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lgeria is aspiring to a re-
vived diplomatic role by 
positioning itself as the 
Maghreb’s lead mediator 

in the Libyan conflict.
Top diplomats from Libya’s 

neighbours and beyond gathered 
in Algiers January 23, in the first 
diplomatic foray by Algeria into re-
gional and international diplomacy 
since its leadership transition in De-
cember, in which Abdelmadjid Teb-
boune became president.

The Algiers meeting brought 
together foreign ministers from 
Egypt, Sudan, Chad, Niger, Algeria, 
Tunisia and Mali. All the countries, 
except for Mali, border Libya and 
have suffered fallout from fighting 
there.

“Libya has been in turmoil. The 
conflict there has increasingly 
turned into a proxy war by foreign 
powers that are far away and much 
less affected by what is happen-
ing,” said German Foreign Minister 
Heiko Maas, who took part in the 
meeting.

Maas, whose country hosted a 
peace conference on Libya Janu-
ary 19, said much of the fallout 
from the conflict had been borne 
by Libya’s neighbours. He also 
tried to respond to criticism over 
his country’s decision not to invite 
all Maghreb countries — Tebboune 
was the only leader of a Maghreb 
country to attend the Ber-
lin Conference on Libya.

Algeria’s diplomatic 
momentum was seen by 
analysts as an attempt 
to gain the 
confidence 
of key 
interna-
tional 
part-
ners 

and  show that Algiers is willing to 
play a support role in addressing 
world crises. Algiers is also signal-
ling that it is coming on top of un-
precedented protests at home.

Algeria will have to reckon with 
the fallout of a seemingly intrac-
table conflict in Libya, which has 
caused it to increase spending on 
border security by approximately 

$500 million a year.
Senior diplomats in Algiers 

said countries attending the 
January 23 meeting agreed to 
respect Libya’s sovereignty 

and integrity, want the African 
Union to be involved 

in resolving the 
conflict and 

back efforts to 
stop weapons 

from being 
sent to 

warring 
par-

ties.

“After a long absence, Algeria is 
staging its return to the diplomatic 
stage through the issue of the Liby-
an conflict,” said Jalel Harchaoui, a 
researcher at Clingendael Institute 
of International Relations in the 
Netherlands.

“Libya offers Algeria the oppor-
tunity to get noticed at the world 
stage and to be courted by other 
powers,” added Harchaoui, who 
wrote a study titled “Too Close for 
Comfort:  How Algeria Faces the 
Libyan Conflict.”

The diplomatic and intelli-
gence services of Algeria are said 
to have been working since 2014 
to strengthen relations with both 
sides of the Libyan conflict.

Khalifa Haftar, whose forces con-
trol most of Libya, is spearheading 
an offensive to capture Tripoli from 
Islamist militias aligned with the 
GNA, led by Prime Minister Fayez 
al-Sarraj.

Since January 12, belligerents 
have observed a shaky ceasefire 
brokered by Russia and Turkey.

The frenetic diplomatic efforts 
have left mediators with the thorny 
issue of about how to reach out to 
the leaders of the Libyan main war-
ring parties and convince them to 

sit around the same table.
Tebboune, in his first news con-

ference since his election, said on 
January 23 that Algeria’s “equidis-
tant stand” in the conflict allows it 
to bring together the warring rivals 
and their allies among the tribes 
and regions.

“Algeria has had a good experi-
ence in conducting mediations that 
benefited several countries,” he 
said.

Analysts said Algeria’s diploma-
cy will be tested in dealings with 
Turkey while trying to keep good 
ties with Arab countries that resent 
Islamist-driven Turkish and Qatari 
encroachment in Libya.

However, its priority would be to 
leverage its diplomatic activism to 
lure foreign investment to help it 
with its economic problems.

“The first concern of Algeria is 
not geopolitical but economic. Al-
geria badly needs foreign invest-
ment and later, without doubt, it 
will need foreign loans,” said Har-
chaoui.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Algeria seeks revived diplomatic role through Libya mediation
Lamine Ghanmi

Diplomatic opportunity. Algerian Foreign Minister Sabri 
Boukadoum leads a meeting with foreign ministers in Algiers, 
January 23.                                                                                            (Reuters)
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he controversy of US troops 
deployed in Iraq spilled onto 
Iraqi streets after support-
ers of influential Shia cleric 

Muqtada al-Sadr rallied in Baghdad 
demanding the end of America’s 
military presence.

Hundreds of thousands of pro-
testers attended what al-Sadr had 
dubbed a “million-man march” 
seeking the withdrawal of US troops 
from Iraq. “Get out, occupier,” pro-
testers chanted as they marched 
through Baghdad’s streets, “Yes to 
sovereignty.”

Although the initial protests were 
peaceful, at least two protesters 
were killed and 25 injured in clashes 
with security forces in Baghdad.

The anti-US demonstration, 
which took place after Friday 
prayers January 24, buttressed al-
Sadr’s leadership ambitions but also 
showed his ambiguous position to-
wards Tehran’s role in Iraq. While 
many at the protest focused their 
ire on Washington, al-Sadr spokes-
man Saleh al-Obeidy stressed that 
al-Sadr was seeking a middle path 
between blaming the United States 
and Iran.

“We believe that both are behind 
this ruin and al-Sadr is trying to 

balance between the two,” Obeidy 
said in comments broadcast by Iraqi 
state TV.

Experts see al-Sadr playing a new 
risky role by defending Tehran’s 
agenda in Baghdad and associating 
himself closely with pro-Iran Iraqi 
militias. 

The protests seemingly upended 
attempts by Iraqi President Bar-
ham Salih and US President Donald 
Trump to smooth out differences 
during a meeting at Davos.

“We are obviously working on a 
lot of things together. We’re working 
on military. We’re working on [the 
Islamic State] ISIS. We have a whole 
host of very difficult things to dis-
cuss and some very positive things 
also. And we’ve been friends and the 
relationship is very good,” Trump 
was quoted in a January 22 White 
House statement as saying.

“We have had a very good conver-
sation with the president [Trump] 
and we had a very candid conversa-
tion [about] the need for basically re-
straint, calming things down,” Salih 
said. “This is not time for another 
conflict. In my conversations with 
many actors in the region… almost 
everybody is saying ‘This is getting 
out of hand. Please cool it down. Re-
straint.’”

It was the first meeting between 
Salih and Trump since Iranian Ma-
jor-General Qassem Soleimani and 
Iraqi militia leader Abu Mahdi al-
Muhandis were killed January 3 in 
Iraq by a US drone strike.

Although Baghdad asked Wash-
ington to prepare for a US troop 
withdrawal from Iraq in line with a 
non-binding request passed by Iraq’s 
parliament after Soleimani’s assas-
sination, Washington has appeared 
disinclined to do so.

Responding to a question re-
garding Washington’s plans for 
withdrawal from Iraq, Trump said: 
“We’re down to a very low number. 
We’re down to 5,000. So, we’re down 
to a very low number — historically 
low and we’ll see what happens.”

“These are challenging times, diffi-
cult times,” Salih said during a news 
conference with Trump. “We have 
had an enduring relationship and the 
United States has been a partner to 

Iraq and in the war against ISIS. This 
mission needs to be accomplished.”

Kaitaib Hezbollah, whose leader 
Muhandis was killed in the US drone 
attack and which is designated as a 
terrorist group by the United States, 
threatened Salih with dire conse-
quences should he meet with the 
US president. His threats did not 
influence Salih but signalled an in-
tent by Iraq’s Shia militias to play an 
even more aggressive role defend-

ing Iran’s interests in their country’s 
politics.

Speaking at Davos, however, Salih 
stressed what Iraq and the United 
States had in common. “We have a 
lot of common interests — the fight 
against extremism; stability in the 
neighbourhood; a sovereign Iraq that 
is stable, a friend of its neighbours 
and a friend of the United States.”

The Arab Weekly staff

Wanting a respite. Iraqi demonstrators in Baghdad protesting the presence of US troops in the 
country, responding to a call by Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, January 24.                                                 (DPA)

The anti-US demonstration, which took place after Friday prayers January 24, buttressed
al-Sadr’s leadership ambitions but also showed his ambiguous position towards Tehran’s role in Iraq

Experts see al-Sadr playing a 
new risky role by defending 
Tehran’s agenda in Baghdad 
and associating himself 
closely with  pro-Iranian 
Iraqi militias. 
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T 

urkish President Recep Tayy-
ip Erdogan defended his 
country’s policies in Libya 
and warned of greater out-

flow of refugees to European shores if 
crises in North Africa and the Middle 
East are not brought under control.

“If calm is not established as soon 
as possible, the atmosphere of chaos 
in Libya will affect all the Mediter-
ranean basin,” Erdogan told German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel in a tel-
evised speech January 24 in Istanbul.

His warning came as European 
countries voiced concern that crises 
in Syria and Libya could send more 
refugees to their borders. EU mem-
ber Greece said it is expecting ap-
proximately 100,000 refugees cross-
ing from Turkey this year. Last year, 
the UN refugee agency in Greece 
registered nearly 60,000 arrivals by 
boat. An additional 15,000 migrants 
entered Greece over the land border 
with Turkey.

Housing 3.6 million Syrian refu-
gees, Turkey says it can’t take in more. 
However, an escalation of fighting in 

the Syrian province of Idlib has sent 
an estimated 350,000 displaced peo-
ple to the closed border with Turkey. 
Turkish aid groups have begun build-
ing more than 10,000 houses in Idlib 
to shelter the growing numbers of 
people displaced by fighting.

Merkel told Erdogan she was in fa-
vour of continuing European finan-
cial help for Turkey after the so-called 
refugee deal between Turkey and the 
European Union from 2016 runs out. 
She pledged German support for the 
construction of shelters for internally 
displaced people in Idlib. Merkel gave 
no figures of the expected payments.

The future of the refugee deal that 
promised Ankara $6.6 billion in finan-
cial support in exchange for a pledge 
to stop the flow of refugees to Europe 
was one of the main issues during 
Merkel’s visit.

Most of the money has been al-
located, the European Union said, 
making talks over additional financial 
help necessary if the deal is to sur-
vive. Erdogan also wants EU help to 
establish a “safe zone” in north-east-
ern Syria and to resettle up to 2 mil-
lion Syrian refugees there but Merkel 
said she wanted to make sure that the 
UN refugee agency signed off on the 
plan.

As for Libya, Erdogan called for 
greater pressure on military strong-
man Khalifa Haftar, who is waging an 
offensive against the UN-recognised 
Government of National Accord 
(GNA) in Tripoli, which is supported 
by Turkey.

“We hope the international com-
munity will not make the mistakes it 
made in Syria,” he said, adding that 
the success of a peace plan adopted 
by an international conference led 
by Merkel January 19 in Berlin “de-
pends on its implementation on the 
ground.”

Erdogan reminded Merkel that 
wars in the Middle East and North 
Africa can shake countries in Europe 
as they did in 2015, when hundreds 
of thousands of Syrians arrived in EU 
countries.

“The incidents in Syria, Yemen, 
Iraq and Libya have once again dem-
onstrated that the region we live in 
has a shared destiny,” the Turkish 
leader said.

“The clashes waging on in Syria for 
the past nine years have affected not 
only neighbouring countries, such as 
ours, but also the whole of Europe, 
Germany in particular.” Likewise, the 
“chaos in Libya” could spread to the 
entire Mediterranean.

