased 
trade. Lev Dengov, the head of the 
Russian Contact Group for intra-Lib-

yan settlement who met with Sarraj 
on the sidelines of the Russia-Africa 
conference, said a GNA contract to 
buy 1 million tonnes of wheat from 
Russia is about to be signed and dis-
cussions included money owed to 
Russia for military equipment during 
the Qaddafi era and the possibility of 
future military sales.

There are other suggestions ex-
plaining apparent contradictions in 
Moscow’s Libya policy. One is that 
the Russian government is divided — 
one side, particularly the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, wanting to maintain 
links with Sarraj and his government, 
the other led by the Defence Ministry 
wanting full support for Haftar.

Another is that Moscow is waiting 
to see who wins and a third is that the 
conflict in Libya serves Russia’s inter-
ests because it complicates US policy 
in the region and destabilises Europe, 

setting France against Italy.
Haftar continues to shun the UN 

Support Mission in Libya and the 
LNA is furious with UN Special Envoy 
Ghassan Salame for saying there is 
no GNA military equipment at Mitiga 
airport and for announcing the open-
ing of its own terminal there to deter 
further LNA attacks.

Meanwhile moves are taking place 
in Washington, independent of the 
White House. Legislation was intro-
duced to the US House of Representa-
tives aimed at targeting anyone who 
supports Russian military interven-
tion in Libya.

There is no guarantee that the Lib-
ya Stabilisation Act will pass through 
the US Congress and there is still a 
long way to go procedurally.

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

A balance between all actors. A 2017 file picture shows Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (R) and head of the Tripoli-based 
Presidential Council Fayez al-Sarraj during a meeting in Moscow. (AFP)

The conflict in Libya serves 
Russia’s interests because it 
complicates US policy in the 
region and destabilises 
Europe, setting France 
against Italy.

Unpredictable moves. Tunisian President Kais Saied (2nd-L) inspects the guard of honour upon his 
arrival at the Carthage Palace in Tunis, October 23.                                                                                         (DPA)
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Cairo

R 

evelations about the sui-
cide of junior members of 
the Muslim Brotherhood 
who had fled to Turkey 

highlight the difficult living condi-
tions of the Islamist movement’s 
adherents in exile, analysts said.

“Most of those who travelled to 
Turkey and other countries face 
very severe financial hardships,” 
said Sameh Eid, a former member 
of the Muslim Brotherhood. “Com-
pounding the hardships is the dis-
illusionment the members of the 
Islamist organisation in exile are 
experiencing after discovering the 
falsity of the promises they were 
given by their leaders.”

Thousands of Muslim Brother-
hood members fled from Egypt 
following the downfall in 2013 of 
President Muhammad Morsi, who 
had been an influential Brother-
hood member.

Three junior members in Turkey 
killed themselves, a colleague of 
theirs said. A fourth member tried 
to take his life but was rescued.

Support from Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan for exiled 
Brotherhood members had appar-
ently been drying up as Turkey 

dealt with severe economic prob-
lems.

The rise of the Muslim Brother-
hood in mid-2012, almost eight dec-
ades after its founding, amounted 
to a political earthquake through-
out the Arab world.

The Muslim Brotherhood, the 
oldest Islamist organisation in the 
Arab region, has branches in almost 
every country. Its rise to power in 
Egypt should have emboldened Is-
lamists in all other countries where 
uprisings known as the “Arab 
spring” took place in 2011.

However, instead of leading to 
an Islamist political rise, Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood turned into 
an aversive model because of its in-
ability to address Egypt’s economic 
and political woes.

This comes as reports surfaced 
alleging corruption within the 
Brotherhood leadership.

In July, a senior member of 
the Brotherhood said there was 
a great deal of corruption among 
the Brotherhood leaders in Tur-
key. Amir Bassam referred in a 
leaked audio to the embezzlement 
by Brotherhood leaders. The lead-
ers, he said, take funds, ostensibly 
raised by the organisation to help 
its members get by, and spend 
them on their own families, includ-
ing purchasing luxurious vehicles 
and housing.

“This causes frustration to the 
members of the organisation and 
makes them discover they are the 
victims of a bunch of thieves en-
riching at their expense,” said Ibra-
him Rabie, another former member 
of the Muslim Brotherhood. “The 
problem is that the members of 
the Brotherhood who had escaped 
to Turkey and other countries can-

not either return to Egypt or keep  
living in exile.”

Most Muslim Brotherhood mem-
bers who escaped from Egypt are 
wanted by Egyptian courts for sus-
pected involvement in criminal 
acts, including murder.

These charges led to an all-out 
crackdown by post-Morsi Egyptian 
authorities on the affiliates of the 
entities, charities and companies 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, which 
resulted in many Brotherhood 
leaders and members to be impris-
oned.

That is why most Brotherhood 
exiles are afraid to return. Outside 
Egypt, including in Turkey, they do 
all types of menial jobs, including 
dishwashing at restaurants, toiling 
at factories and working at farms.

This comes as financial assis-
tance to the Brotherhood by some 
sponsor states is not easy to access 
because of the failure of the Is-
lamist group to return to power in 
Egypt, analysts said.

With a huge media machine in 
Turkey and other countries, one 
that includes several TV chan-
nels and publications, the Muslim 
Brotherhood in exile is a huge prob-
lem to the government of Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

Sisi’s government has greatly re-
duced the capabilities of the Broth-
erhood and the militias affiliated 
to it. However, the Muslim Broth-
erhood still has presence in Egypt 
through sleeper cells thought to 
operate at the orders of the group’s 
leaders in exile.

This was manifest in the ability 
of the group to organise protests in 
a number of Egyptian provinces in 
September, against the background 
of videos by a construction con-
tractor who accused Sisi and the 
Egyptian Army of corruption.

“The junior members of the 
Brotherhood are finally discover-
ing that they were deceived by 
their leaders,” said Khaled Okasha, 
a security expert and a member of 
the Supreme Counter-Terrorism 
Council, an advisory body of the 
Egyptian presidency. “The collapse 
of the Brotherhood front outside 
Egypt will, of course, weaken the 
organisation inside it.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Ahmed Megahid

Increasingly isolated. A file picture shows supporters of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood taking 
part in a rally near the Egyptian Embassy in Ankara.          (AFP)

Cairo

T 

he Coptic Orthodox Church 
plans to produce “Pope of 
the Arabs,” a 34-part tel-
evision serial about the late 

Pope Shenouda III, Egypt’s most 
popular Christian leader.

There are fears, however, that 
the programme will anger Egypt’s 
Islamists, especially with the 
church hoping to broadcast the se-
rial on state television.

The serial would be the first 
about Shenouda, who died in 2012 
— a tumultuous year for Egypt, the 
Coptic minority and the Arab re-
gion. It will also mark the entry of 
the Coptic church into the TV pro-
duction field, a major feat for it in 
a country where the religion has 
been at the centre of discrimina-
tion by Islamist radicals.

The drama will tell Shenouda’s 
story from his birth in 1923 until his 
death through 34 episodes, the se-
rial’s makers said.

“We will produce this work at 
the request of most of the mem-
bers of the Christian community,” 
said Bemwa el-Anba Bishoy, one 
of the bishops of the Monastery of 
Saint Pishoy in the Western Desert 
who oversee production of the se-
rial. “The new work will document 
every detail in the life of the pope.”

Egyptian actor Maged al-Ked-
wany, who has many of the facial 
characteristics of the late pope, will 
play Shenouda in the final stages of 
his life.

The serial has an initial budget of 
$5 million, a huge amount by Egyp-
tian drama standards. The church 
opened two bank accounts for do-
nations to help pay for the serial’s 
production and donors are queu-
ing up, including private TV chan-
nels that want to broadcast the  

programme.
Shenouda became the Coptic Or-

thodox pope in 1971, when Egypt 
had sustained a humiliating defeat 
at the hands of Israel, which occu-
pied Sinai. It was rebuilding its mil-
itary to liberate Sinai from Israeli 
occupation.

That was also a time of a major 
rise by the nation’s Islamists, in-
cluding Jamaa Islamiya, which, ten 
years later, was behind the assas-
sination of Egyptian President An-
war Sadat and was actively attack-
ing the Christian minority.

Shenouda had a tense relation-
ship with Sadat but was admired by 
almost all Egyptians, both Muslims 
and Christians.

When Shenouda died in March 
2012, tens of thousands of Chris-
tians queued outside the eastern 
Cairo church where his body was 
placed in state to pay respects to 
their beloved pope.

“Pope Shenouda was more than 
just a Christian pope,” said Nashaat 
Zaqlama, a church historian and a 
close associate of the pope who su-
pervised the writing of the serial’s 
script. “He was a national figure of 
great historical importance.”

Millions of Egyptians remember 
Shenouda’s uniting effect, espe-
cially at times of tension between 
Muslims and Christians.

Zaqlama and other programme 
makers started working on the 
script in 2016, completing it in 
2018.

There are hopes among the 
Christian community that “Pope 
of the Arabs” will be broadcast on 
state television, given Shenouda’s 
popularity. This will be a test of 
the tolerance of the government of 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi, observers said.

Sisi was the first Egyptian 
president to attend Christian cel-
ebrations. He has stood up for the 
Christian community on numerous 

occasions, including during attacks 
by a branch of the Islamic State and 
Muslim Brotherhood militias on 
churches.

Sisi ordered engineers planning 
Egypt’s new urban communities to 
construct a church in each of them. 
In January, he opened the Middle 
East’s largest church in a new ad-
ministrative capital being built on 
the outskirts of Cairo.

This is why Egypt’s Islamists ac-
cuse Sisi of being an ally of Egypt’s 
Christians. Airing “Pope of the 
Arabs” on state television may in-
crease attacks against the Egyptian 
leader, observers said.

Some attacks may come from 
Egypt’s ultraorthodox Salafists, 
who are intolerant towards Chris-
tians. The Salafists ask their follow-
ers not to congratulate Christians 
on their religious occasions and say 
Christians are not fit for top gov-
ernment positions.

“The Islamists will inevitably be 
angered by the new serial,” said Na-
bil Naeem, a jihadist leader turned 
expert on religious extremism. 
“Sisi should not care about these 
radicals who do nothing but tar-
nish the image of Islam.”

Amr Emam is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Cairo.

Coptic TV serial tests boundaries of religious tolerance in Egypt
Amr Emam

Controversial reign. A 2011 file picture shows Egypt’s late Coptic 
Pope Shenouda III attending an Easter service in the main 
cathedral in Cairo.             (Reuters)

Egyptian actor Maged 
al-Kedwany, who has many 
of the facial characteristics 
of the late pope, will play 
Shenouda in the final stages 
of his life.

Outside Egypt, including in 
Turkey, Brotherhood exiles 
do all types of menial jobs, 
including dishwashing at 
restaurants, toiling at 
factories and working at 
farms.

Disillusioned 
and in exile, some 
Egyptian Islamists 
turn to suicide
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Constitutional Committee convenes 
with historic opposition involvement

Syria

A
fter nearly nine years 
of the crisis in Syria, 
the Kurds are finally 
sitting across the 
table from the Syrian 
regime to negotiate 

their future in the country.
Following the US letdown, the 

Kurds may seem not to possess 
enough cards to bring to the 
table but the cards they have are 
enough to allow them to obtain 
what they have been dreaming of 
since 1970, the year Hafez Assad 
rose to power.

We will not talk about the 
dream of a Kurdish state. The 
self-administration of the eastern 
Euphrates has always said that 
the Kurds are not looking for 
independence. So, let’s place the 
ceiling of their dreams at obtaining 
their own autonomous region like 
the Kurds of Iraq got in return for 
their cooperation with the United 
States in removing Iraqi President 
Saddam Hussein from power in 
2003.

But Syrian President Bashar 
Assad has not fallen like Saddam 
and the Americans withdrew 
from Syria instead of occupying 
it. The Kurds have an old rivalry 
with the Iranians and the Turks. 
That leaves them only Russia, 
which has the upper hand in Syria, 
to sponsor their negotiations 
with the Assad government in 
Damascus or to negotiate with 
Moscow what they want from 
Damascus.

The Kurds’ first winning card 

is that they have the flexibility to 
negotiate everything. Their main 
purpose is to ensure their rights in 
the next Syrian state, regardless of 
what has happened and regardless 
of Assad’s continued presence in 
power.

The Russians want the Kurds 
to have equal rights and duties 
in the new Syria, not because the 
Russians are seeking fairness but 
because it is in their best interest. 
The Russians want to end the 
Syrian crisis in a way that ensures 
their presence in Syria for decades. 
They want to provide a good 
model for countries suspicious of 
Russia’s intervention in the region.

The Russians have a vision for a 
settlement of the Syrian crisis and 
they will negotiate with the Kurds 
within the framework of that 
vision, meaning they will not grant 
the Kurds specific advantages that 
they can’t offer other segments of 
the Syrian people.

So, if the Russians want to 
decentralise the country’s 
administration, then the northern 
provinces, like all the other 
provinces, would have autonomy 
in managing their financial and 
development affairs but would 
remain subordinate to Damascus 
in foreign affairs and defence.

The Russians may like some 
aspects of the current system of 
self-administration in the north 
and may decide to generalise them 
to the rest of Syria but the idea 
of shared power between Arabs 
and Kurds does not seem a valid 

recipe for this. If Russia wants to 
preserve Syria’s unity, power must 
go through the ballot box without 
any other considerations.

The Russians do not wish to talk 
about Assad’s fate but they want 
to draft a new constitution for the 
country leading to parliamentary 
and presidential elections. The 
Kurds can easily acquiesce to that, 
provided Moscow guarantees 
their participation in drafting the 
constitution and in the elections.

The Russians are not going to let 
go of the Syrian Democratic Forces 
military formations; those would 
come in handy in rebuilding the 
Syrian Army after removing its 
sectarian officers.

Kurdish intelligence could also 
be part of the deal between the 
Kurds and the Syrian regime, 
if the Russians bless it, but 
not before Damascus issues a 
general amnesty for all wanted 
political leaders and individuals 
in the north and releases Kurdish 
detainees who have been rotting 
for years in the regime’s jails on 
political charges.

The Russians also will have 
no qualms with preserving the 
cultural rights of Kurds and of 
other identities in Syria. Solutions 
to controversial issues in this 
regard can be found, as long 
as the proposals do not benefit 
one identity over the other. In 
other words, belonging to the 
Syrian state supersedes all other 
affiliations.

Another strong aspect of 

the Kurds’ negotiation cards is 
that they are not listed on any 
Russian or international terrorist 
lists. Their political or military 
formations have never been 
accused of religious extremism. 
The Kurds were keen to keep their 
regions free of suspicious religious 
manifestations and they did that 
by separating religion and politics, 
even before the revolution.

In negotiating with the Russians 
and Damascus, the Kurds can also 
put forth their participation in 
protecting US-controlled oil fields.

The Americans have not 
completely abandoned the Kurds, 
as some believe. The Americans 
left some back doors open to 
support the Kurds in cooperation 
with the European Union. This 
is important because the Kurds 
are guarding detention centres 
holding Islamic State fighters and 
have important files about the 
leaders of the organisation and its 
sleeper cells in Syria.

The Kurds will not go to the 
negotiating table with Damascus 
empty-handed. It is true they 
received a big blow after the 
Turkish aggression on their 
territory but they have not lost 
everything. What the Kurds are 
negotiating with the Russians 
is to reclaim their Syria, which 
had been stolen by Assad, not 
just from them but also from the 
millions of other Syrians across 
the country.

Baha al-Awam is a Syrian writer.

Kurds have bargaining chips in negotiations with Damascus
Viewpoint

Baha al-Awam

What the Kurds are 
negotiating with the 
Russians is to reclaim 
their Syria, which had 
been stolen by Assad, 
not just from them 
but also from the 
millions of other 
Syrians across the 
country.

Beirut

T 

he Syrian Constitutional 
Committee is now in motion 
after two years of crippling 
delay. A total of 150 Syrian 

delegates gathered in Geneva to start 
work on “constitutional reforms.” 
It would be the first time since the 
Ba’ath Party took power in Syria in 
1963 that opposition figures were in-
cluded on a constitutional commit-
tee.

Opposition hardliners have been 
very critical of the UN-led process, 
saying it dwarfs their demands for 
regime change, replacing decapita-
tion and formation of a transitional 
government body with a low-ceiling 
benchmark of a new constitution.

All major components of the op-
position are represented on the 
committee, however, including the 
Turkey-backed Syrian Negotiations 
Committee, the Riyadh-backed High 
Negotiations Committee and the 
Russia-backed Moscow Platform and 
National Coordination Committees.

The Ankara-sponsored Free Syrian 
Army is also on-board as are a hand-
ful of defectors from the Syrian Army 
and Foreign Ministry.

UN Special Envoy Geir Pedersen 
has been serious about presenting a 
“Syrian-owned and Syrian-led pro-
cess,” inviting none of the interna-
tional stakeholders to attend, not 
even the Astana guarantors: Russia, 
Turkey and Iran.

The process won’t be easy or quick, 

however. Negotiators are yet to agree 
on whether they are going to amend 
the present charter, written in 2012, 
or create a new one from scratch.