“Our primary objective is to put an 
end to this crisis, in which more than 
2,400 people have died, more than 
7,500 people have been wounded 
and more than 300,000 Libyans have 
been displaced. To achieve this ob-
jective, we work in cooperation with 
Germany, a friend and ally of ours.”

Erdogan said Turkey would stick to 
its support for the GNA and was still 
sending military instructors to Libya 
to train GNA forces. Reports also 
pointed to Ankara dispatching hun-
dreds of pro-Turkish mercenaries and 
militants from Syria to Libya.

During a news conference with 
Merkel, Erdogan accused Haftar of 
failing to honour his verbal commit-
ments to stop the fighting in Libya. 
“He accepted [the ceasefire] but he 
didn’t sign,” Erdogan said.

Merkel disagreed, saying that all 
participants of the Berlin conference 
had accepted a 55-point peace plan. 
She said Haftar was to name five rep-
resentatives of his side for a military 
commission with the GNA under UN 
auspices.

Aykan Erdemir, senior director of 
the Turkey Programme at the Foun-
dation for Defense of Democracies, 
a Washington think-tank, said by e-
mail that one of Erdogan’s goals was 

to use the Turkish role in Libya in a 
dispute with Greece, Cyprus, Israel 
and Egypt over natural gas resources 
in the Eastern Mediterranean. Er-
dogan signed a controversial mari-
time agreement with the GNA that 
expands Turkey’s territorial claims in 
the region.

“His political and military support 
for the GNA aims to preserve not 
only his Libyan proxies but also the 
maritime deal he signed with them 
to challenge the Egyptian, Greek and 
Cypriot maritime and energy cooper-
ation in the Eastern Mediterranean,” 
Erdemir said.

“The Turkish president also hopes 
that his posturing in Libya will give 
him some leverage over the European 
Union and Russia, given the former’s 
concerns about new refugee flows 
from North Africa and the latter’s bro-
kerage role in Syria.”

Erdemir said that the Turkish strat-
egy was unlikely to succeed.

“Ultimately, Erdogan’s belligerent 
posturing is likely to deepen Ankara’s 
isolation, exacerbating the very prob-
lems the Turkish president is trying 
to ameliorate.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent.

Beirut

F 

ollowing month-long arduous 
negotiations, Lebanese Prime 
Minister Hassan Diab formed 
a 20-member government, al-

though it was quickly rejected by pro-
testers as a rubber-stamp cabinet for 
the same political parties they blame 
for widespread corruption and the 
economic crisis gripping the country.

Diab, an academic and former edu-
cation minister who was little known 
in Lebanon until recently, insisted in 
his first comments as prime minister 
that the cabinet was a non-partisan 
technocratic one that would work to 
meet the aspirations and demands of 
protesters who have been calling for 
an independent government of tech-
nocrats.

Technically, the new government 
is made up of specialists but the 
ministers were all named by Hezbol-

lah and its allies, including the Shia 
Amal movement and the Christian 
Free Patriotic Movement of Lebanese 
President Michel Aoun, in a process 
involving horse-trading and bicker-
ing. It includes six women — a record 
number for Lebanon — in key minis-
tries, including Defence, Justice and 
Labour.

“The government is nowhere near 
the ambitions of the revolution in 
Lebanon,” said activist Marc Daou. 
“It is nearly a continuation of the po-
litical class and the policies that got 
us into the current crisis while people 
are revolting for a complete transfor-
mation of the way this country is be-
ing run.”

While admitting that several min-
isters “have excellent track records” 
and are “highly qualified,” Daou said: 
“For us they are a window dressing 
and acting as a facade for a regime 
that is trying to veil its true colours 
through using such ministers as 
pawns. We advise them to resign.”

The government’s January 21 an-

nouncement inflamed those partici-
pating in demonstrations, which have 
turned violent in recent weeks. Pro-
testers rampaged through the streets 
near parliament and the Beirut Souks 
shopping mall in the capital’s com-
mercial district, engaging in some of 
the most violent confrontations yet 
with security forces.

Police were accused of excessive 
violence to quell the disturbance, fir-
ing scores of tear-gas canisters and 
shooting rubber bullets that hit some 
protesters in the eyes.

“We will continue the protests 
and mobilisation against the govern-
ment and push for early parliamen-
tary elections,” Daou said, adding that 
“attacks on media and on protesters 
clearly show that repressing the revo-
lution has become an official strategy 
of the Lebanese authorities.”

Protesters took to the streets in 
mid-October in a mass uprising 
against Lebanon’s ruling elite, whom 
they blame for decades of corrup-
tion and mismanagement that left 

Lebanon near economic collapse. The 
Lebanese pound, long pegged to the 
US dollar, has lost as much as 60% of 
its value against the dollar and banks 
imposed unprecedented controls to  
preserve liquidity.

Diab’s government takes on the 
most challenging mission of winning 
the Lebanese people’s confidence and 
the trust of the international commu-
nity in the state’s institutions.

The United States and the Euro-
pean Union called on Lebanon’s new 
government to respond to the de-
mands of the people to implement 
reforms and fight corruption.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
was adamant. “Only a government 
that is capable of and committed to 
undertaking real and tangible reforms 
will restore investor confidence and 
unlock international assistance for 
Lebanon,” he said.

Political analyst Kassem Kassir pin-
pointed “positive aspects” in the new 
government’s configuration, which, 
he said, “may be able to restore Leba-
non’s relations with the Arab world 
and the international community and 
ease its (diplomatic) isolation.”

“First, it is mainly a government of 
specialists rather than politicians or 
partisans and that in itself is a signifi-
cant development. Second, Hezbol-
lah did not choose partisans but chose 
non-partisan specialists. The govern-
ment comprises a diversity of people, 
including the minister of justice who 
was very active in the protest move-
ment,” Kassir said.

He said Diab’s cabinet appears to be 
determined to introduce serious re-
forms to curb corruption and improve 
governance. “I believe the decision 
has been taken and there is a strong 

political will to push in that direc-
tion,” Kassir said.

Kassir noted that several ministers, 
including Foreign Minister Nassif 
Hitti, Justice Minister Marie-Claude 
Najm and Finance Minister Ghazi Wa-
zni, among others, were selected for 
positions relevant to their specialties.

“We can say that half the minis-
ters have relevant portfolios and this 
is something that can be built on,” 
he said. “That is why I think there is 
hope this government might achieve 
something positive and should be 
given a chance to deliver. So far, the 
international reaction has not been 
negative. Nobody closed the door, 
which means they are willing to give 
it a chance.”

However, the new government, 
being politically aligned with Iran-
backed Hezbollah, would likely have 
difficulty drumming up international 
and regional support needed to avoid 
economic collapse.

Hezbollah is considered a terrorist 
organisation by the United States and 
oil-rich gulf countries whose support 
is badly needed for debt-ridden Leba-
non. The European Union considers 
the military wing of Hezbollah a ter-
rorist organisation.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

Erdogan warns Europe of ‘chaos’ in Libya, threat of more refugees

Protesters’ rejection 
amid challenges awaiting 
Lebanon’s new cabinet 

Thomas Seibert

Technically, the new government is made 
up of specialists but the ministers were 
all named by Hezbollah and its allies
Samar Kadi

Police were accused of 
excessive violence to quell 
the disturbance, firing 
scores of tear-gas canisters 
and shooting rubber bullets 
that hit some protesters in 
the eyes.

Bumpy start. Lebanese Prime Minister Hassan Diab (R) arrives to 
attend the first cabinet meeting of the newly formed 
government at Baabda Palace, January 22.                              (DPA)

Prime Minister: Hassan Diab (Sunni, 
named by President Michel Aoun, 
Hezbollah and Amal ally)

Deputy Prime Minister and De-
fence: Zeina Akar (Greek Orthodox, 
named by Aoun/FPM)

Finance: Ghazi Wazni (Shia, named 
by Amal Movement)

Interior: Mohammed Fahmi (Sunni, 
named by Diab)

Foreign Affairs: Nassif Hitti (Maron-
ite, named by Aoun/FPM)

Telecom: Talal Hawat (Sunni, close 
to MP Faisal Karami)

Health: Hamad Hasan (Shia, named 

by Hezbollah)

Energy: Raymond Ghajar  
(Greek Orthodox, named by  
Aoun/FPM)

Public Works: Michel Najjar (Greek 
Orthodox, named by Marada Move-
ment)

Information: Manal Abdul Samad 
(Druze)

Minister of the Displaced: Ghada 
Shreim

Justice: Marie-Claude Najm (Maron-
ite, named by Aoun/FPM)

Tourism and Social Affairs: Ramzi 
Msharrafiyeh (Druze)

Education: Tarek al-Majzoub 
(Sunni, named by Diab)

Industry: Imad Hoballah (Shia, 
named by Hezbollah)

Labour: Lamia Yammine (Maronite, 
named by Marada)
Environment and Administrative

Development: Demianos Qattar 
(Maronite, named by Diab)

Economy: Raoul Nehme (Named by 
Aoun/FPM)

Youth and Sport: Vartine Ohanian 
(Armenian)

Agriculture and Culture: Abbas 
Murtada (Shia, named by Amal)

The Lebanese government’s line-up
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Riyadh

S 

audi Arabia called on the 
United States to remove 
Sudan from its list of state 
sponsors of terrorism.

The United States in December 
lifted Sudan from a blacklist for 
religious freedom violations but 
Khartoum awaits the bigger prize 
of removal from the terror list. The 
designation has severely impeded 
investment in the country, which 
is emerging from decades of auto-
cratic rule and conflict.

Saudi media said January 22 that 
Saudi State Minister for African Af-
fairs Ahmed bin Abdulaziz Kattan 
met with US Envoy to Sudan Don-
ald Booth and “stressed to Wash-
ington the necessity of lifting Su-
dan from the terrorism list.”

State broadcaster Al Ekhbariya 
reported that Kattan emphasised 
“Saudi Arabia’s support for Su-
dan’s security and stability.”

Washington has included Khar-

toum on its list of state sponsors of 
terrorism since 1993 on charges of 
collaborating with Islamic extrem-
ist groups, notably al-Qaeda.

Sudan’s Islamist regime of Omar 
al-Bashir maintained ties with 
radical Islamist organisations and 
hosted militant figures suspected 
of involvement in terrorist activi-
ties. Al-Bashir was pushed out of 
office by the Sudanese military 
during months-long protests last 
year.

In 2017, the United States lifted 
trade sanctions imposed on Sudan 
a decade before but kept Khartoum 
on its terrorism blacklist alongside 
Iran, North Korea and Syria.

Last October, Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud met with 
Sudanese Prime Minister Abdalla 
Hamdok to discuss the lifting of 
the US measures.

Sudan has sided with Riyadh 
against Shia Iran and provided 
troops to the Saudi-led coalition 
fighting in Yemen’s war against 
Tehran-backed Houthi rebels.

After al-Bashir’s removal, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emir-
ates promised to send $500 million 

to Sudan’s central bank and $2.5 
billion to provide food, medicine 
and petroleum products.

Sudan could soon be included on 
another problematic US list: that of 
countries whose citizens barred 
from entering the United States.