They must decide who will serve 
on the 45-member drafting commit-
tee, which is to include 15 members 
for the government, 15 for the op-
position and 15 for civil society. To 
achieve a majority vote, the two main 
groups will have to sway independ-
ents from civil society to vote with 
them on any specific legislation.

The government delegation insists 
on no deadline for completion, which 
means the talks could drag into 2021 
when the term of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad expires. If a constitu-
tion is drafted before that date, he 
would only be entitled to two con-
secutive terms, starting in 2021.

However, if a charter is completed 
after he is re-elected for another 
7-year term, then the clause would 
go into effect starting 2028. Negotia-
tors are keen on starting the process, 
however, hoping the international 
community will begin normalising 
relations with Damascus now that 
the political process is under way.

The opposition will try to push for 
empowerment of a prime minister, 
at the expense of the presidency — a 
proposal that has been flatly rejected 
by the Syrian government.

The current constitution says the 
president of the republic is com-
mander-in-chief of the armed forc-
es, in charge of all security agencies 
and head of the judiciary. He has the 
power to hire and fire ministers and 
to dissolve the executive branch.

The opposition is demanding a re-
visit of the 1950 charter, which was 
established after the demise of Syria’s 
first military regime, greatly reducing 
presidential powers.

“Given its defeat on the battlefield, 
I cannot imagine that the opposition 
can impose anything on the regime,” 
said Nikolaos Van Dam, former Dutch 
ambassador to Syria and an author on 
Syrian history.

“The regime will never accept any-
thing against its convictions,” he said. 
“Its only value is that it starts com-
munication between the regime and 
the opposition. Otherwise, it has not 
been chosen by the Syrian people and 
it’s not up to the international com-
munity to decide what’s acceptable 
to the Syrian people and what’s not.”

Also challenging will be accom-
modation of Syrian Kurds, who are 
greatly underrepresented on the com-
mittee, with only four of the 150 seats 
and only one delegate on the 45-man 
constitution drafting committee.

During their agreement with Da-
mascus on October 13, they were told 
the government delegation would 
make sure their demands are upheld 
in any future constitution. There was 
no elaboration on what that meant 
but the slightest form of Kurdish fed-
eralism is a redline for government 
negotiators and so are local parlia-
ments for towns and cities.

What’s on the table is to recognise 
the Kurdish language as a secondary 
one in Syria, secondary to Arabic, 
and to change the country’s name 
by dropping the word “Arab” from 

its formal name — the Syrian Arab  
Republic.

Any serious push beyond that, 
however, would be automatically ve-
toed by Turkey-backed negotiators 
from the opposition side, who still 
take their cue from Ankara. Should 
that happen, the transfer of power of 
Kurdish towns in north-eastern Syr-
ia, which has been smooth for now, 
might slow down or face problems.

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

Sami Moubayed

A Syrian-led process. UN Special Envoy to Syria Geir Pedersen (C), Syrian MP Ahmad Al-Kuzbari (L) 
and head of Opposition Syrian Negotiations Commission Hadi Al-Bahra attend a meeting of the Syria 
Constitutional Committee in Geneva, October 31.                                                                                              (AFP)

The process won’t be easy or 
quick. Negotiators are yet to 
agree on whether they are 
going to amend the present 
charter, written in 2012, or 
create a new one from 
scratch.
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“I
f I die, put my corpse in 
administrative deten-
tion.” That was the 
message from a defiant 
Palestinian-Jordanian 
woman to Israel.

Hiba al-Labadi, 24, was taken 
into custody by Israeli authori-
ties August 20 at the Allenby 
Bridge while on her way to a 
family wedding in the West 
Bank city of Jenin. She was 
accompanied by her mother.

Her arrest was reportedly 
related to meetings she alleg-
edly had with Hezbollah 
affiliates during a visit to 
Beirut, where she was visiting 
her sister. Jordanian citizens 
wishing to visit Israel or the 
occupied Palestinian territories 
must obtain a visa in advance of 
their trip.

The fact that she must have 
been issued a visa to enter 
Israel, despite Israel’s knowl-
edge of these allegations, 
implies that she was a target 
and that Israeli authorities used 
her wish to attend a wedding in 
the occupied territories to take 
her in.

The accusations against her, 
which were not made public, 
came in a statement from the 

Shin Bet. This suggests she was 
arrested for posts she published 
on her private Facebook page, 
which expressed support for 
Hezbollah and violent attacks in 
the West Bank.

Labadi’s lawyer, Juwad 
Bolous, who visited her during 
her detention, said that since 
her arrest she has been interro-
gated for 16 consecutive days 
without being allowed to see 
her lawyer.

Bolous said interrogators 
cursed at and spat on Labadi, 
threatening to arrest her sister 
and her mother. Most interroga-
tions lasted hours while she was 
handcuffed and tied to a 
chair.

“All the means of torture and 
oppression were used to force 
her to sign a damning confes-
sion but despite the cruel 
investigation, she did not 
confess,” said Bolous.

In a letter published October 
8, Labadi wrote: “The Israelis 
threatened me with administra-
tive detention if I did not 
confess, saying they did not 
have evidence against me but 
they could renew my detention 
for seven-and-a-half years.”

Labadi has been on hunger 
strike to protest her administra-
tive detention since September 
24. Her health deteriorated 
significantly and, reports by 
Palestinian journalists said, she 
was transferred from Jalma 
Prison to a hospital in Haifa for 

treatment but was remanded in 
custody soon thereafter.

Another Jordanian citizen, 
Abdulrahman Miri, has been 
held by Israel since he tried to 
attend a wedding in the West 
Bank on September 2.

Despite protests by the 
Jordanian government to 
release its citizens, Israel has 
refused. Jordan recalled its 
ambassador to Tel Aviv as it 
assesses its response.

Compare this with the fate of 
an Israeli Embassy guard 
who killed two Jordani-
ans in July 2017 and 
was repatriated to 
Israel under the 
guise of diplomatic 
immunity. While 
the Israeli Foreign 
Ministry sent a 
memorandum 
expressing “deep 
regrets and apolo-
gies” over the incident 
months later and pledged 
to take legal action in the 
case, the Israeli perpetrator 
never faced justice. Neither, for 
that matter, did the Israeli 
soldier who killed Jordanian 
Judge Raed Zeiter in March 2014 
face justice for that crime.

It seems Israel operates above 
the law when it comes to its 
citizens but uses administrative 
detention at will to incarcerate 
Palestinians and other foreign 
nationals when it chooses.

Israel uses administrative 

detention to keep individuals in 
custody indefinitely without 
charge or trial. The detainees 
are not told of which crimes 
they are being accused or 
shown any evidence against 
them. The result is that it is 
virtually impossible to defend 
oneself against an administra-
tive detention order.

Examples of Palestinians held 
repeatedly under administra-

tive detention include 
Speaker of the Palestinian 

Legislative Council Aziz 
Duwaik and Legisla-

tive Council 
member Khalida 

Jarrar.
Jarrar was 

released in 
February after 
20 months of 

imprisonment 
without charge. 

She was  
rearrested 

October 31. PLO 
Executive Committee 

member Hanan Ashrawi 
said the Israeli forces’ raids in 

the West Bank “are meant to 
terrorise and intimidate the 
entire Palestinian people while 
the abduction of activists, 
writers and representatives is 
nothing short of illegal abduc-
tions.”

Ashrawi called on the interna-
tional community to condemn 
the “illegal use of administra-
tive detention, which has 

allowed the occupation authori-
ties to detain at least 54,000 
Palestinian men, women and 
children since the beginning of 
the 1967 occupation.”

Ironically, the legal basis for 
Israel’s use of administrative 
detention is the British Mandate 
1945 Defence (Emergency) 
Regulations, which were 
amended in 1979 to form the 
Israeli Law on Authority in 
States of Emergency. The 
practice has been severely 
condemned by human rights 
organisations.

Activists in Israel recently 
began an internet campaign 
that included a photo of Labadi 
with the caption “Have you 
heard of me?” in Arabic and 
Hebrew, to draw attention to 
her administrative detention. 
“Want to know what I’m 
accused of ? Me, too.”

If it has evidence against any 
of the detainees, then surely a 
democracy, which Israel claims 
to be, would charge the indi-
vidual and bring that evidence 
to the court to rule on whether 
they have committed any crime. 
If it has no evidence, then it 
must let them go instead of 
subjecting them to this psycho-
logical torture and, in the 
process, smearing them as 
extremists.

Kamel Hawwash is a Britain-based 
Palestinian university professor 
and writer.

Israel’s old habit of ignoring the rule of law dies hard

Kamel Hawwash

D
oes anybody remem-
ber the Deal of The 
Century? Granted, 
there are plenty of 
other distractions in 
the Middle East 

today. Even so, the measure of 
leadership is not simply to be 
swept along by the tide of events 
but to make history.

The Deal of the Century has 
been shoved to the margins, not 
only in the Palestinian territories 
and Israel, where embattled 
politicians cannot be bothered by 
an American plan, whatever its 
merits — or absence thereof.

Impeachment has sucked the 
wind out of something as esoteric 
as yet another US diplomatic effort 
in the Middle East. Trump’s team 
of amateurs has made the plan’s 
release hostage to an imagined 
moment when all parties will 
cheer its publication. If such a 
plan exists, don’t expect its release 
anytime soon.

The international 
community, which 
has deferred to 
Washington’s 
diplomatic agenda 
since Camp David 
four decades 
ago, is prepared 
to humour 
Washington’s 
declared interest 
in peacemaking 
along lines that 
repudiate basic, long-
held diplomatic constants. 
It is content to watch without 
protest as institutions such as 
the Quartet, created to promote 
an agreement in line with a fast-
fading international consensus 
in favour of a two-state solution, 
wither.

Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, fresh from his 
achievements in nearby Syria, 
issued a standing invitation to 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu and Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas to 

turn a new diplomatic page — in 
Moscow.

Russian troops are keeping the 
peace along the Golan and the 
Euphrates but, if leadership is the 
ability to turn a diplomatic agenda 
into hard facts on the ground, 
Moscow will be hard-pressed to 
displace Washington, even under 
US President Donald Trump’s 
erratic leadership, as an arbiter of 
Israeli-Palestinian diplomacy.

Trump has been active in the 
Israeli-Palestinian arena. His 
unprecedented gifts to Israel’s 
right-wing are well known. He 
does have a remarkable ability 
to make history and he revels in 
undisciplined actions that upend 
the rules.

Trump’s forte, however, is 
unilateralism, not diplomacy and 
this is the reason the US plan for 
Israeli-Palestinian peace will never 
see the light of day.

Those looking for a convincing 
rationale for this development 
need look no further than the 
White House.

The Trump administration 
is scoring big in its effort to 

dismantle key elements of 
the international consensus 

supporting an end to 
occupation and 

the creation of a 
Palestinian state at 

peace with Israel 
but Trump’s 
competing vision 
is one of least 
competent efforts 
to resolve the 

Arab-Israeli dispute 
in a century of 

conflict.
Trump’s weaknesses 

as president and leader are 
at the heart of this spectacular 

failure.
The ingredients for diplomatic 

success — in this case peace 
between the Israelis and the 
Palestinians — are so much more 
than a simple idea; in Trump’s 
transactional vocabulary, a “deal.”

There must be a system in 
place in the White House and 
throughout the US foreign policy 
and security, bureaucracy to 
conceptualise not just a diplomatic 
destination but also practical 

mechanisms to engage the players.
There must be a process that 

is competently and skilfully 
managed with a single-minded 
attention to achieve the desired 
outcome, backed by the assurance 
and credibility of presidential 
interest and commitment.

Virtually every US president 
since Harry Truman has, for 
better or worse, mobilised the 
machinery of the US policymaking 
and security bureaucracy in 
pursuit of diplomatic Arab-Israeli 
understandings crafted to win 
international support.

Whatever one thinks of them, 
the Camp David Accords and the 
Oslo Accords stand out among 
US diplomatic achievements over 
recent decades as testaments 
to Washington’s ability to 
craft and implement complex 
diplomatic engagements that 

won the enthusiastic support 
and commitment of former 
antagonists.

These essential ingredients are 
absent in the Trump White House.

Does anyone think anyone in 
the Trump administration has 
the discipline and experience to 
conceptualise a plan for peace, to 
mobilise the instruments of its own 
government and, most important, 
to win the president’s committed 
support for such an effort?

Do Trump’s relations with 
North Korea, Iran, China, Israel, 
the Palestinian territories and 
Syria suggest an interest in any 
diplomatic practice other than 
strong-armed unilateralism?

Trump’s team dismissed 
such concerns as evidence of 
a discredited allegiance to old 
ideas that have failed to deliver 
on their promise of Palestinian 

independence and an end to 
Israel’s occupation.

These are “the stale, decades-
old talking points on this conflict” 
that the Deal of the Century aims 
to replace.

There is no shortage of reasons 
to criticise the inability of the 
international community, 
foremost among which is the 
United States, to establish a viable 
Palestinian state at peace with 
Israel but there is no basis for 
thinking that Trump’s Washington 
is in a position to orchestrate, 
organise, administer and lead 
a diplomatic engagement that 
would result in the creation of a 
Palestinian state and an Israeli 
retreat from the West Bank.

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

How Trump’s Deal of the Century became old news

Geoffrey 
Aronson

It seems Israel 
operates above the law 

when it comes to its 
citizens but uses 

administrative detention 
at will to incarcerate 

Palestinians and other 
foreign nationals when

it chooses.

Trump’s fortec
is unilateralism,

 not diplomacy and 
this is the reason

 the US plan for 
Israeli-Palestinian 

peace will never
 see the light

 of day.

Unresolved conflict. A Palestinian protester yells at an Israeli soldier during a protest in a residential 
area near the Palestinian village of Naqura, north-west of Nablus in the occupied West Bank, 
September 4.               (AFP)
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urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan is enjoying 
a boost in popularity trig-
gered by Ankara’s military 

action in Syria but the poor state of 
the economy means that the newly 
found support could easily crumble.

Polls indicate that about four-
in-five Turks surveyed said they 
backed the intervention into Syria 
that started to push the Syrian-
Kurdish militia People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) back from the border 
and prepare for the creation of a 
“safe zone” where Erdogan wants to 
resettle millions of Syrian refugees 
from Turkey.

The move divided the Turkish op-
position that had forged an alliance 
this year to defeat Erdogan’s rul-
ing Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) in mayoral elections in Istan-
bul and other key cities.

Aykan Erdemir, a senior fellow at 
the Foundation for Defense of De-
mocracies, a Washington think-tank, 
said the Syria incursion was likely to 
deflect attention from the economy 
only for a short while, resulting in 
possible new problems for Erdogan.

“This rally-round-the-flag effect 
will allow him to stifle dissent and 
boost his popularity in the short 
term,” Erdemir wrote by e-mail in 
response to questions. “However, 
following the termination of clash-
es in Syria, the bitter reality of the 
ongoing economic crisis will once 
again dominate the Turkish public’s 
agenda.”

Agreements between Turkey and 
the United States and with Russia 
have, in effect, halted the Turkish 
offensive in Syria. Russia, the key 
military power in Syria, informed 
Turkey that the YPG had left the 
planned “safe zone” within a dead-
line set by Ankara and Moscow.

Under their agreement, Russia 
and Turkey were to start joint pa-
trols but Erdogan, on October 30, 
said the YPG withdrawal was not 
complete and that Turkey reserved 
the right to launch new attacks 

against the YPG in the area.
Many Turks regard the YPG as a 

threat to Turkish national security 
because it is an offshoot of the Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party, a group seen 
as a terrorist organisation by An-
kara and the West. Incursions by the 
Turkish Army into YPG-held areas in 
Syria in 2016 and 2018 also enjoyed 
broad public support in Turkey.

The country’s main opposition 
group, the Republican People’s 
Party (CHP) supported the latest 
military action in Syria along with 
the conservative Iyi Party, another 
group opposed to Erdogan, while 
the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democrat-
ic Party (HDP) rejected it.

The three parties had formed an 
unofficial partnership in this year’s 
mayoral elections that enabled CHP 
candidates to win in Istanbul and 
elsewhere. The split over Erdogan’s 
military action in Syria means that it 
could be hard to revive their alliance 
in future elections.

Beki Agirdir, head of the Konda 
polling firm, told the T24 news por-
tal that the CHP would find it diffi-
cult to attract as many HDP voters in 
the future as it did in the local polls 
this year.

Erdemir said it was up to the op-
position to overcome the rift.

“Turkey’s opposition bloc seems 
to have suffered a major setback 
following Erdogan‘s triggering of 
ethnic fault lines running through 
the Turkish-Kurdish alliance that 
won the local elections in spring,” 
Erdemir commented. “If Turkey is 
to avoid descending further into 
authoritarianism and inter-commu-
nal strife, the Turkish opposition 
will have to find ways of rebuilding 
bridges and finding common ground 
despite the traps set by Erdogan.”

Some CHP officials have been try-
ing to reach out to the HDP. Ekrem 

Imamoglu, the CHP mayor of Istan-
bul who was backed by many Kurd-
ish voters in his election victory 
this year, criticised the decision by 
the Erdogan government to remove 
several elected HDP mayors in Tur-
key’s Kurdish region from office and 
put state-appointed officials in their 
place. Some HDP politicians were 
arrested. “I don’t find this correct 
and I find the arrests problematic,” 
Imamoglu said.

While the opposition starts re-
building its alliance, Erdogan and 
the AKP, whose approval ratings had 
slipped before the Syrian incursion 
because of the economic crisis and 
accusations of corruption, could run 
into new difficulties as patriotic feel-
ings wear off. The next regular elec-
tions are three years away and two 
prominent AKP dissidents are pre-
paring to establish their own parties 
to lure voters and politicians away 
from the AKP.

“Everybody backs the govern-
ment in times of war,” Ali Akarca, 
an economist at the University of 
Illinois at Chicago, told T24. “If 
there was an election today the AKP 
would win but, as time goes by, vot-
ers forget.”

Akarca said voters might abandon 
the AKP if the government could not 
secure stable growth rates, adding 
the AKP needed inner-party democ-
racy while checks and balances in 
state institutions had to be strength-
ened.

After shrinking 2.4% in the first 
quarter this year and 1.4% in the sec-
ond, the Turkish economy was pre-
dicted to record zero growth in 2019 
overall, the World Bank said. The 
unemployment rate is 14%. Inflation 
has dropped to 9% but is expected 
to rise to 14% by the end of the year. 
Consumers have been hit with sharp 
price rises for power and natural gas.

Erdemir said Erdogan’s choices 
were limited.

“The only way Erdogan can con-
tinue to divert the electorate’s atten-
tion away from the economic hard-
ships at home is through a forever 
war in north-eastern Syria, which 
is unlikely given budgetary limita-
tions at home and Russia’s red lines 
abroad,” he wrote.

Erdogan enjoys domestic 
boost from Syria move 
but economy weighs
on citizens’ minds
Thomas Seibert

Hoping for somehing new. A stallholder reads a newspaper as he waits for customers at a bazaar in 
Ankara.                             (Reuters)

After shrinking 2.4% in 
the first quarter this year 
and 1.4% in the second, 
the Turkish economy was 
predicted to record zero 
growth in 2019 overall, 
the World Bank said.

Dubai
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urkey is in advanced stages of 
technical negotiations with 
Russia over the purchase of 
the Sukhoi Su-35 multirole 

jet fighter.
A Russian official suggested it is 

too early to talk concretely about 
a deal but Turkish media suggest 
the two sides are close to signing an 
agreement.

The deal would involve the pur-
chase of aircraft for two squadrons 
as well as co-production of aircraft 
parts and components, potentially 
including precision weapons used on 
the Su-35.

Turkey and Russia began talks 
on the Su-35 a year ago after NATO-
member Turkey finalised a $2.4 
billion deal for two Russian-made 
S-400 air defence systems, which 
sparked the ire of Washington. Af-
ter Turkey’s S-400 deal with Russia, 
Washington suspended Turkey’s 
involvement in the US-led, multina-
tional consortium behind the F-35 
stealth fifth-generation aircraft.

Turkey had featured as a major in-
dustrial partner to produce F-35 parts 
and components and was planning 
to induct 100 aircraft but has been 
effectively frozen out of the pro-
gramme.

The United States had lobbied 
Turkey at length to procure the US-
made Patriot air defence systems but 
Ankara said Chinese and Russian al-
ternatives were available on more fa-
vourable terms, offering better value 
for money and, crucially, technology 
transfer arrangements. The $2.4 bil-
lion contracts for the S-400s Turkey 
signed with Russia came with an in-
ternational loan.

Turkey insisted the S-400 would 
not pose a threat because it would 
not integrate it into NATO systems. 
Washington was concerned that the 
Russian-made S-400 could gather 
sensitive data on the F-35, compro-
mising its stealth capabilities.

Resisting US pressure, including 
the risk of sanctions through the 
Countering America’s Adversaries 
Through Sanctions Act that explicit-
ly focuses on Russia, Turkey went its 
own way and began taking delivery 
of the S-400 in August. Ankara has 
since had discussions with Moscow 
regarding the acquisition of more 
S-400 units to meet its longer-term 
requirements since the United States 
has withdrawn the offer of sale for 
Patriot systems to Turkey.

The Su-35, priced at around $60 
million, would represent a second 
off-the-shelf major purchase of Rus-
sian-made defence systems by Tur-
key. However, the purchases, which 
Russia has been facilitating with 
favourable terms and technology 
transfer arrangements, will have a 
cumulatively strategic effect because 
defence cooperation of this nature 
involves deepening military-to-mil-

itary collaboration and technical ex-
changes that last decades.

There is also an effect on Turkey’s 
defence strategy and air power de-
velopment since Ankara is purchas-
ing the Su-35 as an alternative to the 
F-35 even though the two aircraft are 
designed for different roles. Unlike 
the F-35 stealth multirole fighter, the 
Su-35 is a conventional air superior-
ity fighter. The Su-35 does not bring 
fifth-generation technologies prom-
ised by the F-35 and is more compa-
rable to fourth-generation aircraft al-
ready flown by the Turkish Air Force.

The Su-35 was Russia’s response to 
the United States’ F-22 Raptor, then 
the world’s most advanced fighter. 
The United States refused to export 
the F-22 Raptor to any partner or ally, 
even Israel despite its intense lobby-
ing for it.

Yet, although the Su-35 is not as 
advanced as the F-35 it is a highly po-
tent aircraft. Very fast and super ma-
noeuvrable, the Su-35 has the edge 
over even an advanced stealth fight-
er like the F-35, which was designed 
for air combat at longer ranges, dur-
ing close-in air-to-air combat.

Turkey’s Su-35 purchase could 
yet lead on to greater cooperation 
between Ankara and Moscow, such 
as with the former’s attempt at its 
indigenous stealth fighter, the TF-X. 
Turkey’s TF-X programme, which is 
ambitiously targeting a prototype as 
early as 2023, is sure to need assis-
tance through technology transfers 
to have any chances of success.

Alternatively, if the Su-35 works 
out well for Turkey it could decide 
to shelve the TF-X and explore co-
operation with Russia around its 
Su-57 stealth fighter under develop-
ment. The Russian-made Su-57 and 
Chinese-made Chengdu J-20 are the 
only stealth fighters in the market 
other than the F-35. However, while 
Beijing is not prepared to export its 
J-20, the Russians are more open.

With the Su-57 lacking key combat 
systems and some time away from 
full-fledged production, it is a real 
possibility that Moscow may open 
the door to Turkey as a major partner 
on the Su-57 in the future.

The past few years have seen Tur-
key and Russia, driven by their once 
competing interests in Syria, bolster 
ties and expand security cooperation 
under what is increasingly a strate-
gic effort for both sides. At the same 
time, Turkey has faced strains in ties 
with the United States — with which 
a free trade deal is being negotiated — 
as well as Europe, with which discus-
sions on ascension to the European 
Union appear to have lost momen-
tum.

Turkey’s evolving grand strategy 
increasingly features expanding co-
operation with Russia and purchas-
ing the Su-35 is another step that 
moves Ankara closer to Moscow.

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

Sabahat Khan

Potential Su-35 
deal draws Ankara 
closer to Moscow

Favourable terms. A Russian Sukhoi Su-35 fighter jet is prepared for 
takeoff at the Russian military base of Hmeimim in Syria’s Latakia 
governorate.                                                                                                            (AFP)
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Iran toils to snuff 
out turmoil in its 
zones of influence

F
rom Lebanon to Iraq, 
Iran’s hard-won 
empire is ablaze as 
anti-government 
protests spread like 
wildfire. Well aware of 

the perilous circumstances, 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei must make an impos-
sible choice: To use Iran’s scarce 
economic resources to stabilise 
his allies and proxies in the 
region and risk worse conditions 
and social unrest in Iran or use 
the funds in the country and 
leave allies and proxies to their 
own devices.

Khamenei’s initial response in-
dicates he is opting for the former 
but he also appears to be rede-
fining the roles of Iran’s regular 
military to safeguard the regime.

At the Air Defence Force Officer 
Academy on October 30, Khame-
nei, addressing “those who care 
for Iraq and Lebanon,” said: “The 
main priority is to remedy insecu-
rity. The people of these countries 
should know that the enemy is 
trying to create a void by disrupt-
ing the legal structures. The only 
path for the people, to achieve 
their legitimate demands, is by 
pursuing them within the legal 
structures.”

Khamenei added: “The enemies 
had similar designs for dear Iran 
but, luckily, the vigilant nation 
entered the arena in time. The 
armed forces too were prepared 
and the conspiracy was neutral-
ised.”

Khamenei’s reference to pre-
paredness of the “armed forces” 

was surprising, since Iran has, in 
its 40-year history, never used 
the regular military to suppress 
domestic unrest. The Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC), rather than the regular 
military, has traditionally secured 
the survival of the regime in the 
face of domestic opposition.

Desperate times call for desper-
ate measures and Khamenei’s 
statements may reflect his willing-
ness to break the IRGC’s monop-
oly on suppression of the opposi-
tion at home and perhaps even 
the IRGC’s monopoly on operating 
beyond Iran’s borders.

Khamenei’s s talk of a “special 
mission for the armed forces” 
reflects change in the role of the 
regular military: “The armed 

forces must be careful of sedition 
and must have the necessary pos-
ture and preparedness to counter 
it… since sedition is worse than 
massacre and murder,” he said.

The Iranian leadership appears 
to share Khamenei’s concern 
about developments in Lebanon 
and Iraq.

Hassan Hanizadeh, political 
analyst quoted October 30 by the 
Fars News Agency, a megaphone 
for the IRGC, warned against 
“conspiracy against the axis of 
resistance,” a reference to Teh-
ran’s allies in Lebanon and Iraq. 
He claimed that “the hands of 
the elements of the Ba’ath regime 
and Shia movements dependent 
on the American Embassy [in 
Baghdad] are completely visible 

in recent demonstrations and 
gatherings in Iraq.”

Hossein Amir-Abdollahian, 
international affairs assistant to 
parliamentary Speaker Ali Lari-
jani, on October 29 likened the 
developments with the process 
leading to the civil war in Yemen 
and accused the United States 
and Saudi Arabia of engaging in 
“political terrorism.”

Brigadier-General Esmaeil 
Kowsari, IRGC Sarallah Headquar-
ters deputy, on October 27 said: 
“In Lebanon and Iraq, people 
have legitimate demands but 
Saudi Arabia, the United States 
and the Zionist regime have their 
[own] people among the protest-
ers who see to it that they deviate 
from their own demands.”

Likening the political crisis in 
Lebanon with the prelude to the 
civil war in Yemen and calling 
protesters foreign agents of the 
Ba’ath Party are ominous words 
that reflect Tehran’s fear of the 
protest movements.

Protest movements are like 
wildfires the leadership in Tehran 
can’t ignore because they could 
engulf Iran and Tehran can’t ex-
tinguish those flames because of 
the sorry state of Iran’s economy.

Khamenei may indeed be 
counting on Iran’s regular military 
this time around but the fire may 
prove too formidable, even for the 
combined forces of the IRGC and 
the regular army.

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

Iranian regime sees major challenge in region’s protests
Viewpoint

Ali Alfoneh

Protest movements 
are like wildfires the 
leadership in Tehran 
can’t ignore because 
they could engulf 
Iran and Tehran can’t 
extinguish those 
flames.

Desperate times call for desperate measures. Iran’s Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (C-L) during the graduation of military cadets 
in Tehran, October 30.                   (AFP)
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s protests continued across 
Iraq and Lebanon, demon-
strators channelled their rage 
at Iran for allegedly med-

dling in their countries’ affairs, posing 
a threat to Tehran’s network of influ-
ence in the region.

To quell the unrest, Iranian officials 
blamed the United States and its re-
gional allies for spreading “insecurity 
and turmoil” in Iraq and Lebanon and 
urged anti-government protesters to 
seek change lawfully.

Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei issued a statement rec-
ognising that Iraqi and Lebanese peo-
ple have legitimate demands. How-
ever, he said, “those demands can be 
met only through the framework of 
legal structures.”

Iranian Foreign Ministry spokes-
man Abbas Mousavi said the coun-
tries’ leaders could mediate a so-
lution. “We are sure that the Iraqi 
government, nation and clerics can 
overcome these problems,” he said.

However, a previous effort by Iran 
to stifle protests in Iraq just after they 
began revealed the extent of its con-
cern. One day after protests in Iraq 
broke out, Iranian Major-General 
Qassem Soleimani went to Baghdad’s 
heavily fortified Green Zone.

There, media reports said, he sur-

prised a group of top security officials 
by leading a meeting in place of Iraqi 
Prime Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi and 
assured that Iran could help “control” 
the demonstrations.

“We in Iran know how to deal with 
protests,” Soleimani said, according 
to two senior officials familiar with 
the meeting who spoke on condition 
of anonymity to the Associated Press 
(AP). “This happened in Iran and we 
got it under control.”

Despite Iranian officials’ efforts, 
demonstrations grew larger in Iraq, 
sometimes devolving into violence. 
One day after Soleimani’s visit, clash-
es between protesters and security 
forces in Iraq grew more violent than 
before. Unidentified snipers report-
edly fired, hitting demonstrators in 
the head and chest. Nearly 150 people 
were killed in less than a week.

Men in black plainclothes and 
masks were later seen in front of Iraqi 
soldiers, facing off with protesters and 
firing tear gas. Residents said they did 
not know who they were, with some 
speculating they were Iranians, the 
AP reported.

Iraqi security analyst Hisham al-
Hashimi said Iran’s involvement 
shows how “afraid” it is of the popu-
lar movement.

“Iran is afraid of these demonstra-
tions because it has made the most 
gains in the government and parlia-
ment through parties close to it,” 
Hashimi told the AP. “Iran does not 
want to lose these gains. So it has tried 
to work through its parties to contain 
the protests in a very Iranian way.”

Ali al-Araqi, a 35-year-old protester 
from the southern town of Nasiriyah, 
which has seen particularly violent 
clashes between protesters and secu-
rity forces, said Iran was also at fault 
for exacerbating corruption in Iraq.

“All of the parties and factions 
are corrupt and this is connected to 

Iran because it’s using them to try to 
export its system of clerical rule to 
Iraq,” he told the AP. “The people are 
against this and that is why you are 
seeing an uprising against Iran.”

In Lebanon, hundreds of thousands 
of people took to the streets demand-
ing the resignation of a government 
dominated by pro-Iran factions. As in 
Iraq, protests were focused on local 
grievances.

While Lebanese protesters have 
only rarely called out Iran and its 
main local ally, the militant Hezbol-
lah group, they have focused much 
of their rage on Lebanese President 
Michel Aoun and Foreign Minister 
Gebran Bassil, from a Christian party 
closely allied with Hezbollah.

The chant “All means all” implies 
that none of Lebanon’s factions, in-
cluding Hezbollah and its allies, are 
beyond reproach.

Fights broke out at a rally when 
protesters chanted against Hezbol-
lah Secretary-General Hassan Nasral-
lah, who said he was withdrawing his 
supporters from the protests, Reuters 
reported.

Hezbollah supporters rampaged 
through the main protest camp in Bei-
rut on October 29. Shortly thereafter, 
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri, 
a Western-backed leader who had 
worked with pro-Iran factions in a 
national unity government, resigned. 
Protesters cheered their first victory 
since the demonstrations began Oc-
tober 17.

Iran-backed Hezbollah is the most 
powerful armed force in Lebanon and 
was alone in refusing to disarm after 
the 1975-90 civil war. The militia sent 
thousands of fighters to neighbour-
ing Syria to help defeat the uprising 
against Syrian President Bashar As-

sad, another key Iranian ally.
Iraq’s powerful Iran-backed mili-

tias, initially mobilised to battle the 
Islamic State, have also fought along-
side Assad’s troops, and Iran violently 
suppressed its own pro-democracy 
protests, known as the Green Move-
ment, after the disputed 2009 presi-
dential election.

Washington revealed October 31 
that Iran spent $16 billion on its “mi-
litias” in Iraq and Syria, in statements 
made by US Special Representative 
for Iran Brian Hook to the Saudi-
owned Al Arabiya TV.

Hook did not give details on the mi-
litias or say when Iran had spent the 
money but the revelation could sig-
nal Washington’s growing frustration 
with Iran’s role in hampering stability 
in the region.

(Wire news agencies.)

The Arab Weekly staff

On edge. Iranian Major-General Qassem Soleimani (C) attends a meeting of Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps members with Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei in Tehran, October 2.                          (AP)

Washington revealed 
October 31 that Iran spent 
$16 billion on its “militias” 
in Iraq and Syria, in 
statements made by US 
Special Representative for 
Iran Brian Hook.
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ir defence units from Egypt 
and Russia conducted a 
joint exercise, the first of 
its kind between the two 

countries.
Called Arrow of Friendship 1, the 

exercise marked a step forward in 
military cooperation between Egypt 
and Russia and compounds several 
joint military activities that, as of 
2016, intensified.