US President Donald Trump said 
January 22, without giving details, 
the US travel ban list would soon 
include more countries. A source 
familiar with the draft proposal 
told Reuters the tentative list of 
countries included Sudan along 
with Belarus, Eritrea, Kyrgyzstan, 
Myanmar, Nigeria and Tanzania.

A senior Trump administration 
official said countries that failed 
to comply with security require-
ments, including biometrics, in-
formation-sharing and counterter-
rorism measures, faced the risk of 
limitations on US immigration.

Under the current version of 
the ban, citizens of Iran, Libya, 
North Korea, Somalia, Syria and 
Yemen, as well as some Venezue-
lan officials and their relatives, 
are blocked from obtaining a large 
range of US immigrant and non-
immigrant visas.

Saudi Arabia calls on US to 
remove Sudan from ‘terror list’
Associated Press and 
Reuters

Washington mulls adding Sudan to travel ban list

Offering help. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (C) 
receives Chairman of the Sovereignty Council of Sudan Abdel 
Fattah al-Burhan (L) and Sudanese Prime Minister Abdalla 
Hamdok in Riyadh, last October.                 (SPA)

Top news

Tunis
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housands of people took 
to the streets across Alge-
ria for a 49th consecutive 
week of protests, showing 

a determination to pursue a pro-
democracy movement, although 
there was a noted decline in the 
number of demonstrators.

The issue of shale gas made its 
debut in the protests January 24. 
“Makanch sakhri, qoulou Li França 
dirou fi Paris” (“There is no tapping 
of shale gas; tell France to do it in 
Paris”), protesters chanted in reac-
tion to the government’s insistence 
that Algeria needs to exploit shale 
gas to expand exports and bolster 
foreign currency earnings.

However, political change was 
still a prime topic. “La hiwar, la 
hadra, el raiss Iheb Ibia Essahara” 
(“No dialogue, no talks, the presi-
dent wants to sell the Sahara De-
sert”),” protesters cried.

“Ya intoumaa Ya Ihnaa. Manach 
Habsine” (“Either you or us. We 
will not stop),” shouted some pro-
testers.

Algerian President Abdelmadjid 
Tebboune, elected December 12, of-
fered protesters dialogue to build a 
consensus over broad reforms.

The protests erupted February 
22, 2019, against long-time Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s intent 
to extend his stay in power of 20 
years by seeking new 5-year term. 
However, Bouteflika was ousted 
in April and dozens of his loyalists 
were jailed.

The protesters pressed with de-
mands that the military-dominated 
regime be overhauled but their 
numbers have fallen across the 
country.

In Algiers, police dispersed small 
crowds and allowed larger ones. In 
the western cities of Sidi Bel Abbes 
and Tlemcen, police have blocked 

protests since early December, 
causing activists to travel to the 
nearby town of Oran, where dem-
onstrations took place.

The protests have turned into a 
weekly “dialogue” between the Al-
gerians in the streets and the new 
president.

Tebboune, in his first news con-
ference January 22, said: “I commit 
myself to satisfying all the demands 
of the blessed Hirak (pro-democra-
cy movement), including amending 
the constitution and changing the 
laws as part of the radical change of 
the foundations of our democracy 
in Algeria to establish a genuine de-
mocracy.”

“The fight against exclusion in all 
its forms, against corruption and 
for moralising public life is part of 
the demands and I take them into 
account and I will continue to do 
so,” he added.

Tebboune has met with several 
political figures and personalities, 
some of them active in the Hirak.

“What has mattered for me and 
what is mattering in meeting the 
personalities is their influence in 
society and public opinion. All 
these personalities underlined 
the need for measures of appease-
ment,” he said.

More than 90 activists jailed for 
their role in the Hirak have been re-
leased in recent weeks but 124 oth-
ers remained in detention, includ-
ing leading figures of the protests.

Turning to the shale gas issue, 
Tebboune said: “We are a gas-pro-
ducing state rather than an oil pro-
ducer. Our country is the second 
or third country in the world with 
the largest shale gas reserves. We 
export no agricultural products or 
manufacturing goods.

“I do not understand why some 
people oppose tapping shale gas 
while they advocate for borrowing 
money from abroad. Why?”

Tebboune’s call for talks about 
reforms caused division among po-
litical elites. Some argued that talks 
with the president are the only way 
towards change while others re-
fused his “extended hand” on the 
assumptions that only the mass 
protests would force the “regime to 
dismantle itself.”

However, many spoke of the ap-
parent stalemate of the Hirak.

Algerian writer Kamel Daoud 
jolted pro-democracy activists 
when he concluded in an essay in 
the French newspaper Le Point that 
the “Hirak is a lost revolution” and 
Algeria finds itself between “a tem-
porary failure of the Hirak” and a 
“temporary victory of the regime.”

His words fired a spirited debate 
among writers and intellectuals, 
some of whom slammed Daoud as 
suffering the “colonised complex,” 
looking at the multifaceted realities 
of Algerian society through the lens 
of right-wing leaning intellectuals 
in France, who see crises in former 
colonies as justification for past 
colonisation.

“By stating that the Hirak has 
failed and the regime has carried 
the day against mass protests, 
Kamel Daoud legitimises in ad-
vance the crackdown threatening 
to hit the movement,” said sociolo-
gist Lahouari Addi, a staunch sup-
porter of the protests.

Others said Daoud “awakened 
the dead” by saying the protests 
remained an “urban phenomenon” 
with the leadership centralised in 
Algiers.

“The activists of the Hirak failed 
to understand that the urban 
strength is a political ghetto,” he ar-
gued. “The regime regains control 
in the hinterland and has offered a 
formula more readable by the rural 
population: election, stability and 

protection against foreign plots.”
“The activists failed to move 

from radical slogans of change — 
‘Go away, all of you’ — to a negotiat-
ing posture with the regime, which 
still holds essential levers of power: 
oil revenues, repression forces and 
international support of foreign 
partner states,” he added.

Algerian writer Youcef Benzatat 
said Daoud’s and others’ similar 
views were spread by foreign me-
dia “involved in an international 
conspiracy against the peoples.”

“Indeed, Kamel Daoud was se-
lected by these media as the ideal 
Algerian to carry out such perilous 
mission with the aim of negatively 
influencing the debate of the Hirak 
activists,” Benzatat said.

Algerians protest shale 
gas but their numbers decline
The Arab Weekly staff

Unyielding. A man chants slogans as he takes part in the 49th consecutive Friday demonstration 
against the Algerian government and the ruling class, in Algiers, January 24.                                                 (AFP)

“There is no tapping of shale 
gas; tell France to do it in 
Paris,” protesters chanted.
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United Nations

U 

N Secretary-General An-
tonio Guterres issued “a 
very strong appeal” for a 
political solution to Syria’s 

nearly 9-year conflict and called for a 
global “push-back against the push-
back” on ensuring human rights.

In a wide-ranging speech and 
question-and-answer session with 
diplomats from the 193 UN mem-
bers January 22, Guterres painted a 
gloomy picture of a world in which 
tensions are at their highest in years, 
mistrust is growing, new technolo-
gies are being abused and people 
face “an existential climate crisis.”

Speaking at the start of the United 
Nations’ 75th anniversary year, he 
warned that those threats endanger 
progress in the 21st century and said 
“the risk of a great fracture is real.”

Guterres pointed to devastating 
conflicts, terrorist attacks taking “a 
merciless toll,” a growing “nuclear 
menace,” rising inequality and war 
and persecution forcing more people 
to flee their homes than at any time 
since World War II.

“Disquiet and discontent are 
churning societies from north to 
south,” Guterres said. “Confidence 
in political establishments is going 
down. Young people are rising up.”

He said decision makers “continue 
to fiddle” about seriously tackling 
climate change as “our world is edg-
ing closer to the point of no return.”

Despite enormous benefits, Gu-
terres said, “new technologies are be-
ing abused to commit crimes, incite 
hate, fake information, oppress and 
exploit people and invade privacy.”

“Artificial intelligence is gener-
ating breathtaking capacities and 
alarming possibilities,” he said. “Le-
thal autonomous weapons — ma-
chines with the power to kill on their 
own, without human judgment and 
accountability — are bringing us into 
unacceptable moral and political ter-
ritory.”

He called for fresh efforts to bring 
order “to the Wild West of cyber-
space.”

Guterres used the General Assem-
bly meeting to launch a “Decade of 
Action” to deliver UN goals for 2030 
that call for ending extreme pov-
erty, preserving the environment, 
achieving gender equality and “a fair 
globalisation, boosting economic 

growth and preventing conflict.”
Today, he said, the world is “off 

track.”
“At present course, half a billion 

people will still be living in extreme 
poverty by 2030,” he said, “and the 
gender gap in economic participa-
tion would have to wait more than 
250 years” to close.

Guterres said he was deeply con-
cerned about the ways respect for 
human rights are being eroded 
around the world.

“There is indeed a push-back in 
relation to human rights,” he said. “I 
think the push-back that we need is 
a push-back against the push-back.”

He pointed to the backlash against 
gender equality in many countries, 
saying that “women’s rights are hu-
man rights and… it’s very important 
to fight the backlash… and work seri-
ously for gender equality.”

Guterres stressed the need to 
move towards ending the Syrian 
conflict and said the first step must 
be to “unlock” the work of the com-
mittee established to draft a new 
constitution. Its second meeting in 
late November ended in failure be-
cause Syria’s government and oppo-
sition couldn’t agree on an agenda.

Responding to a Syrian question 

about support for the country’s re-
construction, the secretary-general 
said: “The truth is that… in the ab-
sence of a more clear visibility of 
a political process, many donors 
and probably the most important 
donors, be it in the Gulf, be it in 
the Western part of the world, will 
be very reluctant to support a true  

reconstruction process.”
“So I think we need to work to-

gether to make the political process 
move forward,” Guterres said, and 
“exert pressure to normalise Syria’s 
relations with the entire internation-
al community.”

(The Associated Press)

Edith M. Lederer

Addressing risks. UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres speaks 
during the World Economic Forum annual meeting in Davos, 
January 23.                                                 (AFP)
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UN chief urges action to end Syria conflict, support rights

London

T 

hree days after the British 
government confirmed it 
would go after Hezbollah’s 
domestic assets, Honduras 

announced it would designate the 
Iran-backed group as a terrorist or-
ganisation in what appears to be a 
mounting international campaign 
against Hezbollah.

The British Treasury on January 
17 said it placed the entirety of Leba-
non’s Hezbollah organisation on the 
UK terror list following an announce-
ment last March by the UK gov-
ernment that it could “no longer… 
distinguish between their already 
banned military wing and their po-
litical party.”

The announcement empowers 
British intelligence and law enforce-
ment to investigate any individual 
or organisation believed to be raising 
funds for Hezbollah.

Last year, the US Treasury Depart-
ment targeted two individuals and 
three European companies with 
alleged ties to Hezbollah’s interna-
tional financial network, including 
one company in the United Kingdom 
— BSQRD Limited, which is linked to 
Wael Bazzi, the son of Hezbollah fi-
nancier Mohammad Bazzi.

“Hezbollah itself has publicly de-
nied a distinction between its mili-
tary and political wings,” a note from 
the British Treasury said.

“The group in its entirety is as-
sessed to be concerned in terrorism 
and was proscribed as a terrorist or-
ganisation in the UK in March 2019. 
This listing includes the Military 
Wing, the Jihad Council and all units 
reporting to it, including the External 
Security Organisation,” the British 
Treasury added.

There have been increasing calls in 
Europe to end the policy of differen-
tiating between Hezbollah’s political 
and military wings, particularly giv-
en that it is a distinction that Hezbol-
lah itself has disavowed.

In December, the German parlia-
ment approved a motion urging the 
government to ban all Hezbollah’s 
activities on German soil, specifically 
citing its “terrorist activities.”

The motion was backed by German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s Christian 
Democratic Union, its Social Demo-
crat coalition partners and the oppo-
sition Free Democrats. Although the 
motion was not binding, it indicates 
a growing appetite within Europe to 
isolate Hezbollah.

“The lower house calls on the gov-
ernment to ban Hezbollah and not 
tolerate any activity by its represent-

atives in Germany,” the motion said, 
explicitly calling for an end to the 
differentiation between the group’s 
political and military wings.

“Sweden should follow the UK’s 
example and classify Hezbollah as a 
terrorist organisation,” Swedish MP 
Lars Adaktusson wrote in Sweden’s 
Goteborgs-Posten newspaper last 
year.

“Despite being represented in Leb-
anon’s parliament and government, 
Hezbollah as an organisation has not 
only been involved in foreign terror-
ist acts but also bloody battles in Syr-
ia and serious destabilisation efforts 
across the Middle East,” Adaktusson 
said.

A few days after the British an-
nouncement, the Honduran govern-
ment said it would add Hezbollah, in 
its entirety, to its national terrorism 
list, part of a campaign in Central and 
South America to isolate the group.

Honduras joined Argentina and 
Paraguay, which formally designated 
Hezbollah as a terrorist group last 
year. Officials in Colombia and Gua-

temala indicated they intended to 
follow suit.

“We applaud the announcements 
of Colombia, Honduras and Guate-
mala to designate Iran-backed Hez-
bollah a terrorist organisation,” US 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said 
on Twitter after a counterterrorism 
conference in Bogota, Colombia. “It 
[Hezbollah] and other transnational 
terrorist groups remain active in the 
region. The US continues to rally in-
ternational support to counter these 
threats.”

Pompeo met with Venezuelan op-
position figure Juan Guaido on the 
sidelines of the Third Western Hemi-
sphere Counterterrorism Ministerial 
where he complained of Caracas’s 
support for Hezbollah. Washington 
recognises Guaido as president of 
Venezuela over Nicolas Maduro fol-
lowing the 2019 Venezuelan presi-
dential crisis.

“We all know… that the Iranian 
regime’s top terrorist proxy, Hezbol-
lah, has found a home in Venezuela 
under Maduro,” Pompeo said. “This 
is unacceptable.”

Guaido sought to burnish his own 
legitimacy by highlighting the Ma-
duro government’s links to terrorist 
groups, including Hezbollah and Co-
lombian rebel groups.

“After today’s event,” Guaido said, 
“I think the world has it very clear 
that there is a dictatorship that fi-

nances terrorism.”
“We’re concerned that Maduro has 

extended safe harbour to a number 
of terrorist groups… as well as sup-
porters and sympathisers of Hezbol-
lah,” Ambassador Nathan Sales, co-
ordinator for counterterrorism at the 
US State Department, told the Miami 
Herald before the conference.

“The threat is still very much with 
us. We know that Hezbollah op-
eratives and facilitators and finance 
leaders are active in the tri-border re-
gion (between Brazil, Argentina and 
Paraguay),” Sales said.

“We’ve seen Hezbollah pres-
ence across the hemisphere. That’s 
one of the reasons why the United 
States wanted to partner with our 
hemispheric colleagues… to remind 
them, to remind the world, that Iran-
backed terrorism is a problem here at 
home, too,” he added.

After listing the Central and South 
American countries that moved to 
target Hezbollah, Pompeo called on 
other countries to follow suit.

“I hope that other nations will 
take similar steps to crack down on 
this group and other terrorist or-
ganisations by levying designations, 
cutting off terrorist financing and 
bringing charges against suspected 
operatives,” Pompeo said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is a London 
correspondent of The Arab Weekly.

Warsaw

M 

uslim religious leaders 
joined members of a US 
Jewish group at Aus-
chwitz for what organisers 

described as “the most senior Islamic 
leadership delegation” to visit the site 
of a Nazi German death camp.

The interfaith visit was four days 
before the 75th anniversary of the 
camp’s January 27, 1945, liberation 
by Soviet forces and as world leaders 
gathered in Jerusalem to commemo-
rate the Holocaust.

Muslim World League Secretary-
General Mohammad bin Abdul Karim 
al-Issa and American Jewish Commit-
tee CEO David Harris led the tour to 
the Auschwitz-Birkenau memorial in 
Poland. The Nazis operated extermi-
nation and concentration camps in 
Poland when Germany occupied the 
country during World War II.

The American Jewish Commit-
tee said Issa, who is based in Mecca, 
Saudi Arabia, led a delegation of 62 
Muslims, including 25 prominent reli-
gious leaders, from some 28 countries 
during the “groundbreaking” visit.

The American Jewish Committee 
delegation included members of the 
organisation, among them children 
of Holocaust survivors.

“To be here, among the children of 
Holocaust survivors and members of 
the Jewish and Islamic communities, 
is both a sacred duty and a profound 
honour,” Issa said. “The unconscion-
able crimes to which we bear witness 
today are truly crimes against hu-
manity. That is to say, a violation of 
us all, an affront to all of God’s chil-
dren.”

Auschwitz was the most notorious 
in a system of death and concentra-
tion camps that Nazi Germany oper-
ated on territory it occupied across 
Europe. In all, 1.1 million people were 
killed there, most of them Jews from 
across the continent.

The visit came as Saudi Arabia 
works to be seen as a moderate and 
modernising country following dec-
ades of adherence to a hard-line in-
terpretation of Islam known as Wah-
habism. The Muslim World League, 
under Issa’s leadership, has embraced 
the effort.

(The Associated Press)

Terror listings increase isolation of Hezbollah
Mahmud el-Shafey

Vanessa Gera

Threat wariness. Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah delivers a televised speech in Beirut, 
January 5.               (DPA)

Muslim 
delegation 
takes part 
in visit to 
Auschwitz

After listing the Central 
and South American 
countries that moved to 
target Hezbollah, Pompeo 
called on other countries 
to follow suit.
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Dubai

E 

gypt, Ethiopia and Sudan 
reached a preliminary agree-
ment on the filling and oper-
ation of what will be Africa’s 

biggest hydro-electric dam project.
Ethiopia, which is building the 

Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 
(GERD) at a cost of $4 billion and 
which is approximately 80% com-
plete, has long-running disagree-
ments over the project with Egypt, 
which fears the dam will compound 
its water insecurity issues and strike 
an economic blow to its lower-in-
come population.

The project has hung over rela-
tions between Egypt and Ethiopia 
for years. Both sides have remained 
at loggerheads, giving rise to fears 
the project could draw the two 
neighbours — both key US allies in 
Africa — into a military conflict.

Ethiopia is hoping to start elec-
tricity generation from the dam as 
soon as possible with its construc-
tion at a stage at which filling can be-
gin on short notice. The preliminary 
agreement will allow Ethiopia to fill 
the dam in stages during the area’s 
wet season. However, a final agree-
ment, which is being brokered by US 
Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin 
and World Bank President David 
Malpass, is contingent on technical 
negotiations to iron out details.

The GERD was constructed on a 
tributary known as the Blue Nile 
that contributes more than 80% 
of the Nile’s water, which supplies 
Egypt with 90% of its water. Egypt, 
a country of nearly 100 million, wor-
ries that a drop in water flow could 
affect its electricity generation from 
the Aswan Dam, costing it hundreds 
of millions of dollars.

On the other hand, nearly two-
thirds of Ethiopia’s 108 million peo-
ple do not have access to electricity 
and the GERD promises to not just 
correct that with 6,000 megawatts 
of electricity generation capacity 
but to export surplus to neighbour-
ing countries, including Sudan, 
South Sudan, Kenya, Djibouti and 
Eritrea.

Egyptian and Ethiopian officials 
hope to finalise an agreement by the 
end of January after they were un-
able to deliver the finer details of a 
deal by a January 15 deadline.

Officials described fundamental 
differences between the Egyptian 
and Ethiopian sides as persist-
ing but the process holds growing 
promise and, in a much-desired 
development, talks eased tensions 
between the two sides. An amica-
ble resolution of this and warm-
ing of relations between Egypt and 
Ethiopia, though a complicated 
task, would prove a huge boon for 
the region’s political and economic 
outlook.

Saudi Arabia’s push for a Red Sea 
bloc moved forward as representa-
tives of eight countries met in Ri-
yadh to sign a charter to establish 
the Council of Arab and African 
States bordering the Red Sea and 
Gulf of Aden.

Saudi Arabia introduced the ini-
tiative just more than a year ago but 
the signing of the charter overcame 
important challenges by bringing 
together countries that have not 

always seen eye to eye on regional 
issues. The council brings together 
Egypt, Sudan, Yemen, Djibouti, So-
malia, Jordan and Saudi Arabia.

The Red Sea corridor spans 
2,250km at its widest point and is 
a key waterway that separates the 
Mediterranean from the Indian 
Ocean, linking two strategic choke 

points in global maritime trade — 
the Bab el Mandeb Strait and the 
Suez Canal, through which about 
10% of global trade and 4 million 
barrels of oil pass daily.

The United States, China, Japan, 
Turkey, Italy and France are “extra 
regional” powers that have estab-
lished a presence in the Red Sea and 

Gulf of Aden through various bilat-
eral arrangements. Yet, despite the 
growing international interest in 
the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden, rela-
tively limited trade takes place be-
tween the countries overlooking the 
waterways despite their combined 
population of 230 million and land 
mass covering an area larger than 
the European Union.

The Horn of Africa and Yemen 
have suffered from long-standing 
political instability, ethnic conflict 
and the menace of illegal activities 
those conditions typically incubate. 
Drug and human trafficking togeth-
er with arms smuggling remain the 
region’s most pressing challenges in 
the years ahead and will represent 
the council’s greatest priorities.

Saudi Arabia accounts for nearly 
two-thirds of the combined GDP of 
the Red Sea’s and Gulf of Aden’s lit-
toral countries but the potential for 
deeper economic integration and 
the growth that could unlock offers 
great promise. It is estimated that, 
by the end of the next decade, Af-
rica will account for as much as one-
quarter of the world’s consumer 
market.

Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 and 
its $500 billion NEOM project at the 
northern tip of the Red Sea needs 
a secure wider environment in the 
Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden to de-
liver dividends to both the kingdom 
and its immediate neighbourhood.

Through the council, Riyadh 
will hope to put a lid on growing 
influence from regional rivals, in 
particular Turkey and Iran, which 
have sought to expand their own 
footprint in the Red Sea and Gulf of 
Aden regions in recent years.

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

Sabahat Khan

Egypt, Ethiopia clinch dam agreement as 
Riyadh’s Red Sea initiative moves forward

Morocco adds Western 
Sahara waters to its 
maritime borders

Qatar’s ‘repressive’ media 
law sparks global outcry

London 

A 

new law in Qatar restrict-
ing freedom of expression 
and the work of media 
professionals triggered 

an international outcry, including 
among rights organisations.