Stepped-up military cooperation 
between the two countries comes as 
Russia tries to expand its influence 
in the Middle East beyond Syria, 
where it has a military presence on 
the ground.

“Russia has become an essential 
player on the regional scene,” said 
Tamer al-Shahawi, a member of the 
Defence and National Security Com-
mittee in the Egyptian parliament.

Russia is interested in expanding 
its presence in Africa, not only mili-
tarily but also at the economic level.

In demonstrating its readiness 
to help African countries’ military 
and security Moscow looks to help 
against the increasing presence of 
terrorist groups, especially in North 
Africa, the Sahel and Sahara regions, 
analysts said.

This was manifest during the 
Russia-Africa summit during which 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
met with dozens of African leaders 
and discussed trade, investment 
and military and security coopera-
tion.

Russia is also interested in testing 
weaponry in desert environments, 
in its bid to open new markets for 
its arms manufacturers as African 
and Arab countries look to overhaul 
their militaries to meet growing se-
curity challenges.

Dozens of Russian air defence of-
ficers and personnel arrived Oc-
tober 26 in Egypt for the training, 
which was scheduled to last until 
November 7. They brought sev-
eral Russian air-defence systems, 
including the Tor missile system, 
which is designed to engage aero-
planes, helicopters and cruise mis-
siles; the Buk missile system, which 
is designed to counter smart bombs 
and fixed and unmanned aerial ve-
hicles; and ZSU-23-4 Shilka, a lightly 
armoured self-propelled radar-guid-
ed anti-craft weapon system.

Video broadcast by the Russian 
news channel RT showed Russian of-
ficers training Egyptian forces using 
the systems.

The training comes as Egypt looks 
to play a more effective role in pre-
serving regional and international 
security, especially security of the 
Red Sea, analysts said.

Apart from working to protect its 
interests in the Mediterranean, in-
cluding natural gas reserves off its 
Mediterranean coast, Egypt is work-
ing to play a stronger role in African 
counterterrorism operations.

“Our country faces a wide range 
of security threats that need the 
highest level of military prepar-
edness,” said retired Egyptian Air 
Force General Ahmed Kamal al-
Mansouri. “In its capacity as the 
head of the African Union, Egypt 
also looks to help other African 
states address the security chal-
lenges they are facing.”

Egypt has paid billions of dollars 
in the past four years to buy Russian 
arms, including air defence systems 
and fighter jets, as part of a plan to 
diversify weaponry and reduce de-
pendence on Western suppliers.

The arms deals maintain tradi-
tional military cooperation between 
the two countries, one that reached 
its climax during the 1970s with 
most of the weapons used by Egypt 
in its war against Israel for the lib-
eration of Sinai originating in the 
Soviet Union. Some of the weapons 
used by the Egyptian Army now, in-
cluding tanks and fighter jets, date 
to the Soviet era.

Arrow of Friendship 1 training in-
cluded an exchange of training ex-
pertise in air defence, the Egyptian 
Army said.

“This comes as aerial attack and 

air-defence weapons become more 
sophisticated,” Egyptian Army 
spokesman Lieutenant-Colonel 
Tamer al-Rifae said.

He noted that training activities 
would include practising securing 
airspace and the protection of vital 
targets.

Egypt and Russia have had several 
joint military activities in the past 
four years, including Guardians of 
Friendship 4 that took place in Rus-
sia in August.

Hundreds of paratroopers from 
Russia, Belarus and Egypt partici-
pated in the training, which includ-

ed counterterrorism operations and 
battlefield planning.

Joint military activities between 
the two countries reflect growing re-
lations between them, analysts said.

“They are also a reflection of the 
presence of a strong desire in Cairo 
and Moscow for taking military co-
operation between them many steps 
forward as both capitals share simi-
lar concerns,” said political analyst 
Abdelmonem Halawa.

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

Egypt, Russia bolster military cooperation 
with first joint air defence exercise
Hassan Abdel Zaher
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An exchange of expertise. Russian and Egyptian military leaders watch the opening ceremony of the 
Russian-Egyptian military exercise Arrow of Friendship 1 at a base near Cairo.               (Russian Defence Ministry)

Dozens of Russian air 
defence officers and 
personnel arrived October 26 
in Egypt for the training, 
which was scheduled to last 
until November 7.

T
here is a tendency in 
the West to ignore 
Russia’s long history in 
the Middle East. Many 
of Russia’s observers 
took the relatively brief 

withdrawal from the region in the 
1990s to be the norm.

However, Russia has sought a 
warm-water port and access to the 
Mediterranean for three centuries 
and its policy of protecting 
Orthodox Christians in the 
Ottoman Empire dates from then 
and Russia has been a factor in 
Middle East politics since. Its 
retreat in the 1990s was a major 
aberration because of the severe 
economic crisis that accompanied 
the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union.

Russia’s return to the region is 
marked by the maintenance of 
close links to two countries — 
Syria and Algeria — to which it has 
traditionally sold weapons. New 
links with Saudi Arabia and the 
Gulf countries, not to mention 
Egypt, have been added.

So have excellent relations with 
Israel, one-tenth of whose citizens 
are of Russian extraction, and 
right-wing parties there, for which 
the Russian-speaking Israelis 
vote.

Economic links with Middle 
Eastern and increasingly African 
countries are important and 
growing. They rest on a tripod that 
includes weapons, energy and 
nuclear power.

Weapons are a key factor. 
Algeria purchases 80% of its 
weapons from Russia. Algiers is 
Moscow’s second-largest export 

market for weapons after India. 
Russia is nervous about Algerian 
politics because it fears losing 
such a lucrative arms market and 
it dislikes politics that challenge 
the long-established military 
order.

Although Algeria has diversified 
its military purchases to include 
Germany, Italy and the United 
States, Russia remains its para-
mount supplier. Both countries 
share a dislike of the United 
States’ large presence in the 
region, of French and UK med-
dling, as they see it, in the affairs 
of Libya and Syria, let alone 
Yemen.

Syria is a key market for testing 
new Russian weapons, a fact often 
overlooked by Western observers. 
The broader Middle East and 
Africa offer private military 
companies, such as the Wagner 
Group, a useful relay for Russian 
influence. In the Middle East, 
North Africa and Sahel countries, 
mistakes by Western powers 
offered Russia a point of entry.

Sales of weapons and testing 
buttress Russia’s access to the port 
of Tartus, its sole port of access to 
the Mediterranean. Algeria has 
always refused access to Russia 
ships to the military port of Mers 
El Kebir.

Energy is the second and 
increasingly important reason 
Russia is consolidating friend-
ships in the region. It is highly 
symbolic that Russia President 
Vladimir Putin travelled to Riyadh 
a month after attacks targeted 
oil-infrastructure sites of Abqaiq 
and Khurais.

Russia and Saudi Arabia have 
been working together for some 
time to stabilise oil prices. This 
involves limiting available supply. 
Renewing OPEC+ quotas, which 
end next March, maybe arranging 
for further cuts in production, is 
important for both Riyadh and 
Moscow.

Prices of crude still hover at less 
than $60 per barrel despite 
multiple crises in the Middle East. 
Demand hardly keeps up with 
supply, a situation that is unlikely 
to change as production of shale 
oil in the United States seems 
unlimited.

The conundrum Russia and 
Saudi Arabia face is a difficult 
one. If they relax the current 
quotas, the markets will be 
flooded with oil that it hardly 
needs when growth worldwide is 
weak. If they lower production, 
they are handing US producers 
greater market share world-
wide.

It is interesting to note that Rus-
sia and the United Arab Emirates 
recently signed cooperation 
agreements worth $1.4 billion 
when Putin visited Abu Dhabi. 
Lukoil acquired a 5% stake in the 
Ghasha concession from Abu 
Dhabi National Oil Company, 
where it will be working alongside 
Eni, which has a 55% stake in the 
field and Winterhall (10%).

The Saudis seem to hope that 
Russia will be active in the 
much-delayed offer of shares by 
Aramco. Putin seems more 
interested in the Gulf and Saudis 
investing in Russia than vice 
versa, however.

Be that as it may, geopolitics 
plays a key role in this increasing 
web of energy and weapons 
interests. As US influence wanes 
in the region, as illustrated by 
recent events in Syria, Russia 
seized the opportunity, which is 
unprecedented, to step for-
ward.

However, Moscow is being 
careful not to overextend itself. It 
is limiting the extent its armed 
forces operate in the region. 
Rather than taking over from the 
United States, it seems to be 
simply reaffirming its interest. In 
Syria, it holds all the cards and, as 
Saudi Arabia realises the United 
States will not willingly back a 
war with Iran, Putin plays his 
diplomatic-energy cards with 
skill.

In Egypt, he is offering Russia 
civilian nuclear know-how that 
might also interest the Saudis. 
Russia sees US and for that matter 
French and UK policies as having 
been destabilising the status quo, 
a view shared by many Arab 
leaders.

It is important to remember 
that, as a major exporter of oil and 
gas, Russia has a huge stake in 
global energy markets. Oil and gas 
are critical to Russia’s economy 
and its domestic stability and its 
ability to finance foreign policy 
ventures. To that extent, broader 
economic, energy and geopoliti-
cal interests are inextricably 
intertwined.

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

Russia is bound to the Middle East by more than energy ties
Viewpoint

Francis Ghilès

Oil and gas are 
critical to Russia’s 
economy and 
domestic stability 
and its ability to 
finance foreign 
policy ventures.
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Washington

B 

y claiming a right to Syria’s 
oil, US President Donald 
Trump added more com-
plexity — as well as addi-

tional US forces and time — to an 
American military mission he has 
twice declared he was ending.

Extending the mission to secure 
eastern Syria’s oilfields fits neatly 
with the Pentagon’s view — sup-
ported by some Trump allies in 
Congress — that a full withdrawal 
from Syria could hasten a revival 
of the Islamic State (ISIS), even af-
ter the extremists lost their leader, 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, in a US raid.

The military acknowledged that 
a US Army unit with armoured ve-
hicles was operating in the Deir ez-
Zor oil region. It did not say how 
many soldiers are being added 
there but officials have said the 
eventual forces there likely would 
be about 500, including approxi-
mately 200 who were there before 
Trump was persuaded to revise his 
plan for a near-total withdrawal.

Trump has offered varying de-
scriptions of the military’s role 
in eastern Syria. On October 25 
he said: “We’ve secured the oil 
and, therefore, a small number of 
US troops will remain in the area 
where they have the oil.” Three 
days later, he declared the oil to be 
America’s.

“We’re keeping the oil — remem-
ber that,” he said in Chicago. “I’ve 
always said that: ‘Keep the oil.’ We 
want to keep the oil. Forty-five mil-
lion dollars a month? Keep the oil.”

White House officials declined 
to explain what Trump meant by 
“we’re keeping the oil” or his es-
timate of its value. Pentagon offi-
cials said privately they’ve been 
given no order to take ownership 
of any element of Syria’s oil re-
sources, including the wells and 
stored crude.

US Defence Secretary Mark Es-
per said he interpreted Trump’s re-
marks about keeping Syria’s oil as 
meaning that the extremists must 
be denied access to it.

Syria has been mired in civil war 
since 2011. Since that time, its oil 
production has shrunk from about 
400,000 barrels per day (bpd) to 
an estimated 80,000 bpd, said Jim 
Krane, an energy expert at Rice 
University.

Russia expressed outrage at 
Trump’s claim to the oil, calling 
it “state banditry.” Russian For-
eign Ministry spokesman Major-
General Igor Konashenkov said 
grabbing the oil belies US claims 
to be fighting terrorism and “lies 
far from the ideals that Washing-
ton has proclaimed.” For years the 
United States has said its military 
interventions abroad are meant to 
enhance peace and security, not to 
take any country’s territory or re-
sources.

Stephen Vladeck, a national se-
curity law professor at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin, said there is 
no solid legal argument the Trump 
administration can make for claim-
ing Syria’s oil.

Beyond the legal question, ana-
lysts said the mission is fraught 
with danger.

“This is a sensitive gunpowder 
barrel of a mission,” said Loren 
DeJonge Schulman, deputy direc-
tor of studies at the Centre for a 
New American Security who was a 
senior Pentagon and White House 
official under US President Barack 
Obama.

“US forces are being sent with 
only the shakiest possible legal 
authorisation, knowing their com-
mander-in-chief may change his 
mind as he has multiple times in 
the past,” she said, adding that an 
oil grab is what many in the Mid-
dle East have long suspected is the 
purpose of US wars.

Trump also has said he wants a 
US oil company to enter eastern 
Syria to invest in restoring oil pro-
duction. Private experts, however, 
say that is problematic.

“The modest size of the re-
source, risk of conflict and legal 
obstacles to investment from US 
sanctions make it unlikely that 
a US oil major would find it com-
mercially attractive to invest in the 
Syrian oil sector,” said Jason Bor-
doff, director of an energy policy 

centre at Columbia University.
“Syria could be a bigger energy 

supplier than today but years of 
mismanagement have left the 
fields in disarray so it would re-
quire a lot of political stability and 
investment to bring them back to 
where they were,” said Michael 
Webber, a professor of energy re-
sources at the University of Texas 
at Austin.

Esper has said that securing the 
Deir ez-Zor oilfields is a legitimate 
move to block a major source of in-
come for ISIS and to provide funds 
for the Syrian Kurds who are fight-
ing ISIS. A few years ago, ISIS ex-
tremists were exploiting the oil to 
finance their caliphate, carved out 
of large parts of Syria and Iraq with 
an army now all but extinguished.

In 2015-16 the US military carried 
out an air campaign — dubbed Op-
eration Tidal Wave II, after a World 
War II operation against oil facili-
ties in Romania — that destroyed 
tanker trucks used by extremists to 
transport oil for black market sales 
and damaged many oil facilities.

“We weren’t going after the mili-

tants at all; we were going after the 
money and, by blowing them up, 
we actually weakened them signif-
icantly,” said Katherine Zimmer-
man, a counterterrorism expert at 
the American Enterprise Institute, 
a Washington think-tank. “Deny-
ing them access to resources like 
the oil is a way that we’re going to 
need to fight them.”

Since then, US-supported Syr-
ian Kurdish forces have controlled 
the oil, supported by a small con-
tingent of US troops. A quiet ar-
rangement existed between the 
Kurds and the Syrian government, 
in which Damascus buys surplus 
oil through middlemen in a smug-
gling operation that has continued 
despite political differences. The 
Kurdish-led administration sells 
crude oil to private refiners, who 
use primitive homemade refiner-
ies to process fuel and diesel and 
sell it back to the administration.

The oil was expected to be a bar-
gaining chip for the Kurds to nego-
tiate a deal with the Syrian govern-
ment, which unsuccessfully tried 
to reach the oil fields to retake 
them from ISIS.

Esper said the mission in Deir 
ez-Zor includes blocking potential 
Russian and Syrian Army efforts 
east of the Euphrates River to chal-
lenge the US presence.

A few days earlier, US officials 
contacted Russian authorities to 
question a massing of Syrian and 
Russian forces on the opposite 
side of the Euphrates — a buildup 
that suggested a potential con-
frontation. In February 2018, sev-
eral hundred Russian mercenaries 
fired artillery near US forces in the 
oil region and the Americans re-
sponded by killing many of them.

Trump has acknowledged the 
potential for a fight over the oil.

“We’re leaving soldiers to secure 
the oil,” he said October 27, “and 
we may have to fight for the oil. It’s 
OK. Maybe somebody else wants 
the oil, in which case they have a 
hell of a fight.”

(The Associated Press. AP writers 
Aamer Madhani in Washington, 
Sarah El Deeb in Beirut and David 
Koenig in Dallas contributed to 
this report.)

Trump’s claim to Syrian oil raises many questions
Robert Burns and 
Lolita C. Baldor

Washington

U 

S aid to Israel has become 
a contested issue in the 
race for the Democratic 
Party nomination for 

president, a point underscored by 
candidates at the J Street Confer-
ence in Washington.

With Democrats increasingly 
distrustful of US President Donald 
Trump’s relationship with Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanya-
hu, Democratic candidates sought 
additional support from J Street, a 
liberal, pro-Israel lobbying group, 
through tougher stances towards 
the Israeli government.

US Senator Bernie Sanders was 
the most outspoken critic, deliver-
ing a hard-line speech against Is-
rael. Sanders has always been criti-
cal of Israel but his ideas appear to 
be gaining traction. A poll in New 
Hampshire, the first state to vote 
in the Democrats’ primary season, 
placed Sanders, from neighbour-
ing Vermont, atop the Democratic 
field.

The J Street Conference is an an-
nual meeting of the who’s who of 
Jewish liberals. A non-profit ad-
vocacy group founded in 1997, it 
focuses on the Israeli-Palestinian 
crisis and was formed to act as a 
counterbalance to the powerful Is-
raeli lobby in Washington.

Other Democratic presidential 
hopefuls who spoke at the Octo-
ber 26-29 event included Senator 
Amy Klobuchar, South Bend, Indi-
ana, Mayor Pete Buttigieg, former 
Secretary of Housing and Urban 
Development Julian Castro and 
Senator Michael Bennet. Former 
Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak 
was also a speaker.

The Trump administration’s 
close relationship with Netanya-
hu, as both struggle with corrup-
tion allegations, has made Israel 
an increasingly partisan topic and 
Democratic candidates are break-

ing from their traditional stands to 
voice stronger criticisms of Israel.

J Street has leveraged Trump’s 
and Netanyahu’s scandals to garner 
support for its cause. Michael Kop-
low, a policy director at the Israel 
Policy Forum, said Trump is deeply 
unpopular with Jewish Americans, 
which “has translated to a more 
critical attitude towards Israel.” 
Koplow said individuals who dis-
like Trump tend to also be critics of 
Netanyahu.

In his speech, Sanders advocated 
tying US military assistance to a 
two-state solution to the Israeli-
Palestinian issue. He proposed 
redistributing some military assis-
tance given to Israel into humani-
tarian aid in the Gaza Strip, a stark 
break from the traditional views of 
the Democratic Party.

In 2016, US President Barack 
Obama signed a 10-year agreement 
with Israel promising more than 
$38 billion in military aid despite 
publicly calling for Israel to return 
to the 1967 borders.

Guy Ziv, director of the Israel 
National Security Project, said the 
shift in views among Democrats is 
unprecedented. “That prominent 
presidential candidates are openly 
speaking about leveraging US aid to 
Israel is a significant development 

because it shatters a taboo — that 
our foreign aid to Israel is untouch-
able,” Ziv told the Wall Street Jour-
nal.

While not as strident as Sanders, 
Buttigieg and Castro said they were 
open to adjusting the conditions of 
the $3.8 billion of military aid that 
goes to Israel annually. Castro said 
such a move would not be his first 
choice but he “would not take it off 
the table.”

As Democrats gravitate towards 
more critical views of Israel, pro-
gressives such as Sanders are be-

coming more popular.
J Street wants opposition to Is-

raeli settlements in the West Bank 
to be put on the official platform of 
the 2020 Democratic Party. A poll 
by the Centre for American Pro-
gress indicated that 71% of Demo-
cratic respondents said the United 
States should not provide unre-
stricted financial and military aid 
to Israel.

Emily Przyborowski is an 
Arab Weekly correspondent in 
Washington.

US Democratic candidates 
take unprecedented 
stance on aid to Israel
Emily Przyborowski

News & Analysis East   West

Tour de force. US Democratic presidential candidate Bernie 
Sanders adresses J Street National Conference in Washington, 
October 28.                                                                                                                                          (DPA)

“That prominent presidential 
candidates are openly 
speaking about leveraging US 
aid to Israel is a significant 
development because it 
shatters a taboo — that 
our foreign aid to Israel is 
untouchable.”

Guy Ziv, 
director of the Israel 
National Security 
Project

Another change of plan. A US military convoy drives near the town of Qamishli, likely heading to the 
oil-rich Deir Ez-Zor area or possibly to another base nearby, October 26.                                                    (AP)
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Tunis

T 

unisia will funnel its loans 
to pay next year’s debt as 
an intensifying economic 
crisis pushes the country 

into a vicious borrowing cycle to 
plug its liability gap, officials said.

Tunisia has taken on increasing 
debt since 2011, when the Islamist 
Ennahda Movement and its secu-
larist allies in government did not 
initiate reforms to stabilise the 
economy.

The country previously chan-
nelled most of its borrowing to 
expand the country’s capital ac-
count potential and invest in pub-
lic health, education, infrastruc-
ture and local development that 
helped it reach an average annual 
GDP growth of 5%. After 2011, 
however, borrowing went largely 
to fund government salaries and 
subsidies.

As a result, Tunisia’s debt as a 
proportion of its GDP widened 
from 35% in 2010 to an estimated 
80% this year. It is projected to 
reach 89% next year, official fig-
ures indicate.

“The indebtedness stems from 
our deficit,” said Taoufik Rajhi, 
the minister in charge of major re-
forms. “We spend more than we 
get in the state budget resources.

“Our spending goes mainly to 
pay public service salaries and 
subsidies,” such as electricity, gas, 
petroleum products, water, sugar, 
coffee, music festivals and televi-
sion programmes.

“The country lives on state sub-
sidies and we as Tunisians are all 
responsible for this debt situation 
even when we buy a loaf of bread,” 
he said.

Tunisia’s high level of debt and 
service repayments leave little 
for investment and development. 
This forces the government to bal-
ance the demands of a population 
for better public services with the 
risk of companies facing bank-
ruptcy.

Tunisia’s draft 2020 budget un-
derscored how few options the 
government has. It envisages 
spending 47 billion dinars ($16.7 
billion) next year, up from 40.8 bil-
lion dinars ($14.5 billion) this year.

The amount allocated to debt 
servicing — $4.3 billion — exceeds 
the combined funds designated 
for development, investment and 
subsidies.

Rajhi said authorities will bor-
row the amount needed for debt 
servicing; some $3.2 billion will 
be sought from abroad while the 
remainder would be from the do-
mestic market.

Tapping into foreign markets 
for borrowing will come with ad-
ditional economic costs, experts 
said.

Siphoning a small domestic 
market to finance the budget debt 
would compete with private sec-
tors for funding.

Borrowing from abroad forces 
the government to improve its 
economic indicators, which in-
cludes trimming the budget deficit 
to bolster its credit level.

“As a result, the economy is al-
most at a standstill today,” said 
financial expert Ezzedine Saidane. 
“The country produces no growth 
and does not invest while it is pil-
ing up deficits and debt. The rea-
sons behind this situation are 
strictly political.”

The government said it reduced 
the budget deficit to 4.8% of GDP 
in 2018 from 6.1% the previous 
year and plans to cut it to 3.9% this 
year and 3% in 2020.

The government also improved 

some economic indicators, includ-
ing inflation, the value of the local 
currency and foreign currency re-
serves. However, growth remained 
too weak to spur job creation and 
reduce a 15% unemployment rate. 
The unemployment rate for young 
people and women is 30%.

The Central Bank of Tunisia said 
the inflation rate was flat year-on-
year at 6.7% in September while 
the country’s current account 
deficit had narrowed to 6.4% for 
the first nine months of the year, 
compared with 8% in the same pe-
riod of 2018. It attributed that to a 
lower trade deficit, rising tourism 
earnings and remittances from Tu-
nisian expatriates.

Despite the progress, the Central 
Bank cautioned that “economic 
growth remains weak.”

“The GDP rate rise should not 
exceed 1.4% for year 2019 mainly 
due to the poor performance of ex-
porting sectors and mining activi-
ties,” it said.

The bank said net assets in for-
eign currencies totalled $6.6 bil-
lion on October 25, the equivalent 
of 104 days of imports, versus $4.9 
billion in the same period in 2018.

As a result, the dinar “is continu-
ing its improvement versus the 
euro and the US dollar due to the 
excess of liquidity on the foreign 
exchange market,” it said.

Tunisia’s currency has depre-

ciated almost 50% since 2011, 
fuelling inflation as prices of im-
ported goods rose, increasing the  
country’s debt costs.

Saidane said Tunisia’s foreign 
debt “jumped 70%” from 2016-18 
from $22 billion to $37.3 billion.

“This massive indebtedness 
continues apace in 2019,” he said. 
“Unfortunately, all this debt was 
not used to fund productive in-
vestments that should enable Tu-
nisia to repay its debts in normal 
conditions.”

While the country’s political 
elite focuses on forming a new 
cabinet and government that will 
develop an economic programme 
for the next five years, only new 
President Kais Saied and a member 
of parliament offered proposals to 
free Tunisia of (its) debts.

Saied suggested Tunisian em-
ployees could volunteer one day 
of their pay each month for five 
years “to fill the state coffers with 
money and end the debt burden.” 
Trade unions said wealthy Tuni-
sians must contribute first and 
experts estimated that one-day 
contribution by employees would 
yield $177.5 million annually.

“It is possible to overcome the 
indebtedness if we accept auster-
ity to share sacrifices and eat grass 
for 15 years, if required. The ques-
tion is: Are we able to do that?” 
said MP Slah Bargaoui.

London

T 

he Sudanese government 
stepped up international ef-
forts to find a solution to 
the mountain of debt that 

stands in the way of reviving the 
country’s economy.

The transitional government, 
which took office in August, is ne-
gotiating with creditors to ease Su-
dan’s foreign debt, which amounts 
to $62 billion, official data indicate.

Sudanese Finance Minister Ibra-
him al-Badawi, meeting with In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and World Bank officials, said US 
sanctions were behind Sudan’s dif-
ficulties in obtaining international 
financing. He highlighted “the im-
portance of taking this matter seri-
ously because of its impact on the 
sustainability of the desired demo-
cratic transition in the country.”

Badawi told Reuters that Sudan 
being removed from the US list of 
state sponsors of terrorism was “a 
matter of time.” He explained dur-
ing a meeting hosted by the Council 
of the Atlantic Research Founda-
tion that the listing paralysed the 
transitional government’s ability to 
access funding from the IMF and  

the World Bank.
Shortages of bread, fuel and medi-

cine and rising prices of most other 
staples sparked protests that led to 
ousting of Sudanese President Omar 
al-Bashir in April and economic tur-
moil.

Badawi detailed plans to restruc-
ture the budget and cope with infla-
tion but the moves would not affect 
subsidies on bread and fuel until 
June 2020. “The goal is to replace 
those subsidies with direct cash 
transfers to those in need,” Badawi 
said.

Badawi suggested the govern-
ment would also invite up to 5 mil-
lion Sudanese living abroad to make 
bank deposits in Sudan and support 
the central bank’s foreign currency 
reserves. He said that effort could 
generate $500 million. Sudan may 
also issue special investment bonds 
for citizens living abroad.

Sudanese officials and economists 
assert that foreign debt is hamper-
ing Khartoum’s access to interna-
tional financial aid that the US eco-
nomic blockade, in place since 1993 
on charges of “terrorist acts, in addi-
tion to waging war in Darfur,” under-
mined Sudan’s access to aid.

International lenders have provid-
ed technical assistance in services 
but not needed financial aid.

Mohamed al-Faki, spokesman for 

Sudan’s Council of Sovereignty, said 
Sudan will not make concessions in 
exchange for being removed from 
the United States’ list of countries 
that it accuses of sponsoring terror-
ism.” The Anadolu Agency quoted 
Faki as saying: “We have not heard 
of any requirements from the US ad-
ministration to remove Sudan from 
the list of state sponsors of terror-
ism.”

Sudanese Prime Minister Abdulla 
Hamdok said Sudan was negotiat-
ing with Washington to be removed 
from the list and that significant 
progress had been made. About 
two-and-a-half-years ago, Washing-
ton lifted some economic sanctions 
and a trade embargo imposed on 
Khartoum since 1997.

Sudan’s toughest immediate chal-
lenge is balancing its need for short-
term financial assistance with the 
risk of borrowing at high cost.

Sudanese journalist Shadia Arabi 
said Sudan’s remaining on the list of 
countries sponsoring terrorism was a 
stumbling block to resolving the coun-
try’s foreign debt problem. She said 
Khartoum had fulfilled requirements 
to benefit from an agreement, known 
as the Heavily Indebted Poor Coun-
tries (HIPC) Initiative, among major 
international lenders to aid heavily in-
debted poor countries get a new start 
towards resolving their debts.

Arabi, quoted on the Trasol Press 
Centre website, said: “Sudan had 
achieved economic stability with 
the implementation of the policy of 
economic liberalisation during the 
years between 2000 and 2007 and 
these conditions qualify it to ben-
efit from the HIPC initiative.”

Mohamed al-Jak, an econom-
ics professor at the University of 
Khartoum, also on Trasol, said re-
payment of Sudan’s external debt 
“is a complex and lengthy process, 
requiring careful calculations, es-
pecially in the current economic 
conditions.”

Sudan’s governments have made 
aggressive attempts to reform the 
exchange rate by devaluing the 
Sudanese currency to counter fluc-
tuations on the official market. 
Financial authorities have written 
off about half of the value of the 
pound, indirectly confirming the 
exchange rates on the black mar-
ket.

Experts said economic indicators 
are preventing the new Sudanese 
government from making a break-
through on this issue. Sudan lost 
about 80% of its foreign currency 
revenues following the secession 
of South Sudan in 2011. By losing 
the south, the country lost three-
quarters of its oil wells, accounting 
for 50% of revenues.

Tunisia enters debt-to-repay cycle

Foreign debt a burdensome legacy 
hindering Sudan’s economic recovery
The Arab Weekly staff

Lamine Ghanmi Slow recovery. 
A shipping 
container area at 
the Port of Tunis 
in La Goulette.  
                  (Reuters)

Briefs

Libya’s internationally rec-
ognised government stopped 
paying the salaries of more than 
150,000 teachers and Education 
Ministry staff who do not have 
proper documents, the ministry 
said in an anti-corruption push 
that sparked protests.

The Education Ministry said 
in a statement that the affected 
staff had been receiving salaries 
without providing documents 
that prove they work in govern-
ment offices.

More than 800 education 
administrative staff will be 
questioned for alleged viola-
tions such as being absent from 
work without permission, the 
ministry said.

(Reuters)

A long-delayed initial public 
offering of the state-run oil giant 
Saudi Aramco will see its shares 
traded on Riyadh’s stock ex-
change in December, Al Arabiya 
satellite news channel reported.

Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
hopes for a $2 trillion valuation 
for Aramco. That would raise the 
$100 billion Saudi Arabia needs 
for redevelopment plans includ-
ing new jobs, with unemploy-
ment at more than 10%.

(The Associated Press)

Libya stops salaries 
of thousands of 
teachers

Aramco shares to 
start trading in 
December

Political uncertainty and 
volatile oil prices are hindering 
economic growth in the Middle 
East this year but trends should 
reverse next year, a report 
released by the International 
Monetary Fund stated.

The International Monetary 
Fund’s regional outlook projects 
growth to rise 0.5% in 2019, 
compared with 1.6% in 2018. In-
creased activity in the oil and gas 
sectors is expected to generate 
2.7% growth in 2020.

The report said the drops were 
linked in part to the performance 
of the oil-exporting countries, 
whose economies were expected 
to contract 1.3% this year. The 
hardest hit countries have been 
Iran and Libya.

(The Associated Press)

Volatile politics, oil 
prices hinder growth 
in Middle East

Silicon Industries Corporation 
said it will begin exporting its de-
vices to Germany in November 
as part of its expansion plan.

Silicon Industries Corporation 
(SICO), an Egyptian company 
that exports to the Gulf and 
aims to start selling phones in 
other European countries, said 
it signed an agreement with a 
company operating in Europe to 
market its products.

SICO, which was set up in De-
cember 2017, sells phones under 
the brand name Nile X. Its plant 
in Assiut, Upper Egypt, has a 
production capacity of 2 million 
devices annually.

(Reuters)

Egypt’s first 
smartphone maker to 
export to Germany
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Riyadh

I 

n Riyadh’s old quarter, a small 
group of Polish holidaymak-
ers exploring the mud-brick 
Al Masmak Fort were making 

history as some of the first foreign 
tourists to visit Saudi Arabia since it 
opened its doors.

Inside the small 19th-century cas-
tle, their Saudi guide, wearing a tra-
ditional white dishdasha, described 
ancient customs of the ultra-con-
servative kingdom.

“Before coming here, I was afraid 
about what I should wear, about 
local customs and strict rules but 
we have been very positively sur-
prised,” said Sophia, who wore 
a flowing dress but not the black 
abaya that was compulsory for 
women until recently.

“It’s normal that we should take 
into consideration the traditions of 
each country,” said her husband An-
drzej, a doctor, dressed in a T-shirt 
and jeans.

For the Polish adventurers, the 
main hurdle to visiting Saudi Ara-
bia had been getting visas they had 
been seeking for two years. They 
were able to enter Saudi Arabia be-

cause of a landmark decision en-
acted in September offering tourist 
visas, relaxing rules that had largely 
restricted visits to business travel-
lers and Muslim pilgrims.

Citizens from 49 countries are 
eligible for online e-visas or visas on 
arrival in Saudi Arabia.

To encourage visitors, authorities 
said they would allow unmarried 
foreign couples to rent hotel rooms 
together and that foreign women 
were not obliged to wear the body-
shrouding abaya that is still expect-
ed in public for Saudi women.

Methaab Abdallah, the Polish 
group’s guide, has owned a travel 
agency for 10 years. He said he wel-
comed the reforms but sounded a 
note of caution given the fledgling 
state of the industry in Saudi Ara-
bia.

“Authorities are moving much 
faster than we are and with greater 
resources. We must adapt to this 
rapid change but we can’t go that 
fast,” he said

Developing the tourism indus-
try is a key pillar of Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz’s Vision 2030 reform 
programme that aims to prepare 
the Arab world’s largest economy, 
which is highly reliant on oil, for a 
diversified future.

Glitzy promotional campaigns 
focus on ancient sites as well as 
breathtaking desert and coastal 
landscapes. Authorities are also 
banking on large cities such as Ri-
yadh and the western Red Sea port 
of Jeddah to play a part through 
large-scale investments in enter-
tainment offerings.