The law issued by Qatari Emir 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani 
and published in the Qatari Official 
Gazette January 19 authorises the 
detention of “anyone who broad-
casts, publishes or republishes false 
or biased rumours, statements or 
news or inflammatory propaganda, 
domestically or abroad, with the 
intent to harm national interests, 
stir up public opinion, or infringe 
on the social system or the public 
system of the state.”

Rights advocates expressed con-
cern that Qatar, which often por-
trays itself as a leader in media 
freedom, had enacted a law that en-
ables authorities to retaliate against 
any form of criticism or dissent. 
They said many charges outlined in 
the law were vague and could offer 
unfair pretexts to prosecute legiti-
mate free expression.

“This law effectively signals a 
worrying regression from com-
mitments made two years ago to 
guarantee the right to freedom of 
expression. Qatar already has a host 
of repressive laws but this new leg-
islation deals another bitter blow to 
freedom of expression in the coun-
try and is a blatant breach of inter-
national human rights law,” Lynn 
Maalouf, research director for the 
Middle East at Amnesty Interna-
tional, said in a release.

“It is deeply troubling that the 
Qatari emir is passing legislation 
that can be used to silence peaceful 
critics. Qatar’s authorities should 
be repealing such laws, in line with 
their international legal obliga-
tions, not adding more of them.”

Qatar signed the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights last year, which includes 
commitments to uphold freedom 
of expression.

Rights advocates said punish-
ments provided for by the law are 
disproportionate compared to the 
vague offences in question. Under 
the new law, “biased” reporting is 
punishable by a prison sentence of 
up to five years and a fine of more 
than $25,000.

Human Rights Watch said it “con-
siders the new law a significant 
setback for freedom of expression 
in Qatar and a violation of Qatar’s 
obligations under the Internation-
al Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, which it recently ratified to 
international praise.”

“Qatar’s commitment to human 
rights needs to be about more than 
just getting international applause,” 
Michael Page, deputy Middle East 
director at Human Rights Watch, 
said in a release. “The authorities 
need to actually apply the treaties 
they join and reform their laws to 
better protect free speech and other 
basic rights.”

Existing legislation includes Qa-
tar’s 2014 cybercrimes law, which 
criminalises spreading “false news” 
on the internet. Anyone convicted 
of posting content online that “vio-
lates social values or principles” or 
“insults or slanders others” could 
be sentenced to three years in pris-
on, Human Rights Watch said.

Qatar’s Al Raya newspaper, which 
published a story on the new legal 
provisions prior to official publica-
tion, had to withdraw its article.

“We apologise to our readers for 
the polemic about the penal code 
amendments received by Al Raya 
from unofficial sources and which 
it published without checking with 
competent parties. It should be 
known that we have deleted the 
information from our website and 
social media accounts,” the news-
paper said.

Senior Middle East and North 
Africa Researcher Justin Shilad at 
the Committee to Protect Journal-
ists said: “Qatar should rescind 
this repressive law and focus in-
stead on legislation that enshrines 
press freedom in line with its 
international human rights law  
commitments.”

Concerns about press freedoms. 
A portrait of Qatari Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani in 
Doha.                                             (AFP)

The United States, China, 
Japan, Turkey, Italy and 
France are “extra regional” 
powers that have 
established a presence in 
the Red Sea and Gulf of 
Aden.
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Rabat

M 

orocco’s parliament 
passed measures that 
extend the country’s 
legal authority to in-

clude maritime space of Western 
Sahara.

Moroccan Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and Cooperation Nasser 
Bourita told parliament the legis-
lative initiative “updates the na-
tional legal system for maritime 
domains,” and that “this update 
would provide an accurate defini-
tion of maritime areas under the 
sovereignty of the kingdom of Mo-
rocco.”

The House of Representatives, 
the first chamber of the Moroccan 
parliament, voted unanimously 
January 22 in favour of the demar-
cation legislation and a second 
measure that provides for the cre-
ation of an economic zone within 
200 nautical miles off the coast of 
Morocco.

The delimitation of the mari-
time territory sparked tensions 
between Morocco and Algeria and 
between Morocco and Spain, par-
ticularly concerning oil explora-
tion in the area.

Bourita said the adoption of 
the two measures is “a sovereign 
right” but stressed “Morocco’s 
openness and readiness to dia-
logue and negotiate with its neigh-
bours, especially Spain, to address 
any overlap in the maritime areas 

of the two countries.”
The legislation defines the mari-

time domain under Moroccan 
sovereignty off the Mediterranean 
and Atlantic coasts, including dis-
puted waters of the Western Sa-
hara coasts up to the borders with 
Mauritania.

Bourita said one reason that dic-
tated the move was the need to 
update legislation to match “the 
complete sovereignty of the king-
dom of Morocco within its defined 
land and sea borders,” given that 
the law that defined the maritime 
sphere of Morocco was adopted 
in 1973, before the annexation of 
Western Sahara.

Morocco controls 80% of the Mo-
roccan Sahara and has proposed 
to grant the territory administra-
tive autonomy under its sover-
eignty but the separatist Polisario 
Front is demanding independ-
ence. For decades, the United Na-
tions has been sponsoring efforts 
to find a political solution to the  
conflict.

The Polisario Front downplayed 
the Moroccan move, stressing that 
the two laws “would have no legal 
effect.”

Before their adoption, both bills 
sparked heated discussions in 
Spain because of the Canary Is-
lands, in the Atlantic Ocean oppo-
site the coast of Morocco’s south-
ern regions.

Bourita explained that “Moroc-
co has no intention of imposing 
the unilateral de facto situation.”

(With news agencies)
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T
he world continues to struggle with 
the threat to peace posed by Iran’s 
proxies. Heavily armed and driven 
by bellicose doctrines, they wreak 
havoc in the region, as shown by 
the bloody attack on Yemen’s Marib 

by Houthi militias. A ballistic missile attack 
targeted a mosque in al-Istiqlal military camp, 
killing about 120 people and injuring scores 
more.

The Houthi attack January 18 had all the 
marks of a premeditated strike with the intent 
of disrupting weeks of relative peace and 
scuttling the de-escalation process endorsed 
by the Saudi-led Arab coalition in Yemen. Only 
a few weeks ago, UN Special Envoy Martin 
Griffiths said the air war was remarkably 
reduced by 80% in November.

Why? Experts speculate the strike by the 
Houthis, long equipped and financed by Iran, 
was intended by Tehran as a means of easing 
the pressure it faced in recent weeks since the 
killing of al-Quds Force commander Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, following armed 
moves by pro-Iran militias in Iraq.

The Houthis previously attacked Saudi oil 
installations in reaction to US pressure on 
Iran. Now, Yemen has been the target of this 
war by proxy.

The danger of Iran’s proxies persists in the 
region and probably in the rest of the world.

There have been signs of international 
wariness about the designs of Hezbollah, the 
heavily armed pro-Iran Lebanese militia. The 
United Kingdom announced it would include 
Lebanon’s entire Hezbollah organisation, not 
just its military wing, on its list of terrorist 
groups.

“This listing includes the Military Wing, the 
Jihad Council and all units reporting to it, 
including the External Security Organisa-
tion,” said the British Treasury.

Honduras also placed Hezbollah in its 
“registry of persons and institutions linked to 
acts of terrorism and its financing.” It is not 
the first Latin American country to do so. Last 
year, Argentina declared Hezbollah a terrorist 
organisation over suspicions of involvement 
by the pro-Iran Lebanese group in the 1994 
bombing of a Jewish community centre in 
Buenos Aires, which killed 85 people and 
injured hundreds.

Hezbollah or its military wing is designated 
as a terrorist organisation by many countries, 
including the United States, Canada, Aus-
tralia, New Zealand and those in the European 
Union. The list could soon grow longer.

O
n January 20, the United States 
celebrated Martin Luther King Jr. 
Day.

King is a standard-bearer of the 
US civil rights movement but also 
a global icon for the human 

struggle for equal rights and justice. King, who 
at the age of 35 was then the youngest recipient 
of a Nobel Peace Prize (1964), inspires human-
ity, including the Arab world.

The moral stances of the civil rights advo-
cate, who was assassinated in 1968, can be 
projected into the Arab region’s mostly 
peaceful protests of today. Citizens are 
reclaiming their rights, especially their right to 
live in dignity, when they are not reclaiming 
their countries altogether, as is the case in 
Lebanon and Iraq.

Contrary to extremist, reactionary and 
bigoted visions, King showed determined 
commitment to a life without discrimination 
of race, gender or religious affiliation.

Today, the woes of injustice, corruption and 
neglect are much less likely to be accepted by 
the region’s youthful populations who are 
making sure their voices are heard.

All countries, where the barrier of fear was 
broken, demonstrators would concur with 
Martin Luther King Jr., who said: “whatever 
you do, you have to keep moving forward.”

The cause for which he advocated is a 
non-violent struggle in which “Man must 
evolve for all human conflict a method which 
rejects revenge, aggression and retaliation.”

His words would particularly resound in a 
Middle East swamped in wars and the proces-
sions of displacement and suffering. In a 
region where grudges die hard and where 
vindictive instincts often hinder post-conflict 
reconciliation, there is pertinence in his 
admonition: “That old law about ‘an eye for an 
eye’ leaves everybody blind.”

Editorial
The problem with 
Iran’s proxies

Martin Luther 
King’s legacy

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

The lessons of the Marib massacre

It is unfortunate that the world has forgotten Yemen and that it had taken a mass 
massacre in Marib caused by a Houthi missile to bring it back to the forefront.

T 

he massacre in 
Marib can be looked 
at from two angles. 
First, is the Houthis’ 
ability to carry out 
painful strikes on 

the Yemeni “legitimacy” camp. 
From this perspective, the 
attacks demonstrate that the 
Iran-backed Houthis possess 
significant military capabilities.

From the angle of the “le-
gitimacy” camp, the Marib 
attack January 18 shows that 
the group needs to be reshaped 
and that the internationally 
recognised government cannot 
confront the Houthis, stand up 
to their project and limit their 
ambitions.

The Houthis bombed a 
mosque in Marib, killing about 
120 Yemeni soldiers. They 
chose their target carefully. It 
was a mosque where recruits 
from Aden and Abyan were 
assembled.

Why in Marib? The answer 
is that Marib governorate has 
become a stronghold of the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Yemen. 
Recruits from the southern 
governorates infiltrated by 
the Yemeni Congregation for 
Reform, which serves as a 
cover for the Brotherhood, are 
trained in Marib, one of the 
northern governorates.

The Houthis have demon-
strated that they not only have 
weapons capable of inflicting 
heavy losses but that they pos-
sess an intelligence network 
that provides accurate informa-
tion about opponents’ loca-
tions, whether it is in northern 
or southern Yemen.

It is no secret that there has 
been no progress towards a 
political solution in Yemen. UN 
Special Envoy for Yemen Mar-
tin Griffiths has not achieved 
a breakthrough at any level 
despite his frequent visits to 
Sana’a and indirect meetings 
with Houthi leader Abdelmalik 
al-Houthi.

The Houthis, who have ben-
efited from Griffiths’ moves, 
seem comfortable with the 
status quo lasting indefinitely 
since the signing of the Stock-
holm Agreement in late 2018. 
That agreement, which served, 
to a large extent, the Houthis 
and their agenda, allowed the 
situation to be unchanged on 
the Hodeidah front at a time 
when regional stakeholders 

were concerned with contain-
ing the situation in Aden after 
clashes between the “legiti-
macy” camp and the Southern 
Transitional Council.