Despite these efforts, Riyadh, 

home to 7 million people, including 
2 million foreigners, has a sleepy 
air, with little of the glamour and 
buzz of its counterparts elsewhere 
in the Gulf.

With its wide sidewalks and 
high-end shops, Al-Tahlia Street in 
central Riyadh is often compared 
with the Champs-Elysees but it has 
little of the energy and style of its 
famous Paris counterpart.

On an average weeknight, just 
a few families or groups of friends 
can be found seated on the restau-
rant terraces. Conversations are 
quiet and, until recently, music was 
not played inside dining venues.

In the middle of the avenue, 
which is punctuated by construc-
tion for the city’s first metro sys-
tem, a flashy facade stands out with 
a gigantic, luminous inscription an-
nouncing the “Soho Club.”

Electronic music booms from 
inside, as the doorman, sporting a 
blazer and an earpiece, welcomes a 
visitor with a smile but also a warn-

ing: “It’s a respectable club.” Inside, 
the atmosphere is subdued, as peo-
ple enjoy meals and a cosy decor 
that is more reminiscent of an Eng-
lish pub than a nightclub.

“We are in favour of tourism but 
foreigners must respect our tradi-
tions and customs in the way they 
dress and behave,” one man said as 
he passed by in his traditional robe 
and chequered headdress.

The conservative country, which 
forbids alcohol and is notorious for 
its gender segregation, may seem 
an unlikely destination for global 
tourists. Some young Saudis share 
those doubts.

“Don’t talk to me about Riyadh. 
I’ve just returned from a weekend 
in Dubai,” said a 27-year-old tel-
ecoms salesman, who asked to re-
main anonymous.

“When we have holidays, we 
go to Dubai,” said his friend, re-
ferring to the comparatively free-
wheeling emirate just a 2-hour 
flight from Riyadh. “Why would  

foreigners come here?”
Crown Prince Mohammed has 

sought to shake off his country’s 
ultra-conservative image, lifting a 
ban on cinemas and women drivers 
as well as allowing gender-mixed 
concerts and sporting extravagan-
zas.

However, the kingdom must 
match its reforms with a revamp of 
“inadequate” infrastructure, such 
as roads and hotels, economic plan-
ning consultant Abdullah al-Fayez 
said.

Amid the rapid changes, the 
government must raise awareness 
among Saudis about the impor-
tance of tourism for boosting the 
economy and employment oppor-
tunities, he added.

“It is a bold experiment but it is 
difficult to predict the problems it 
may pose to Saudi society and the 
extent of resistance by conserva-
tives and radicals,” he said.

(Agence France-Presse)

Shubra Blula

A 

vast area of land with 
tens of thousands of jas-
mine plants stretches in 
front of Mohamed Abdel 

Salam. Sticking out of green leaves 
on which they bloomed, the flow-
ers are a blessing for Abdel Salam 
and all other workers at the field.

Abdel Salam and his fellow resi-
dents of Shubra Blula, near Egypt’s 
Nile Delta, use their fingers to gen-
tly cut the jasmine flowers and put 
them in plastic buckets.

“We keep cutting the flowers for 
seven or eight hours every day,” 
said Abdel Salam, a father of two. 
“This is how we earn a living.”

Almost all other village residents 
earn their living the same way. 
Shubra Blula, a village of 10,000 
people in Gharbia province, is the 
hub of jasmine cultivation in Egypt 
and its centre of fragrance making.

The village has gained interna-
tional fame for growing the world’s 
finest jasmine grandiflorum and 
exporting the purest jasmine con-
crete and absolute. About 350 hec-
tares of Shubra Blula’s farmland is 
cultivated with jasmine grandiflo-
rum. About 7 tonnes of jasmine 
grandiflorum is produced annual-
ly, more than 80% of Egypt’s over-
all production.

Behind every jasmine flower 
grown, cut and processed are mes-
merising stories of the village resi-
dents.

Abdel Salam and other villagers 
start at 1am every day, working for 
hours cutting flowers and filling 
plastic buckets with the blooms. 
They then head to collection 
points where they sell the jasmine 
produce of the day.

The collection points ship the 
harvest to processing factories 
that turn the flowers into con-
crete, a semi-solid mass obtained 
by solvent extraction of jasmine, 
and absolute, essential oil, for 
fragrance factories in France, the 
United Kingdom and Canada.

This is how Shubra Blula is mak-
ing an international reputation. 
Few of those paying hundreds and 
maybe thousands of dollars for 
perfumes they use know that the 
flowers used to make them may 
have originated in Shubra Blula.

“The best jasmines are pro-
duced here thanks to the quality of 
the soil,” said Amr al-Sheikh, a jas-
mine farm owner from the village. 
“The jasmines are giving people 
work and income.”

Jasmine cultivation started in 
Shubra Blula in the 1960s when a 
village dignitary, who was study-
ing in France, returned with jas-
mine seedlings. After growing 
jasmine on his family farm, the 
man established the village’s first 

jasmine plant, which continues to 
operate. It is one of two operating 
in the village and five in Egypt.

The factories do not go, how-
ever, beyond buying the jasmines 
from the collection points and 

turning them into either concrete 
or absolute. They do not possess 
the technology or knowledge 
for turning the absolute into fra-
grance, which is seen as a national 
loss.

“This does away with a national 
wealth that can be better exploit-
ed,” said Gamal Seyam, a professor 
of agricultural economics at Cairo 
University. “The factories can 
make much more money by turn-
ing the jasmines into perfumes.”

Egypt is gradually suspending 
export of raw materials and shift-
ing to exporting manufactured 
goods to maximise profits, includ-
ing in petrochemicals. The way, 
however, seems long before local 
plants turn the jasmines into per-
fumes and create their own inter-
national brands.

The jasmine plants earn much 
more money than Abdel Salam 
and other farmer or owners such 
as Sheikh do. The plants buy each 
kilogram of jasmine flowers from 
the farmers and the farm owners 
for 45 Egyptian pounds ($2.70).

Sheikh said he hires workers to 
collect the jasmines from his farm, 
which produces 10 kilograms of 
jasmine every day through the 
harvest season, which starts in 
June and ends in December.

Abdel Salam’s condition is even 
worse. He rents a section of a farm, 
which produces 1 kilogram of jas-
mines every day at most.

“All the profits go to the own-
ers of the factories who decide 
the prices of the jasmines,” Abdel 
Salam said. “As for the farmers, 
they get nothing but the scent of 
the flowers they grow and cut.”

Saudi reforms 
open tourism 
gate but still 
have a way to go

Egyptian village finds vital lifeline in 
growing high-quality jasmine flowers

Aziz El Massassi

Well kept secret. Polish tourists visit the King Abdulaziz Museum of Masmak in the old quarter of 
Riyadh, October 17.                             (AFP)

Saudi Arabia must match its 
reforms with a revamp of 
“inadequate” 
infrastructure, such as roads 
and hotels, economic 
planning consultant 
Abdullah al-Fayez said.

Ahmed Megahid

Finest grandiflorum. An Egyptian farmer empties a basket of 
jasmine in Shubra Blula.                                                           (Saeed Shahat)
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Tunis

H 

arnessing the powerful 
sunlight over the Sahara 
Desert could provide re-
newable energy that re-

duces carbon emissions and pro-
vides fresh economic value to the 
largely deserted area, analysts said.

As global energy demand in-
creases, scientists are looking 
more seriously at how to convert 
the scorching heat of the Sahara 
— which spans 9.2 million sq.km 
— into energy through large solar 
farms and then transfer it to the rest 
of the world.

Efforts to tap into solar energy 
from the Sahara have been in the 
works for decades and are now 
showing promise, scientists said.

In 2009, the Trans-Mediterra-
nean Renewable Energy Coopera-
tion started Desertec, a project de-
signed to harness solar energy and 
transfer it via high-voltage direct 
current. While the project initially 
gained significant interest from en-
ergy firms and banks, it collapsed in 
2014 because of prohibitive costs.

“Costs were very high and some 
companies said we’re not that inter-
ested in the Middle East and North 
Africa,” Desertec CEO Paul van Son 
later explained.

A similar solar power project is 
TuNur, which aims to open an en-
ergy corridor between North Africa 
and Europe by linking the Sahara-
developed power to Europe’s en-
ergy grid. The project is expected to 
reinvigorate the energy market and 
stimulate the economy of Tunisia, a 
central partner.

A parallel step came in April, 
when Tunisia and Italy reached a 
deal to construct an underwater en-
ergy line between Partanna, Sicily, 
and El Haouaria, Tunisia.

Solar energy can be turned into 
electricity through two main meth-
ods: the indirect use of concen-
trated solar power through reflec-
tive surfaces and, more commonly, 
photovoltaics, which converts sun-
light to energy through semicon-
ducting materials, such as solar 
panels.

Each technique delivers a large 
amount of energy to a specialised 
area but also has distinct draw-
backs. Both methods, for instance, 
are highly vulnerable to sand-
storms, which are common in the 
Sahara.

Photovoltaic technology has an-
other problem in the Sahara, where 

temperatures routinely exceed 40 
degrees Celsius — solar panels sim-
ply get too hot to function effec-
tively. Concentrated solar farms are 
more frequently used in the desert.

Given the Sahara’s size, experts 
agree it is a prime location for solar 
farms. Estimates from NASA and 
calculations by Amin Al-Habaibeh, 
of Nottingham Trent University, in-
dicate the area produces more than 
22 billion gigawatt hours of energy 
per year that could be harnessed.

This is equivalent to the amount 
of energy produced by 35 billion 
barrels of oil a day, meeting “7,000 
times the electricity requirements 
of Europe, with almost no carbon 

emissions,” Habaibeh said in May 
in an article for the Conversation.

Even after energy is collected, 
there are problems with transport-
ing it. Previously, this was done 
through storage batteries but those 
were cumbersome and frequently 
lost energy.

Researchers from Chalmers Uni-
versity of Technology in Sweden 
are developing a “molecular solar 
thermal system” that stores energy 
as a chemical fluid, resulting in no 
loss of the storage medium.

“The technique means that we 
can store the solar energy in chem-
ical bonds and release the energy 
as heat whenever we need it,” said 

Kasper Moth-Poulsen, who leads 
the research team. “Combining 
the chemical energy storage with 
water-heating solar panels enables 
a conversion of more than 80% of 
the incoming sunlight.”

Despite continuing roadblocks, 
the Sahara Desert has remarkable 
potential to revolutionise the glob-
al energy market, providing an ef-
fective, renewable solution with a 
limited carbon footprint.

Omar el-Huni is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on 
environmental issues. He studies 
environmental science at the 
University of Reading.

Dubai

F 

enced off by a wall of trees, 
about 20km from the high-
rises towering over Dubai’s 
city centre, there is a small 

solar-powered settlement aiming to 
become a green oasis in the desert.

Opened to residents in 2016 and 
to be fully completed next year, the 
initiative dubbed Sustainable City is 
a private settlement on the outskirts 
of Dubai designed to use as little en-
ergy and water as possible.

Comprising 500 low-lying villas 
that are home to nearly 3,000 peo-
ple, as well as commercial spaces 
and a mosque, the city aims to be a 
“net-zero” settlement, producing all 
the energy it needs from renewable 
sources on site.

“The Sustainable City is a living 
laboratory for testing future tech-
nologies and solutions,” said Karim 
el-Jisr, executive director of SEE In-
stitute, the research arm of the city’s 
developer, Diamond Developers.

When the project started six years 
ago, building a zero-energy develop-
ment “seemed a bit like a dream” he 
said.

“Today it is not difficult anymore. 
Tomorrow everybody will have to do 
it,” he added.

From neighbouring Masdar City to 
the Qatari capital, Doha, it is one of 
several developments in the region 
that aim to serve as a model for en-
vironmentally friendly living in the 
Middle East.

Houses, offices and other build-

ings are responsible for about 40% 
of planet-warming emissions glob-
ally, the think-tank World Resources 
Institute (WRI) said.

The issue is particularly relevant 
in the United Arab Emirates, said 
Emma Stewart, who leads WRI’s 
urban efficiency and climate pro-
gramme, with World Bank data 
showing that the country has one of 
the highest per capita carbon foot-
prints in the world.

About 75% of the electricity pro-
duced in the United Arab Emirates is 
used by buildings, mainly to power 
air conditioners that keep locals 
comfortable during scorching sum-
mer months, Stewart said.

“They have an immense need for 
cooling to keep the population with-
in their comfort range,” she said in a 
phone interview.

In the Sustainable City, residents 
zigzag through the streets on bicy-
cles or aboard small electric carts, 
under the shade of the palm trees 
flanking the strips of square, white 
houses. Cars are banned from most 
of the area.

All buildings and parking spaces 
are topped with solar panels that 
feed energy they produce into the 
grid, allowing residents to pay only 
the difference between what they 
produce and consume, the devel-
oper said.

Residential units are designed to 
avoid direct exposure to the sun and 
covered in paint that reflects sun-
light to keep heat out, while waste-
water is recycled to irrigate green ar-
eas, Jisr said during a visit to the site.

Resident Belinda Boisson said 
she paid more rent than the Dubai 

average but, besides sustainability, 
the development offered a family-
friendly environment and sense of 
community that was rare to find 
among Dubai’s high rises.

“(Children) can play outside with-
out me worrying about my daughter 
being hit by a car,” said Boisson, a 
46-year-old expat from South Africa.

The Dubai settlement is the first 
in the region, which the World Bank 
says is particularly vulnerable to ex-
treme heat, droughts and rising sea 
levels, to become fully operational, 
its developer said.

In neighbouring Abu Dhabi, the 
state-sponsored Masdar City was 
touted as the world’s first emissions-
free city and designed to house up 
to 50,000 people. After breaking 
ground in 2008, the settlement is 
behind schedule and sparsely popu-
lated.

Developers of the 31-hectare re-
generation zone, which aims to be-
come “one of the largest sustainable 
cities in the world,” are outfitting it 
with green features, from rainwater 
harvesting to shady overhangs that 
make walking outside cooler.

A similar city extension based 
on the Msheireb project is being 
planned in Muscat, Oman, while 
Diamond Developers is building an-
other “sustainable city” in the emir-
ate of Sharjah, which will be about 
twice the size of the one in Dubai.

This second green city hopes to 
improve on the first, where not eve-
rything has worked according to 
plan, Jisr said.

A grey-water system set up to use 
water from showers and washing 
machines to feed the city’s artificial 

lake was decommissioned when de-
velopers realised phosphates from 
soap were fuelling unsightly algae 
blooms, he said.

The water is now used for irriga-
tion but the city still relies heavily on 
water from Dubai’s energy-intensive 
desalination plants, Jisr added.

The settlement still consumes 
more energy than it produces, he ex-
plained.

To reduce consumption, motion-
activated lighting is being installed 
and developers are looking for new 
ideas to improve efficiency, said Jisr.

“It is not enough to design, build 
and then walk away,” he added. “You 
always have to make adjustments.”

Low-carbon projects such as 
Dubai’s Sustainable City are useful 
testing grounds for cities looking to 
go green, said Abdulla al-Basti, the 
head of Dubai’s executive council.

However, they are no magic bullet 
against climate change, said Ales-
sandro Melis, an architecture profes-
sor at Britain’s University of Ports-
mouth.

“They are good experiments 
that can tell us many things but, 
at this moment, it would be more 
important to focus on how we can 
transform the urban fabric that we 
already have,” Melis said in a phone 
interview.

Stewart agreed, saying that build-
ing new developments, however 
sustainable, can be less efficient 
than retrofitting existing ones.

Construction works account for 
on average about 10% of emissions 
generated by a building’s life cycle, 
she noted.

However, by showing what is 
possible, new builds could inspire 
policymakers to take bolder action, 
she said.

The United Arab Emirates plans 
to introduce projects aimed at 
having more than 40% of the 
country’s energy come from re-
newable sources and cutting con-
sumption by the same percentage  
by 2050.

In September, the United Arab 
Emirates pledged that, by 2030, 
new buildings would produce no 
more emissions than they can ab-
sorb, and all existing buildings will 
meet that goal by 2050 — a promise 
Melis said was ambitious but tech-
nically feasible.

If a group of desert emirates can 
find a way to go green, it could 
prove a powerful example to other 
cities, said Stewart.

“If this can be done in a desert 
environment that is difficult for 
humans to inhabit… it can be done 
everywhere,” she said.

(Agence France-Presse)

Hot Sahara sun could ensure cleaner future

New Dubai city pushes for green revolution in the desert
Umberto Bacchi

Omar el-Huni

of the electricity 
produced in the United 
Arab Emirates is used by 
buildings, mainly to power 
air conditioners that 
keep locals comfortable 
during scorching summer 
months.

About 75% 

A promising alternative. Visitors look at screens displaying images of the Mohammed bin Rashid Al-Maktoum Solar Park at the solar 
plant in Dubai.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     (AFP) 

Given the Sahara’s size, 
experts agree it is a 
prime location for solar 
farms.
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Casablanca

W 

omen in rural Morocco 
suffer disproportion-
ately from lack of ac-
cess to education and 

health care in spite of attempts to 
improve the situation, Morocco’s 
High Planning Commission said in 
a report.

Rural girls’ access to second-
ary education is limited despite 
the progress made at the primary 
schooling level, the High Planning 
Commission (HPC) report stated.

The preschool enrolment rate 
among rural girls for 2017-18 was 
25.4% compared with 53.9% for 
girls in urban areas, 41.6% for girls 
at the national level and 40.5% for 
rural boys, HCP’s statistics said.

In secondary school, the net en-
rolment rate of rural girls was 39.7% 
in 2019, compared with 80.2% for 
urban girls. In high school, the rate 
was 12.5% against 57.4% for girls in 
urban areas.

The HCP explained that the dis-
parities were because of a very 
high dropout rate among rural girls, 
especially at the secondary level, 
which is nearly four times higher 
than that of urban girls (16.8% 
against 4.8%).

In 2014, approximately 60% of 

rural Moroccan women were illit-
erate, compared with 31% of urban 
women.

Saida Idrissi, former president 
of the Democratic Association of 
Women of Morocco, said HCP’s sta-
tistics were not surprising.

“The illiteracy and poverty rates 
among rural women are still high. 
Their social and economic status 
hasn’t changed that much,” she 
said.

Idrissi mainly blamed the govern-
ment for high dropout rates among 
rural girls.

“Boarding houses and transport 
are not available in all rural areas, 
which are major hindrances to girls’ 
pursuit of their education,” said Id-
rissi, adding that families often halt 
their daughters’ education for fear 
for their safety.

“Some boarding houses are over-
crowded while the quality of school 
food rations is very low,” she said.

Idrissi called on the government 
to implement a broad policy to im-
prove the infrastructure that would 
help rural girls further their educa-
tion.

More than $350 million was allo-
cated to strengthen social support 
for schooling for vulnerable groups, 
especially in rural areas, said Mo-
roccan Minister of Economy, Fi-
nance and Administration Reform 
Mohamed Benchaaboun during 
the presentation of the 2020 draft 
budget bill before parliament.

Several NGOs are trying to raise 
awareness among women in re-
mote areas about the importance of 
education.

Sonia Omar, from Education for 
All Morocco (EFA Morocco), said 
the Moroccan NGO was playing a 

key role in educating girls in the  
High Atlas region.

“This ensures girls from the re-
mote rural areas can access the 
schools without the obstacles of 
poverty and distance,” said Omar.

“It was not always easy to con-
vince the parents to let their girls 
come to our boarding houses in the 
early days but now the trust and 
awareness has grown in the local 
communities and we are over-sub-
scribed each year.”

EFA’s efforts paid off with a 100% 
pass rate for the baccalaureate this 
year and more than 130 girls have 
been enrolled at university since 
2013.

“We also had three girls awarded 
full scholarships to study in Casa-
blanca and have two in their final 
year at the Lycee Benguerir and 
two studying for their master’s de-
grees,” said Omar.

“This shows how the unique 
learning environment of the houses 
enables these girls to discover their 
full potential despite coming from 
largely illiterate families.”

The HCP said the mortality rate 
remained high in rural areas, with 
111.1 deaths per 100,000 births 
against 44.6 deaths in Moroccan ur-
ban areas.

Public health centres are un-
derstaffed in rural areas and lack 
medical equipment, which makes 
it difficult for doctors to deal with 
the most urgent cases. Geographic 
and socio-cultural factors are other 
obstacles to rural women’s access 
to health care.

Morocco suffers from an acute 
shortage of health personnel. The 
North African country had 7.3 doc-
tors per 10,000 inhabitants in 2017, 
the Moroccan Health Ministry said. 
The ratio is far from meeting the 

World Health Organisation stand-
ard of one doctor per 650 inhabit-
ants.

Socio-cultural constraints of ac-
cess to health care, particularly in 
rural areas, are related to illiteracy, 
traditional practices and the status 
of women. For example, men re-
fuse to have their wives treated by a 
male doctor, said the Environmen-
tal, Social and Economic Council 
(CESE) in its “Basic Health Care” 
report.

CESE warned that the issue of 
geographical accessibility was a 
problem that mainly affects the 
rural world’s accessibility to basic 
health care due to the lack of road 
infrastructure and dire weather 
conditions.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.

Society Women

Cairo

W 

hen Huda Ahmed was 
diagnosed with breast 
cancer a few years ago, 
she prepared for a long, 

painful journey to defeat the dis-
ease.

What she never imagined was that 
her physical ailment would come 
with social repercussions, leading 
to the breakdown of her marriage at 
the most vulnerable point in her life.

“I had to undergo a surgery to 
remove a breast because of the tu-
mour,” said Ahmed, who is in her 
mid-40s, “but this caused a total 
change in the way my husband 
viewed me.”

Ahmed’s story is far from unique. 
Women who are diagnosed with 
breast cancer, the most common 
form of the disease in Egypt, of-
ten face social stigma or lose their 
spouses during their physical battle.

The Egyptian Health Ministry said 
breast cancer is detected in approxi-
mately 28,000 women in the coun-
try every year. It is most common 
among older women but prevalent 
among middle-aged women as well, 
with 86 out of every 100,000 wom-
en between the ages of 40-45 receiv-
ing a diagnosis every year.

While the disease affects Egyp-

tians of all socio-economic back-
grounds, the poor have an especially 
rough road, finding it difficult to fi-
nance the costs of effective treat-
ment.

Reem Emad, the deputy manager 
at Egypt’s National Cancer Institute, 
the largest state-run cancer hospital 
in the country, said breast cancer is 
the most difficult form of the dis-
ease for women “because it attacks 
a pivotal part of the female body.”

This is why it comes with social re-
percussions, often including strains 
within marriages, victims said.

Ahmed said she sensed a gradual 
change in her husband’s attitude to-
wards her once she was diagnosed 
with breast cancer but especially af-
ter she had breast removal surgery.

“I noticed the change in his atti-
tude to me,” Ahmed said. “This atti-
tude morphed into total withdrawal 
from initial sympathy.”

Ahmed’s husband secretly mar-
ried another woman, after which 
Ahmed demanded a divorce.

In Egypt, many breast cancer vic-
tims die of the disease, especially if 
it is not detected until its late stages, 
but the country is working to in-
crease awareness about the impor-
tance of frequent exams to detect 
the disease early.

Health authorities began a na-
tionwide campaign of free exams at 
hospitals and clinics for women of 
all ages.

Still, the social trauma that breast 
cancer victims endure remains.

While there are no statistics on 
how many divorces are linked to 
health-related reasons, experts said 
the numbers are high.

Mohamed Abdurrahman, an on-
cology professor at Ain Shams Uni-
versity who specialises in the treat-
ment of breast cancer, said many 

of his patients were stigmatised or 
divorced after being diagnosed with 
the disease.

“Sometimes breast cancer pa-
tients face positive discrimination 
when those around them show 
sympathy,” Abdurrahman said. 
“Other times, people are afraid to 
come close to the patient, especially 
when symptoms, such as hair loss, 
appear.”

Abdurrahman recalled the story 
of a patient who died of the dis-

ease a few years ago. He said the 
woman, in her 30s, refused to un-
dergo chemotherapy, lest she lose 
her hair and stop being attractive to 
her husband. She opted for breast-
conserving surgery but her husband 
divorced her anyway.

When she remarried, she told her 
new husband that the scar in her 
breast was caused from the removal 
of a benign tumour.

“Unfortunately, the tumour me-
tastasised and she had to get chem-

otherapy,” Abdurrahman said. “She 
refused all treatment options for so-
cial and marriage-related reasons” 
and died shortly thereafter, he said.

Other women, such as Ahmed, 
who lives in her family home, sur-
vive the disease but find it difficult 
to move on after being neglected by 
their spouse.

“It is very difficult to be aban-
doned by those closest to you at the 
time you need them the most,” said 
Ahmed.

In Egypt, women battle breast cancer and social stigma
Hassan Abdel Zaher

While the disease affects 
Egyptians of all socio-
economic backgrounds, the 
poor have an especially 
rough road, finding it 
difficult to finance the costs 
of effective treatment.

A battle that could prove challenging. A doctor checks an X-ray image of a patient’s breast at a hospital in 
the Giza province.                                                             (Saeed Shahat)

Report raises alarm 
over rural Moroccan 
women’s access to 
education and health care
Saad Guerraoui

Dire conditions. An elderly Moroccan woman is seen near the village of Imilchil in central Morocco’s high 
Atlas Mountains.                (AFP)

In 2014, approximately 
60% of rural Moroccan 
women were illiterate, 
compared with 31% of 
urban women.
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Tunis

Y 

oung people turned out in 
high numbers to attend the 
Carthage Film Festival, a 
week-long cinema event 

showcased around Tunis and with 
events across Tunisia.

Starting October 26, downtown 
Tunis was as lively as ever. The main 
boulevard, Avenue Habib Bourguiba, 
was bustling with visitors, young and 
old, in cafes and restaurants and wait-
ing in front of cinemas to see films 
from up to 40 countries.

“It’s one of the most awaited festi-
vals in the country,” said Yassine Bra-
hem, 21, queuing in front of the Rio 
movie theatre. “It has a charm of its 
own and draws public from all over 
the country.”

The opening ceremony of the 
Carthage Film Festival (JCC), com-
plete with a red-carpet event that 
drew prominent Tunisian celebrities 
and entertainers, added to the excite-
ment. Many saw the event as a wel-
come break from the political drama 
that has swept the country following 
a contentious election cycle.

“Two reasons brought me here: 
First, I’m fed up with politics and the 
JCC, with its exclusive focus on cin-
ema, gives young Tunisians, including 
myself, a rare respite from politics,” 
said Salima Laabidi, 19. “Second, the 
festival is an occasion to rediscover 
and explore African, Arab and Asian 
cinema, which opens our eyes on 
the world surrounding us and the 
different cultures and diverse back-
grounds.”

While Laabidi seemed excited 
about the festival, one detail seemed 
to bother her.

“The ambience is good, the festi-
val’s programme is fine but I still won-
der why this edition was organised in 
the middle of a workweek. This cre-
ates a headache for students and em-
ployed people who find it increasingly 

hard to come and attend screenings. 
Personally, I had to skip my classes to-
day,” she said.

Since its inception in 1966, the JCC 
has grown to become one of Tuni-
sia’s most prominent cultural events, 
bringing in guests of all ages from all 
walks of life.

“The international Carthage Film 
Festival was blessed with something 
that other festivals are still eager to 
acquire and it’s the incredible public 
support,” said Tunisian film director 
and screenwriter Ferid Boughedir.

Another Tunisian director, Amine 
Lakhnech, whose short movie “True 
Story” was featured at the festi-
val, said the JCC is where “Tunisian 
cinephiles learn about cinema.”

“They come and watch movies that 
open up their horizons,” Lakhnech 
said. “In the past, we did not have ac-
cess to number of movies but the JCC 
gives us this opportunity. Among the 
best films I watched myself was the 
American movie ‘Redacted’ of Brian 
De Palma, which had its avant-pre-
miere during the JCC in 2008.”

While the JCC’s main venues are 
in Tunis, the festival has had events 
across the country since 2017, includ-
ing in Menzel Bourguiba, Kairouan, 
Monastir, Djerba, Sfax, Nabeul, Siliana 
and Kasserine. This year, the JCC ex-
panded to host showings in Bizerte, 

Jendouba, Mahdia and Gafsa. Some 
films were screened in Tunisian pris-
ons.

The festival’s broad reach and the 
availability of affordable tickets for 
thousands of moviegoers in the coun-
try reflect the JCC’s goal to be as acces-
sible to the public as possible.

The events were made possible with 
the help of some 70 young volunteers 
who helped organise the festivities.

“Four days into the festival, all 
the screenings were almost fully 
booked as we are witnessing a large 
turnout from the public,” said La-
mia Guiga, the JCC’s artistic director. 
“Once again, this year, the festival has 
shown that its biggest asset has been 
the public.”

Guiga also praised young artists for 
their contribution to the festival.

“In recent editions, we have no-
ticed the increasing participation of 
young filmmakers, generally with 
their first work,” Guiga said.

“We have a new generation that is 
rising in the cinema industry and I 
believe we are harvesting the fruit of 
good training and education as well 
as production partnerships and the 
support provided by some countries, 
including financial assistance that has 
helped a number of filmmakers from 
Tunisia, Morocco and Lebanon. An-
other is also the advent of new tech-

nologies that changed the film indus-
try and helped young filmmakers with 
their projects.”

Women filmmakers featured prom-
inently in this year’s edition for the 
first time, with 19 having their mate-
rial screened during various events.

Among them was Saudi filmmaker 
Shahad Ameen, whose debut feature 
was shown at the festival. The film, 
“Scales,” is a feminist fable drawing 
on Arabic folklore that focuses on 
the life of a young woman who rebels 
against a dark tradition in her native 
fishing village.

In addition to film screenings, the 
JCC organised debates and meetings 
to recognise Tunisia’s Arab-African 
identity and promote South-South 
cooperation.

The JCC has created specific cate-
gories such as “Diaspora Cinema” and 
“Digital Carthage.” A “Focus” section 
had guest countries, including Leba-
non (Arab World), Japan (Asia), Chile 
(Latin America) and Nigeria (Africa). 
In total, 170 films were screened at 22 
cinemas over the course of the festi-
val.

The JCC was established in 1966 
by the late Tunisian filmmaker Taher 
Cheriaa with the support of the Tu-
nisian Ministry of Culture, making 
it one of the oldest Arab and African 
film festivals still active.

Tunis

T 

he Carthage Film  
Festival’s 30th edition 
was dedicated to the 
late Tunisian producer 

and festival director Nejib Ayed, 
who was given an official trib-
ute, attended by his friends and 
family as well as prominent art-
ists, journalists, filmmakers and 
Tunisian Culture Minister Mo-
hamed Zine el-Abidine in Tunis.

Lamia Guiga, Carthage Film 
Festival (JCC) artistic director, 
said this year’s festival was “ex-
ceptional” because “Nejib Ayed 
passed away while he was put-
ting the final touches on the fes-
tival’s preparations.”

Ayed, a career producer and 
film critic, was instrumental 
to JCC’s success and fought to 
make the event as open and ac-
cessible to the public as possi-
ble.

An advocate of decentralisa-
tion, Ayed helped bring film 
screenings to cinemas through-
out the country, including to 
prisons. Buying a ticket to a JCC 
screening is no longer a head-
ache and turnout is always high.

During the event commemo-
rating Ayed, the festival an-
nounced the creation of the Ne-
jib Ayed Foundation for Culture 
and Cinema, dedicated to sup-
porting young artists.

In addition to Ayed, who died 
August 16, two other Tunisian 
artists were honoured at the 
JCC: film director Chawki Mejri, 
who died October 10; and Tu-
nisian-born couturier and shoe 
designer Azzedine Alaia, who 
died in November 2017.

Culture Carthage Film Festival

Tunis

I 

magine sharing the experiences 
of the protagonist in the film 
you are watching. As the char-
acter struggles to remain alive 

in a dramatic war-time battle or go 
through an adventure on the other 
side of the world, you follow along 
the same path, feeling sensations 
and emotions that make it real.

Far-fetched as it sounds, this ex-
perience could soon be possible 
via virtual reality cinema, a subject 
discussed at the Carthage Film Fes-
tival’s Carthage Digital panels and 
workshops.

The newly added section, which 
featured international experts on 
cutting-edge techniques for the cin-
ema industry, aimed to educate in-
dustry agents on how to effectively 
utilise new digital effects in produc-
tion.

Chiraz Latiri, director of Tunisia’s 
National Centre for Cinema and Im-
age and founder of Carthage Digital, 
said new technology could revolu-
tionise the cinema industry without 
sacrificing artistic expression.

“This section aims to expose and 

tackle digital aspects and dimen-
sions of the digital world,” Latiri 
said.

There has been criticism that vir-
tual reality cinema threatened to 
compromise the artistic integrity of 
filmmaking but Latiri argued that it 
could enhance the industry.

“Digital technologies are here to 
serve cinema, not denigrate it,” Lat-
iri said. “We want to show there is a 
structure in Tunisian labs to execute 
these techniques. We want to show 
we can produce visual effects and 
use these digital techniques here in 
our labs.

The Carthage Film Festival includ-
ed panel discussions on visual effect 
techniques, African animation, im-
mersive technologies in the cinema 
industry and virtual films.

Tunisian filmmaker Nejib Belka-
dhi, who was a panellist, said new 
visual effects would inevitably be 
used but it is the director’s vision 
that determines whether it enhanc-
es the artistic value.

“I believe that the use of visual ef-
fects in movies… does not make it 
less artistic,” said Belkadhi.

“I think creativity can determine 
the way we view visual effects,” he 
added. “These visual effects allowed 
me to execute my vision of my film 

‘Bastardo.’ It helped me to show the 
poetic side of a particular scene. Us-
ing VFX in a subtle way enlarges the 
imagination of the film director.”

Slim Larnaout, a producer who 
specialises in visual effects, point-
ed out that new techniques allow 
screenwriters to be more imagina-
tive with their stories.