Those clashes continued until 
an agreement between the two 
sides in November. That deal, 
which calmed the situation in 
Aden, was to be a starting point 
for how to confront the Hou-
this. However, it became clear 
that the Houthis were nothing 
but a tool in the hands of Iran.

That’s why the strike against 
the mosque at Marib was not 
a coincidence. Iran wanted to 
remind everyone that it holds a 
card called Yemen and that the 
assassination by the Ameri-
cans of Major-General Qassem 
Soleimani, the commander of 
al-Quds Force and the Iranian 
official in charge of the Yemeni 
file, would not affect Iran’s 
work outside its borders.

It is clear the Islamic Republic 
can use the Houthis to achieve 
certain goals, including raising 
morale of those who in Yemen 
rely on Iran.

The lesson of the Marib mas-
sacre is that the Houthis cannot 
be trusted. They can’t provide 
guarantees required of them 
and they can’t reach agree-
ments with those who wish to 
stop their evil because they are 
not masters of their decisions. 
The master is Iran.

Who can remember any 
agreement the Houthis reached 
with their opponents that were 
respected by the Houthis? 
There are none. All those agree-
ments remained either dried 
ink on paper or night chatter 
immediately swept away by 
daybreak.

Take the Peace and National 
Partnership Agreement signed 
by the Houthis with Yemeni 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi shortly after they seized 
Sana’a on September 21, 2014. 
One day after signing that 
agreement, Hadi was placed 
under house arrest in Sana’a.

He was not the first victim 
of the Houthis’ treachery. 
Former Yemeni President Ali 
Abdullah Saleh fought several 
wars against the Houthis since 
2004. They were not about to 
forgo revenge, despite under-
standings they had reached 
with him. However, once their 
understandings with Saleh had 
served their purpose, the Hou-

this executed him in cold blood 
in December 2017, confirming 
that they have no partner in 
Sana’a. Since their takeover, the 
city has been living in a perma-
nent nightmare.

Another lesson from the Marib 
massacre is that the Houthis 
must be defeated militarily. 
Without that victory, there is 
no hope of reaching an under-
standing with them. However, 
the “legitimate” government is 
incapable of defeating them.

It was not the government 
forces that kicked the Houthis 
and their cohorts out of Aden, 
drove them out of the port of 
Mocha and threatened their very 
existence at Hodeidah before 
being rescued by Griffiths for 
reasons that could be linked to 
British interests in Hodeidah.

Time has forgotten the poor 
Yemenis. No one is reminding 
the world of their sufferings. It 
has become almost normal to 
accept that Yemeni children die 
by the thousands. No one raises 
an eyebrow, not the Arab or 
international media.

What’s more scandalous is 
it has become normal for the 
“legitimacy” camp to behave 
as if everything is fine. It is as 
if it was enough to have Prime 
Minister Maeen Abdulmalik 
Saeed stay in Aden to say that 
the capital of the south has 
regained its usual state and that 
all state departments are work-
ing normally.

It is unfortunate that the 
world has forgotten Yemen and 
that it had taken a mass massa-
cre in Marib caused by a Houthi 
missile to bring it back to the 
forefront. What is even more 
tragic is that the slow death 
of an entire country no longer 
matters to anyone, knowing that 
preventing this does not require 
more than a bold decision.

Bold decision-making begins 
with the recognition that there 
is a tragedy in a country of great 
strategic importance for the re-
gion, especially for the Arabian 
Peninsula, and there is no room 
to address this tragedy consider-
ing the “legitimacy” camp really 
has no legitimacy.

Pending this bold decision, 
other massacres will take place 
in Yemen whenever Iran desires 
it.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Leba-
nese writer.

Khairallah Khairallah
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Claude Salhani

I 

n December, British Prime 
Minister Boris Johnson led 
his Conservative Party to a 
huge parliamentary major-
ity, which gave him leeway 
to steer Brexit, controver-

sial trade talks with the United 
States and almost any issue in 
whichever direction he chose.

On January 21, the British 
government was defeated in the 
House of Lords on an issue that 
revolves around moral crime 
and compassion rather than 
commerce and statutes.

The House of Lords vote 
was about Johnson’s decision 
to deny unaccompanied child 
refugees currently in Europe 
the right to be united with their 
families in the United Kingdom. 
They are a small number. Safe 
Passage, an NGO that supports 
child refugees, said 2,307 unac-
companied children applied for 
asylum in the United Kingdom 
in 2017-18. Just more than half 
were granted it or “another form 
of leave” to remain in Britain, 
said Safe Passage.

Alf Dubs, the opposition 
Labour Party peer who proposed 
the amendment to the Johnson 
government’s legislation, was 
a child refugee from the Nazi 
persecution of Jews. Dubs, who 
arrived in the United Kingdom 
in 1939 as a refugee from Prague, 
said the government’s defeat in 
the upper house was “based on 
humanitarian principles.”

As it happens, those “humani-
tarian principles” are likely to 
prove too weak to withstand the 

force of Johnson’s massive par-
liamentary majority. The lower 
house can insist on passing the 
law without the Dubs amend-
ment and Brexit Britain, as per 
Johnson’s breezy rendering, will 
go on to be buccaneering and 
bold-faced about Europe, about 
trade deals and, yes, about vul-
nerable children.

In the week Britain considered 
its capacity for compassion, 
Norway faced a similar test. The 
country’s governing centre-right 
coalition lost a long-serving ally, 
the anti-immigration Progress 
Party. Progress withdrew from 
the government over a cabinet 
decision to repatriate a Nor-
wegian woman from Syria 
so that one of her young chil-
dren could receive medical 
treatment.

The 29-year-old 
mother, who is 
of Pakistani 
ethnicity, 
left Norway 
for Syria in 
2013, lived 
in terri-
tory con-
trolled 
by the 
Islamic 
State 
(ISIS) and 
married 
twice 
while in the 
caliphate, 
both times to 
ISIS fighters.

Norwegian 

Prime Minister Erna Solberg 
explained the woman’s return to 
the country saying her sick child 
needed treatment and that’s 
“what is important.” Solberg 
summed up her government’s 
dilemma as follows: “to bring 
home a child with his mother or 
risk that a sick 5-year-old child 
might die.” She added: “To me, 
it was important that the boy 
came home to Norway.”

Note the word “home.” The 
child, who has never known 
Norway, is allowed to go 
“home” but the Norwegian 
born-and-bred mother’s return 

is controversial. Why?
“This woman has 

turned her back on us,” 
said Jon Engen-Hel-
gheim, a Progress Party 
spokesman. “She hates 

all that we stand for. 
She joined a 

gruesome ter-
ror army and 
contributed 
to prosecu-
tion, de-
capitation, 
burnings 
and the 
murder of 
innocent 
women, 
children 

and adults. 
We do not 

want her 
kind in Norway 

and we certainly 
don’t want Nor-

wegian authorities 

B 

y refusing to release 
the black boxes of the 
Ukrainian passenger 
aircraft shot down 
by its missiles, Iran 
is committing yet 

another mistake. Worse, it is com-
mitting an outrageous humanitar-
ian offence.

In their refusal to hand over the 
voice and data recorders from the 
aircraft to countries possessing 
technology to decipher the flight 
data, Iranian authorities prolong 
the suffering of the families of the 
ill-fated civilian aircraft. There 
were no survivors among the 176 
passengers and crew.

Iran initially said it would hand 
over the boxes because it does not 
possess the technology to retrieve 
data from them.

Canadian Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau suggested the boxes 
be handed to France but Iran 
has made no move to follow up. 
Information on the black boxes 
could help families of the victims 
of the downed aircraft learn more 
about why the plane was fired 
upon.

Many of the passengers 
were Canadians of Iranian 
origin, holding both Canadian 
and Iranian citizenship. Iran, 
however, does not recognise dual 
citizenship.

Tehran, embroiled in a 
long-running dispute with the 
United States over its nuclear 
programme, has given mixed 
signals about whether it would 
hand over the recorders. An 
Iranian aviation official had said 
the black boxes would be sent 
to Ukraine only to backtrack a 
day later, saying they would be 
analysed in Iran.

Further delay in sending 
them abroad is likely to increase 
international pressure on Iran, 
whose military said it shot the 
plane down by mistake while on 
high alert in the tense hours after 
Iran fired missiles at US targets 
in Iraq.

“If the appropriate supplies 
and equipment are provided, 
the information can be taken 
out and reconstructed in a short 
period of time,” the Iran Civil 
Aviation Organisation said in its 
second preliminary report on the 
disaster.

Even discounting human 
compassion, any person with an 
ounce of logic would be tempted 
to ask why Iran is doing this. 
Why is it so reluctant to help with 
closure to this tragedy? A terrible 
mistake was made. Why not help 
clear it up?

The answer is simple. This 
is a terrible embarrassment for 
the Iranian leadership. It is all 
the more embarrassing coming 
while Iran is trying to show it 
is a country that is advanced 
militarily.

Shooting down a passenger 
plane speaks otherwise and opens 
questions as to how professional 
and well-trained Iranian officers 
with fingers on the trigger of the 
powerful weapons possessed by 
Tehran are.

Today, the mistake was made 
with a missile. Could the same 
mistake be made with a nuclear 
weapon, if Iran weaponises 
nuclear energy? This apparent 
mistake begs the question as 
to how stable is the country’s 
military arsenal if an individual 
can decide to shoot down a 
civilian aircraft.

Did whoever decided to fire the 
two missiles have the authority to 
do so or was the request sent up 
through the chain of command? 
Worrisome conclusions spring to 
mind either way.

How secure would nuclear-
armed missiles be under the 
current regime? Were those 
missiles under the control of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) or the politically 
distrusted regular military?

Surely there is a cloud of fear 
among the Iranian leadership 
about what the data from the 
black boxes might show.

Is it fear that information 
would reveal the ineptitude 
of the IRGC, which cannot 
distinguish between an airliner 
of a scheduled flight, a US F-35 
jet fighter, a missile or a bird? 
Does Tehran fear that myths 
that had surrounded the IRGC 
were exposed the minute the 
Ukrainian plane and 
its passengers 
were shot 
down?

Despite the 
billions of 
dollars 
training 
and 
equipping 
them, the 
guards could 
not perform 
better 
than blind 
sentries 
shooting 
in the 
dark. It is 

spending enormous resources 
getting them to Norway.”

There are two problems with 
that statement. Like it or not, 
the woman belongs to Norway 
and that’s where she should 
be tried. Second, it’s not as if 
she doesn’t face consequences 
in Norway for her apparent al-
legiance to ISIS. The Norwegian 
Security Police has charged the 
woman with “participation in a 
terrorist organisation” and she 
faces up to six years in prison.

The Progress Party spokes-
man’s words and the British 
government’s deeds prompt the 
question: Why are they behav-
ing like this?

Much of the literary world 
has been marking the 70th 
anniversary of the death of 
George Orwell. Accordingly, it’s 
worth repeating a truth Orwell 
stated as he watched the horrors 
of fascism and hate towards 
“the other.” “Sometimes,” said 
Orwell, “the first duty of intel-
ligent men is the restatement of 
the obvious.”

Let us restate the obvious in 
searching for the answer to that 
question about Britain and Nor-
way. Certain groups of people 
are being dehumanised and cast 
as the “other” because of fear. 
Because of that, the crime of 
hate is being normalised.

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.

not Ayatollah Ali Khameini’s 
inappropriate words of praise on 
January 17 that can whitewash 
the bloodstained hands of the 
IRGC or restore a modicum of the 
artificially constructed illusions 
around them.

Iranian demonstrators have 
rendered their verdict. The IRGC 
and the clerics: Out! They are part 
of an obsolete past that must go.

The killing of Major-General 
Qassem Soleimani awakened 
the Iranian leadership to a 
new reality. They realise how 
outperformed they are by US 
drone and satellite technology. 
They realise that their claims 
about technological and military 
prowess are bluster. Admitting 
their technological inferiority on 
top of their lost ethical compass 
is too heart-wrenching for the 
Tehran regime to endure.

Iranian clerics and the military 
establishment that back them 

might have lost more 
than a battle. Their 
compounded 

ineptitude and 
ignorance of the ways 

of the world 
indicate they 
might have lost 
the whole war.

Claude Salhani  
is a regular  
columnist for  
The Arab 

Weekly and a 
senior fellow at 
the Institute of 
World Affairs in 

Washington.

Fear of the ‘other’ causes ructions in 
Britain and Norway

Iranian myths exposed as Ukrainian 
plane shot down

Certain groups of people are being dehumanised and cast as the “other” 
because of fear. Because of that, the crime of hate is being normalised.

The killing of Major-General Qassem Soleimani awakened the 
Iranian leadership to a new reality. 

Inexcusable. Ukrainian soldiers carry a coffin of one of the victims of the 
Ukraine International Airlines Flight 752 plane disaster, January 19.     (Reuters)
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T 

he response among jour-
nalists at the Berlin Confer-
ence on Libya was uniformly 
negative. “A failure” and “a 

complete waste of time” were the 
comments.

So, too, were those from Libyan 
officials who were in Berlin for a 
meeting January 19. Regardless 
of which side they backed, the re-
sponse was much the same. “Disap-
pointing” was how the more diplo-
matic put it.

The presence of some of the 
world’s most powerful leaders — 
the presidents of Russia, France, 
Turkey, Egypt and the heads of the 
British, German and Italian govern-
ments as well as of the United Na-
tions, the Arab League, the Europe-
an Union and the African Union, in 
addition to officials from China and 
the United States — failed to achieve 
anything, they said.

There was no breakthrough, no 
ceasefire deal signed. The head of 
the Tripoli-based Government of 
National Accord, Prime Minister 
Fayez al-Sarraj, and his rival Field-
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, commander 
of the Libyan National Army (LNA), 
could not even bring themselves to 
sit in the same room together.

They did agree to appoint mili-
tary figures to a “5+5 committee” 
to work on a lasting ceasefire but 
no time limit was set for its discus-
sions. The United Nations hopes to 
push the process forward with an 
inter-Libyan meeting in Geneva at 

the end of January.
Although the Berlin participants 

agreed that no further military sup-
port should be sent to either side in 
the conflict, there was no discussion 
on what sanctions would be applied 
if the arms embargo was breached.

Turkey, which has dispatched 
hundreds of Syrian militants and 
mercenaries to fight against the LNA 
and numerous military advisers, 
said it would send “no more advis-
ers” to Libya while a truce is suppos-
edly in force but it and other parties 
know they can send in arms or fight-
ers with impunity.

The 55-point declaration issued at 
the meeting was full of good intent, 
calls to action and encouragement 
to peace but short on decisions and 
action that would help peace hap-
pen. As a result, the consensus was 
that the Libyan conflict would re-
ignite and any ceasefire would be a 
fleeting mirage.

Following Turkey’s decision to 
send forces to support the GNA and 
the announcement by Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan that de-
ployment had started, Russian Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin and Erdogan 
cemented their burgeoning regional 
entente with a call for Libyan cease-
fire.

Haftar, seeing it as a challenge to 
his planned takeover of Tripoli, ini-
tially refused but then changed his 
mind, as a result of Russian pressure.

Russian mercenaries, whose ar-
rival in September helped the LNA 
cautiously advance after months of 
stalemate, were said to have begun 
to pull out.

For Putin, a regional entente with 
Erdogan was evidently far more im-
portant than backing Haftar, espe-
cially an entente that could weaken 
Turkey’s ties to NATO.

With a ceasefire going into force 
January 12, Haftar and Sarraj were 
called to Moscow the next day to get 
them to agree a permanent truce. 
Sarraj signed but Haftar balked.

Germany pushed ahead with the 

conference, which had 
Russia’s active sup-
port. German Chancel-
lor Angela Merkel was 
in Moscow to discuss 
the matter two days 
before Haftar and 
Sarraj arrived. 
Whether or not 
Putin expected it 
to be a success, he 
wanted to be seen 
backing German 
diplomacy.

He shared his 
Libya ideas in a 
phone call with 
Italian Prime Minister 
Giuseppe Conte, who said he would 
go to Berlin. Erdogan also con-
firmed he would be there.

With the assured attendance of 
Turkey and Russia, which in a mat-
ter of weeks have made themselves 
the arbiter of Libya’s future, plus 
that of Italy, previously a major po-
litical player in the country, other 
world leaders could hardly demur.

The conference’s supporters saw 
it as a relaunch of the political pro-
cess pursued by the United Nations 
before Haftar’s April 4 offensive 
against Tripoli but there is no guar-
antee that the new process will go 
anywhere. There is concern about 
the participants’ refusal to take de-
cisive and effective measures to end 
the flow of military support for one 
side or the other.

It had been the original aim of the 
conference. Without it, the call for a 
return to inter-Libyan political ne-
gotiations faces an uphill struggle. 
That was seen in clashes in Tripoli 
even as the conference began and 
which have continued. The shelling 
included attacks on Mitiga airport.

Even before Berlin, there was 
scepticism in Libya about interna-
tional efforts to reach a settlement. 
Sarraj-Haftar meetings in Paris and 
Abu Dhabi and the November 2018 
gathering in Palermo produced 
promises of a peaceful way forward 

in Libya but came to nothing.
There is a plan for a Berlin follow-

up meeting at foreign ministerial 
level but, with Germany’s and the 
international community’s credibil-
ity affected by the perceived failure 
at the Berlin conference, it may be 
difficult to garner enthusiasm for it, 
especially in Libya, if the main com-
batants remain locked in a fight to 
the end.

In Tripoli, there were concerns 
about the presence of Syrian merce-
naries, both in terms of their objec-
tives and how long they would stay, 
and it has not boosted support for 
the Sarraj government. There are 
exceptions but the fear among many 
residents is that their presence will 
result in massive clashes and more 
civilians will die.

Oil again came into play with the 
closure on the eve of the Berlin con-
ference of Libya’s eastern oil ter-
minals and the pipelines from the 

western Sharara and El-Fil oilfields, 
which resulted in a 70% plunge in 
oil production.

The National Oil Corporation and 
the GNA blamed Haftar, although 
sources close to the LNA say Haftar 
had nothing to do with it and that 
the terminal closures were done 
by eastern tribes angered at all oil 
income going to the Tripoli-based 
central bank and the GNA.

The closure also upset Washing-
ton. In a comment on the Berlin 
conference, US Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo said he hoped the oil 
facilities would reopen. Keeping 
oil flowing and making sure prices 
do not rise is likely to remain US 
President Donald Trump’s primary 
interest in Libya — that and hitting 
the Islamic State and other terrorists 
whenever they appear.

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

Scepticism about international 
efforts after Berlin’s ‘failure’
Michel Cousins

T 

hey were all — or almost 
all — in Berlin to rescue 
Libya, or so they said. 
They responded to an 
invitation from German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel, 

who had distinguished herself in 
March 2011 by her opposition to UN 
Security Council Resolution 1973, 
interpreted by France, the United 
Kingdom and the United States as 
authorising war against Muammar 
Qaddafi’s Libya.

Nine years later, the same grave-
diggers of the Qaddafi regime met 
in Berlin to ward off the Libyan ca-
tastrophe, with Merkel and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin as sponsors.

France, the leading European 
power in the 2011 war in Libya, was 
represented at the Berlin Conference 
by President Emmanuel Macron. Un-
like his predecessors Nicolas Sarkozy 
and Francois Hollande, Macron has 
admitted France’s responsibility in 
this geopolitical catastrophe.

In a 2017 interview with European 
newspapers, he said: “The participa-
tion of the French armed forces in 
the military operation in Libya in 
2011 was a mistake and France must 
avoid this scenario in Syria.”

Today, Macron is condemned to 
manage this heavy legacy but with-
out giving himself means to change 
things on the ground. France is 
sidelined. It has gone from being the 
“protector of the Libyan people,” as 

it claimed to justify its intervention 
against Qaddafi, to frantically search-
ing for how to “protect” itself from 
the Libyan debacle.

Before going to Berlin, Macron 
sounded the alarm. During a new 
year ceremony with media mem-
bers, Macron, asked about reports of 
Turkey sending Syrian mercenaries 
to fight on the side of internation-
ally recognised Prime Minister 
Fayez al-Sarraj, who is propped up 
by Islamist militias, replied: “If the 
French intelligence services confirm 
this information to me, it would be a 
very serious development because, 
from Libya, they will make the junc-
tion with the Sahel, a region where 
France is on the front line in the fight 
against terrorism.”

It seems his intelligence services 
confirmed the information because, 
two days later, he expressed dismay 
at the Berlin Conference. Macron 
stigmatised Turkey, which militar-
ily supports Sarraj’s government 
and which recruits and sends Syrian 
militiamen to Libya. “This has got to 
stop,” Macron said.

Developments would confirm this 
threat. Reports from the Turkey-
occupied zone in Syria and Libya 

confirm the arrival in Libya of several 
hundreds of these guns for hire and 
the alleged escape of 17 of them 
to Italy by sea. Their crossing to 
European shores was confirmed by 
the Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights, known for opposition to the 
Syrian regime.

The Berlin Conference brought to-
gether 11 countries, including the five 
permanent members of the Security 
Council as well as UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres and his 
representative for Libya Ghassan 
Salame.

Most of the countries at Libya’s 
bedside were the same ones that sup-
ported the NATO expedition. Aside 
from Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan and Merkel, Macron, British 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson, Italian 
Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte and 
US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
inherited responsibility for this file.

Today, Putin makes a remark-
able comeback on the Libyan 
scene. While cynically reaching out 
to Erdogan to weaken NATO, he 
militarily supports Libyan National 
Army Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar 
through the Wagner Group’s Russian 
mercenaries.

Putin seems to believe he is the 
only one who can pick up the pieces 
of a shattered Libya and fight the 
type of jihadist terrorism the Rus-
sians face in Russia itself and in 
Syria.

His position is tacitly shared by 
France, Germany, the United King-
dom, the United Arab Emirates and 
Egypt, which accuses the Turkey-
backed government in Tripoli of 
constituting a sanctuary for the 

Muslim Brotherhood. The United 
Arab Emirates, which does not hide 
its anti-terrorism — and anti-Muslim 
Brotherhood — stances, was present 
at the conference.