At another discussion, Mohamed 
Beyoud, director of the International 
Animation film Festival of Meknes, 
argued that animation is indispensa-
ble to cinema.

There was considerable debate 
regarding the use of virtual reality 
in cinema. Zied Meddeb Hamrouni, 
a multidisciplinary artist who re-
searches virtual reality cinema, said 
the genre has the potential to re-
shape viewers’ experiences in a pro-
found way.

“New media have radically 
changed the industry,” he said.

“In cinema we identify with the 
protagonists and we see the world 
from their point of view but, in VR, 
we are experiencing the story in 
their shoes, which creates a deeper 
connection.”

He added: “The second important 
purpose of implementing VR in cin-
ema is to strengthen cinema acces-
sibility everywhere. It is not a given 

that we have a movie theatre in all 
places but, with VR, we don’t need a 
big screen and a theatre. VR can be 
taken to people anywhere they are.”

The cost of implementing the new 
technology is, however, prohibitive. 
To move forward, Philippe Reynaert, 
director of the Wallimage regional 
film fund, stressed the importance 
of building connections between 
entrepreneurs and those in the film 
industry.

The festival set up a virtual real-
ity lab on Tunis’s main boulevard, 
where members of the public experi-
enced the new technology firsthand.

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

Full version of this article appears on 
www.thearabweekly.com

Youthful energy at the heart of 
Carthage Film Festival’s success

Is virtual reality the next frontier for Arab cinema?
Roua Khlifi

Iman Zayat

One of the most awaited festivals. Tunisian Culture Minister Mohamed Zine el-Abidine (C) attends 
the opening ceremony of the Carthage Film Festival in Tunis.                                                                      (JCC)

The festival’s broad reach 
and the availability of 
affordable tickets for 
thousands of moviegoers in 
the country reflect the JCC’s 
goal to be as accessible to 
the public as possible.

A tribute to 
Nejib Ayed 
Iman Zayat

Unfading vision. Late 
Tunisian producer and 
festival director Nejib Ayed.

    (Twitter)

Experiencing new 
technology firsthand. An 
audience member trying VR 
equipment.             (Carthage Digital)

A newly added section, 
which featured 
international experts, 
aimed to educate industry 
agents on how to 
effectively utilise new 
digital effects in 
production.
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London

T 

he detrimental effects of 
heritage destruction on 
humanity were the focus 
of an exhibition at Lon-

don’s Imperial War Museum that 
covered a period from World War 
I to the Islamic State’s devastation 
of cultural sites in Iraq.

“Culture Under Attack” involved 
three themes: “Rebel Sounds” con-
centrated on four cases of musical 
defiance during conflicts. “Art in 
Exile” revealed how cultural arte-
facts in British museums and gal-
leries were evacuated and protect-
ed during the second world war. 
“What Remains” examined how 
damaging the loss of heritage is for 
humanity.

“What Remains” started with 
Zeppelin raids in the first world 
war, the German blitz and contin-
ued through the Islamic State (ISIS) 
destruction of Mosul. A striking 
feature of the exhibition is British 
artist Piers Secunda’s two-piece 
work “ISIS Damage Painting (Ge-
nie).”

Having studied at the Chelsea 
College of Art, Secunda has pro-
duced a vast number of engaging 
works, including elaborately de-
tailed crude-oil paintings and a 
wide range of projects investigat-
ing how bullets work in the canvas.

With the help of previous Culture 
Minister of Iraq Fryad Rwandzi, Se-
cunda visited Mosul in 2018 and 
documented devastation by ISIS 
inside the Mosul Museum.

He said he made moulds of 

sculptures ISIS damaged using al-
ginate, an elastic hydrocolloid im-
pression putty often used in dental 
practices.

“The advantage of using alginate 
is that it is very greasy and does not 
stick to surfaces,” Secunda said in a 
telephone interview. “I simply mix 
the alginate using my hands and 
then secure the material on to the 
surface that I am interested in. The 
moulds are then placed in a plastic 
bag, which I carry back to the UK.”

Because of the importance of 
artefacts in the Mosul Museum, 
Secunda stressed that he used a 
different process, developed by a 
Tate conservator, to make moulds 
of the “Genie” head.

The process involved painting 
water-based latex paint on areas 
Secunda wanted to mould. When 
the paint dried, he placed dental 
putty on top so the latex would dry 
and transform into a very thin film. 
The process does not detract from 
the granular level of the mould that 
he makes.

The latex allows separation be-
tween the sculpture and the dental 
putty, which means that, when the 
dental putty is pulled away from 
the sculpture, there is no trace of 
its existence having been there.

Secunda recalled his visit to Mo-

sul Museum in a concerned and re-
morseful tone. He said his biggest 
surprise while walking through the 
museum was not seeing many ar-
tefacts because ISIS had looted the 
museum and sold or destroyed the 
pieces.

Speaking with Iraqi soldiers who 
accompanied him to the museum, 
Secunda said it appeared that many 
large artefacts, such as the winged 
Lamassu, were broken to pieces 
and dumped into the Mosul River.

The artist recounted his visit as a 
“very emotionally loaded situation 
of damage.” “The reason is that, 
in the Western world, we consider 
culture to be increasingly impor-
tant and an interwoven part of our 
lives,” Secunda said.

Video recordings of ISIS gunmen 
smashing ancient artefacts were 
deeply distressing for people living 
not only in the West but also in Iraq 
and the wider Middle East.

For those detached from the dis-
tress that others felt and still feel, 
Secunda said he hopes his work 
will demonstrate “what has hap-
pened and what the smashing of 
objects was all about.”

The artist emphasised the piv-
otal role of education in raising the 
awareness of future generations 
on the importance of cultural her-
itage. “The destruction of cultural 
heritage in Iraq and Syria was a di-
rect result of education failure,” he 
said.

Secunda explained that, if ISIS 
recruits had been educated about 
the significance of preserving and 
protecting cultural artefacts and 
sites, they would not have joined 
such a brutal and inhumane terror-
ist organisation.

Secunda said he hopes the Iraqi 
education system will encourage 
the teaching of history and cultural 
history so students understand why 
damaging cultural heritage threat-

ens not only international peace 
and security but humanity as well.

Zainab Mehdi is an Arab Weekly 
intern.

Iraq heritage: from the cradle of 
civilisation to the vortex of destruction
Zainab Mehdi

Casablanca

A 

series of captivating pho-
tographs by Majida Khat-
tari went on display in a 
breathtaking exhibition 

titled “A la lumiere des corps” (“In 
the Light of the Body”) at L’Atelier 
21 Art Gallery in Casablanca.

Khattari’s artistic approach em-
phasised the theatrical stage with 
Palmyra monuments taking up the 
background in her solo exhibition 
curated by writer Rachid Benzine.

The eye-catching photos were 
made at Manege Theatre in 
Maubeuge, France. Khattari used 
women’s bodies to express the de-
struction of the centuries-old de-
sert city of Palmyra, pushing view-
ers to reflection.

“This exhibition is a reflection on 
some bodies that resist and reflect 
in situations of war and peace,” 
Khattari said.

“I purposely made reference to 
Palmyra, which was destroyed by 
war, because this city has witnessed 
many civilisations having lived and 

co-existed throughout history in 
harmony despite the difference of 
customs and religions.”

The Islamic State seized Palmyra, 
known to Syrians as the “Pearl of 
the Desert,” in May 2015, destroying 
monuments and temples and loot-
ing many archaeological treasures. 
The Syrian Army, backed by Russia, 
later retook the UNESCO-listed city.

“I wanted to demonstrate this re-
sistance of archaeological sites with 
women,” said Khattari.

She chose to make the images at 
the theatre because, she said, “it is 
a scene where we can talk about the 
past, present and future.”

“My work is mainly on bodies in 
action. My photos are like perfor-
mances in which I capture the in-
stants of moving bodies,” she said.

The backgrounds of all the pho-
tos are dark colours, which reflect 
“terrible” substance while the fore-
ground highlights the beauty and 
serenity of women clad in clothes 
that resemble sculptures and sump-
tuous dresses, some of which evoke 
traditional Moroccan embroidery.

“I work a lot on Arab and Muslim 
cultures. What we are witnessing in 
the Arab world in term of conflicts 
is heart-breaking and sad. In the 
same time, I feel that people are re-
sisting and that we should demon-
strate the beauty of this resistance,” 
Khattari said.

Benzine said there is the recom-
position of life, the desire to collect 
the scattered ends of exploded and 

dirty lives and to move them from 
the shadow of pain to the light of 
the Renaissance in the composition 
of these photos.

“The clear obscures, the play of 
light, the tragedy that rubs beauty; 
yes, there is something consoling in 
these frames,” said Benzine.

The blend of beauty, history and 
tragedy in Khattari’s photos con-
trasts humans’ creativity, greed and 
aggression.

Khattari’s contemporary crea-
tions, inspired by Orientalist paint-
ing, take viewers to a dreamlike 
world where the photos immortal-

ise women’s beauty.
The artist, who was born in the 

southern Moroccan city of Erfoud, 
scripts her performances using 
songs, music and dance.

The exhibition continues through 
November 5 at L’Atelier 21 Art Gal-
lery in Casablanca.

Moroccan artist 
showcases 
Palmyra in photo 
exhibition
Saad Guerraoui

A tale of past, present and future. Visitors view a photograph by Majida Khattari.              (Saad Guerraoui)

Reviving heritage. Piers Secunda works on moulds of damaged 
artefacts in Mosul museum.                                 (Courtesy of Piers Secunda)

A documented devastation. “ISIS Damage Painting (Genie)” on display 
at “Culture Under Attack” exhibition in London.                        (Piers Secunda)

British artist Piers Secunda  
hopes the Iraqi education 
system will encourage the 
teaching of cultural history 
so students understand why 
damaging cultural heritage 
threatens not only peace but 
humanity as well.

The blend of beauty, history 
and tragedy in Khattari’s 
photos contrasts humans’ 
creativity, greed and 
aggression.
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Dubai: 
Through December 31

“La Perle” features 65 artists 
from 23 countries perform-
ing amazing stunts and aerial 
antics above an on-stage pool 
filled with 2.7 million litres 
of water in a state-of-the-art, 
custom-built theatre. The 
show takes place at Al Habtoor 
City.

Algiers: 
November 14-15

After six years of absence, 
Jamel Debbouze takes the 
stage with his new show 
“Maintenant ou Jamel.”

Bidiyah: 
November 15-22

The Oman Desert Marathon is 
an amazing footrace across the 
Omani desert covering 165km 
in six stages. From the Oasis 
of Bidiyah to the Arabian Sea, 
participants will discover the 
most remote and untouched 
sands and the highest dunes in 
the region.

Nefta: 
November 16-17

Les Dunes Electroniques 2019 
is a Tunisian event that cel-
ebrates electronic music. The 
event takes place in the Ong Je-
mel area of the Tunisian desert 
near Nefta. Various interna-
tional artists will perform.

Dubai: 
November 20

Award-winning English singer-
songwriter Michael Rosenberg, 
better known as Passenger, will 
perform at Dubai Opera.

Cairo: 
November 20-29

The 41st Cairo International 
Film Festival will include 
world cinema projections, 
seminars, workshops, debates 
and tributes.

Beirut: 
November 28-December 9

Beirut 63rd Annual Interna-
tional Arab Book Fair will take 
place at Beirut’s New Water-
front. Many publishers and 
librarians are to take part in the 
fair, offering a wide range of 
Arab and English books.

Abu Dhabi: 
December 9-24

Al Dhafra Festival is a major 
international event inspired by 
the authentic Emirati Bedouin 
spirit. It features more than a 
dozen heritage activities and 
competitions, including a cam-
el beauty contest, camel races, 
poetry, dates competition and 
a falcon competition.

Tozeur: 
December 25-28

Tozeur International Oasis Fes-
tival will feature a variety of 
events, ranging from art exhi-
bitions to music performances 
along with displays of tradi-
tional local food and crafts. 
Artists from various countries 
will perform and interact with 
patrons.

London

I 

n 2007, Professor Mervat Ab-
del-Nasser quit a teaching po-
sition at a prestigious British 
university and left the comfort 

of her London home to live in the 
harsh Egyptian desert. She was 
there to make her dream come true 
— setting up New Hermopolis, an 
ecological retreat.

New Hermopolis is connected to 
the thought and philosophy of an-
cient Hermopolis with its belief in 
harmonious living and the power 
of art to transform society.

“The idea of such a project has 
been in my mind since the early 
1980s, triggered by the growing 
wave of religious extremism that 
swept the country and made the 
Egypt of my childhood unrecognis-
able,” Abdel-Nasser said.

“Many factors were behind this 
sad phenomenon — political, eco-
nomic and educational but, in my 
opinion, the single-most important 
reason was the almost total disso-
ciation of Egyptians with their an-
cient past.”

Abdel-Nasser said studying an-

cient Egyptian history alongside 
her work as a psychiatrist in Eng-
land directed her towards the in-
tellectual ideas behind the great 
Egyptian monuments, which led to 
Hermopolis and its philosophy.

“The idea of reviving such an 
ancient seat of harmony, tolerance 
and dialogue seemed to me like the 
right response,” Abdel-Nasser said.

New Hermopolis is built on pri-
vate land near its ancient coun-
terpart in Tuna el-Gebel village, 
320km south of Cairo. Construc-
tion of the retreat began in 2007 
and finished in 2011 when Egypt 
was caught up in the political tur-
moil that led to a decline of tour-
ism.

The eco-retreat includes 16 stu-
dios with a capacity of 40 visitors, 
a cultural-heritage centre and an 
organic farm with olive groves.

Traditional building techniques 
were used in constructing the 
limestone structure where insula-
tion and ventilation are maximised 
through the use of stone, the lay-
out of doors and windows and the 
shape of domes and vaults.

The retreat is run with considera-
tion to preserving water and energy 
and all heating is provided by solar 
energy. There is recycling area and 

the light fittings were made from 
recycled iron by an Egyptian artist.

The complex is near many antiq-
uity sites, including ancient Her-
mopolis, Akhenaten city and the 
tombs of Beni Hassan with their 
colourful painted scenes of daily 
life in ancient Egypt, including 
wrestling and dancing girls. Three 
kilometres east of Beni Hassan is 
the rock Shrine of Artemedios, a 
small temple cut in the rock deco-
rated in the New Kingdom-style by 
Queen Hatshepsut, a release stated.

Tuna el-Gebel was the focal point 
of the cult of Thoth, the god of wis-
dom where philosophers met. The 
Greeks linked Thoth to their god 
Hermes. Hence, the ancient name 
of the town Hermopolis. Not far 
from Tuna el-Gebel at Tel el-Amar-
na is one of Egypt’s most important 
archaeological sites: the remains of 
the city built by Pharaoh Akhen-
aten in the 14th century BC.

Despite its wealth of culture, the 
land that was once a great centre 
for learning and cultural dialogue 
has become impoverished and 
overlooked. Middle Egypt has some 
of the highest levels of poverty in 
the country and economic oppor-
tunities are scarce. That is why the 
entire staff of New Hermopolis is 
drawn from nearby villages.

Besides guided trips to antiqui-
ties sites, visitors are encouraged 
to connect with the region’s herit-
age through educational and com-
munity engagement programmes. 
These include traditional music 
concerts, Egyptian cooking classes, 
spiritual training, relaxation and 
meditation.

“We also welcome international 
artists, writers, musicians and oth-
ers interested in long-stay resi-

dencies for cross-cultural sharing, 
learning and project collaboration. 
Our goal is to ensure that our visi-
tors leave the place with a better 
appreciation for the local commu-
nities and a sense of having par-
ticipated in a worthwhile socially 
responsible project,” Abdel-Nasser 
said.

“We offer responsible green tour-
ism. Our services appeal to tourists 
concerned with sustainable, re-
sponsible and community-orientat-
ed tourism practices.”

Abdel-Nasser said she hopes New 
Hermopolis will become a model 
for a chain of small heritage vil-
lages near antiquity sites across the 
Nile Valley. She took early retire-
ment from her job as a consultant 
psychiatrist and senior lecturer at 
Kings College London in 2007 and 
returned to Egypt to establish New 
Hermopolis. She was awarded the 
Creative Tourism Award for Best 
Residence in 2017 and nominated 
for the African Responsible Tour-
ism Award in 2018.

Abdel-Nasser has published “The 
Path to the New Hermopolis: The 
History, Philosophy and Future of 
the City of Hermes.” In the final 
chapter of the book, she describes 
her path of physically reviving this 
centre in the spirit of its past while 
forging it in the vision of the future.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

New Hermopolis, an ecological 
retreat blooms in Egypt’s desert
Karen Dabrowska 

Responsible tourism. Mervat Abdel-Nasser at the presentation of 
“The Path to the New Hermopolis” in London.                  (Suzie Maeder)

Revisiting heritage. A window of a stone building in New 
Hermopolis model village in central Egypt.          (Thomas Cleave Lyons)

A general view of New Hermopolis.                                                (Thomas Cleave Lyons)

New Hermopolis is built on 
private land near its ancient 
counterpart in Tuna 
el-Gebel village, 320km 
south of Cairo.
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