Tunisia, which has borne the brunt 
of a significant Libyan presence since 
2011, was only invited at the last 
minute but declined the invitation. 
Qatar, which played a leading role in 
funding and arming Libyan Islam-
ists, was excluded from the summit.

The outcome of this umpteenth 
international conference and 
meeting on Libya did not meet the 
expectations of Libyans because 
they brought nothing really new: 
a commitment to respect the 2011 
UN arms embargo and to renounce 
foreign “interference” in the conflict, 
a call for the observation of a real 
permanent ceasefire on the ground, 
et cetera.

After the conference, which 
European countries had wanted to 
use as a springboard to return to 
the game in Libya to secure their 
borders in the face of the migratory 
and terrorist threats, disillusionment 
was reflected in the declarations of 
Europeans.

The 27 foreign ministers of the Eu-
ropean Union met January 20 to deal 
with this disillusionment. A wasted 
effort. The EU High Representative 
for Foreign Affairs Josep Borrell did 
not hide his pessimism, acknowledg-
ing that no decision had been taken 
on Libya and the Sahel. Concrete 
measures were postponed until the 
February 17 meeting of European 
foreign ministers.

The three points discussed were: 
means to be deployed to secure the 

Libya arms embargo, arrangements 
to be put in place if a ceasefire were 
obtained and what should be done in 
the medium term to restore Libyan 
institutions. 

For Borrell, this immobility is 
catastrophic for Europe. On Janu-
ary 10 he said the fighting around 
Tripoli could translate into “a new 
migratory push towards Europe… 
Some 700,000 migrants are in Libya, 
mostly from sub-Saharan Africa. 
They are waiting for the opportunity 
to migrate to Europe.”

Beyond Libya, it is obviously the 
Sahel region that is threatened. “Lib-
ya is a kind of tumour that produces 
metastases throughout the region,” 
said Borrell.

The worst-case scenario for Euro-
peans is to see this metastasis spread 
to the northern shores of the Medi-
terranean. Fears have taken shape 
more concretely with the announced 
arrival to Tripolitania of thousands 
of terrorists and mercenaries from 
parts of Syria under Turkish control.

The Berlin Conference reflected 
the scepticism of Europeans over 
Turkey’s dubious game in Libya and 
their growing conviction that the 
militant threat should be stopped so 
that peace, security and legitimate 
state power are restored in Libya, for 
the sake of Europeans but also that 
of Libya and its immediate neigh-
bours.

European leaders must reckon, 
however, with pyromaniac firefight-
ers who advocate for peace publicly 
while fuelling war on the ground.

Majed Nehme is a Syrian-French 
journalist in Paris.

Shadow of 2011 haunts Berlin Conference on Libya
Viewpoint

European leaders must 
reckon, however, with 
pyromaniac 
firefighters who 
advocate for peace 
publicly while fuelling 
war on the ground.

Majed Nehme

In Tripoli, there were 
concerns about the 
presence of Syrian 
mercenaries, both in terms 
of their objectives and how 
long they would stay.

Vicious cycle. A fighter loyal to the Libyan Government of National 
Accord exits a vehicle in an area south of Tripoli, January 12.          (AFP)
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unisian Prime Minister-
designate Elyes Fakhfakh, 
charged with forming a 
new cabinet, signalled his 

intent to include in his governing 
coalition only political allies of Tu-
nisian President Kais Saied.

Fakhfakh’s selection by Saied 
from a list of 25 candidates quickly 
put him at odds with parliament 
Speaker Rached Ghannouchi, who 
is also president of the Islamist En-
nahda Movement, and with two 
secular political groups he exclud-
ed from his future cabinet.

Ghannouchi wants a government 
coalition backed by a larger parlia-
mentary base, including Nabil Ka-
roui’s Qalb Tounes but is opposed 
by his own party’s “neo-revolu-
tionary wing” that considers Qalb 
Tounes a throwback to Tunisia’s 
“corrupt past.”

Not being part of any formation 
when elected to parliament in the 
last legislative elections, Fakhfakh 
based his choice of the political 
parties he plans to include in his 
cabinet on the parties’ “revolu-
tionary” credentials and their de-
gree of support to Saied in the sec-
ond round of the presidential vote.

In his first news conference as 
prime minister-designate, Janu-
ary 24, Fakhfakh said he would 
exclude Qalb Tounes and the Free 
Destourian Party, led by anti-Is-
lamist lawyer Abir Moussi, from 
his planned government.

“I do not consider them on the 
path of the revolution and meeting 
the people’s expectations regard-
ing the way ahead,” Fakhfakh said. 
“All parties voted for Kais Saied, 
because he embodies values and 
principles of the people, except 
those two parties.”

The prime minister-designate 
clearly put himself and his pro-
posed government under the 
shadow of Saied as he announced 
he will only seek the support of 
parties that voted for Saied in 
presidential elections last October.  
More than 70% of the voters cast 
ballots for Saied over Karoui.

Fakhfakh is opting for a differ-
ent approach than previous Prime 
Minister-designate Habib Jemli, 
who, as an appointee of Ennahda, 
distanced himself from the pro-
posal of the “president’s govern-
ment.” Ennahda fears a shift of 
power to Saied and the weaken-
ing of the legislative branch in a 

manner that weakens its political 
influence in the decision-making 
process.

Fakhfakh met with leaders of the 
main four parties of the “revolu-
tionary” path after excluding Qalb 
Tounes and the anti-Islamist Free 
Destourian Party, although those 
parties are, respectively, the sec-
ond- and third-largest blocs in par-
liament.

 The excluded parties protested 
Fakhfakh’s approach. By intend-
ing to form a government based on 
presidential legitimacy, Fakhfakh 
“ignores the fact that the political 
system in the country is a modified 
parliamentary system where the 
government derives its legitimacy 
from parliamentary legitimacy,” 
Qalb Tounes said in a statement.

The new cabinet is likely to se-
cure at least 130 votes for approval 
in the 217-member parliament. 
However, that would leave Fakh-
fakh struggling to reconcile his de-
sire for a small, strong team of “the 
highest competences and skills” to 
tackle economic and social crises 
and demands of party leaders and 
politicians eyeing jobs and influ-
ence in the government.

Fakhfakh said he values the po-
litical stability of his future gov-
ernment but not at the cost of com-
petence and unity. 

“I do not need to win vote confi-
dence only to fail and fall one year 
later,” he said. “We strive to form a 
cohesive and loyal cabinet coalition 
that understands well the challeng-
es of the current climate to move 
into an era of stability. Enough of 
playing political tactics.”

Fakhfakh, a 48-year-old engi-
neer and former corporate man-
ager, has taken liberal stances dur-
ing election campaigns, although 
those positions did not win many 
votes. He defended equality be-
tween sexes in inheritance and 
gay rights. He opposed the jailing 
of cannabis smokers and the im-
plementation of the death penalty 
“except in extreme cases.”

It is uncertain to what extent he 
would follow such an agenda if 
confirmed as prime minister.

He was a senior official in the 
social democratic Ettakatol party, 
which was part of a coalition gov-
ernment with Ennahda from 2012-
13 when he served as tourism and 
finance minister.

Fakhfakh’s views could make 
him a natural ally of secularist 
groups and rights activists worried 
that Islamists in parliament could 
jeopardise Tunisia’s gains in terms 
of civic freedoms. However, he is 

likely to balance such views with 
a need to maintain good ties with 
Ennahda, which holds more seats 
in parliament than any other party.

Fakhfakh needs to consider the 
influence of Ennahda’s “neo-rev-
olutionary” wing, which seeks to 
shift the balance of government 
formation in favour of partisans of 
radical change, such as the centre-
left Attayyar ad-dimokrati and pan-
Arabist Ach Chaab.

Jemli, a former junior agricul-
ture minister, failed to win par-
liament’s endorsement as prime 
minister three weeks ago after he 
was tapped by Ennahda. His rejec-
tion gave Saied the opportunity to 
choose a candidate.

Ennahda is said to have been 
largely ambivalent about Fakh-
fakh’s nomination. Some mem-
bers, viewing him as a trusted for-
mer ally, welcomed his nomination 
while others were less sanguine.

“We believe that Fakhfakh is 

from the new generation that is im-
bued with the values of the revolu-
tion, democracy, social justice and 
good governance. That is what in-
terests us,” said Abdellatif Mekki, a 
leader of a more radical faction in 
Ennahda that is critical of Ghan-
nouchi.

Ennahda spokesman Imed 
Khemiri voiced qualified support 
for Fakhfakh, saying: “Ennahda 
will decide whether to back him or 
not in the light of the line-up of his 
proposed government and its an-
nounced programme.”

Fakhfakh was proposed by Tahya 
Tounes, which is led by caretaker 
Prime Minister Youssef Chahed and 
backed by Attayyar ad-dimokrati.

Analysts said Fakhfakh’s bid to 
form a government would fail if 
Ennahda, its Islamist allies in par-
liament and Qalb Tounes voted 
against him because they collec-
tively control 109 votes in the 217-
seat parliament. That is, however, 
an unlikely scenario.

A no-confidence vote would trig-
ger snap elections, a scenario many 
parties would like to avoid.

A new poll indicated that the 
Free Destourian Party had taken 
the lead in a potential election with 
16.6% support, ahead of Ennahda 

(15.9%) and Qalb Tounes (15.6%). In 
a presidential contest, Saied would 
come first with 63.9% support and 
Karoui a second with 11.1%.

Analysts said Fakhfakh would 
face a worsening economic crisis, 
a disillusioned populace and a frac-
tured political scene on top of re-
gional and domestic security chal-
lenges. Fakhfakh said he would 
prioritise social policies protecting 
the poor and the disadvantaged re-
gions.

He said he plans to put together 
a tight-knit team that “combines 
competence, expertise and strong 
political will and loyalty to the na-
tional constants and the goals of 
our glorious revolution.”

Fakhfakh’s critics pointed out his 
shortcomings as finance minister 
in 2013, when the government’s 
big-spending and public-service 
hiring policies compounded Tu-
nisia’s debt problem and failed to 
create needed growth.

His party, Ettakatol, lost during 
the 2014 presidential elections and 
failed to win a single seat in parlia-
ment. It had similar results in 2019. 
Fakhfakh resigned from the party 
January 22 before beginning talks 
with party leaders to form a new 
cabinet.

Tunisia’s prime minister-designate to form 
coalition based on parties’ support to president
Lamine Ghanmi

President’s man. Tunisian President Kais Saied (R) and Prime Minister-designate Elyes Fakhfakh, 
tasked with forming a government, at the presidential palace in Carthage, January 20.                      (AFP)

Critics contest Fakhfakh’s 
intent to base his future 
cabinet on presidential 
support instead of 
legislative legitimacy.

M 

anoeuvres to set new 
rules of the political 
game in Algeria are 
taking place behind 
the scenes in an-
ticipation of changes 

to the constitution and legislative, 
municipal and state elections.

At the core of the moves is a step 
taken by the Algerian government to 
revamp its political arsenal through 
the formation of new parties with 
the help of Islamist figures known 
for their allegiance to the leadership.

The ruling establishment realised 
that the era of the traditional par-
ties loyal to it, led by the National 
Liberation Front and the Democratic 
National Rally party, is over. Such 
parties have been exposed and have 
become a burden on political life in 
general.

Against this setting, retired army 
Colonel Larbi Cherif announced the 
creation of a party with the help of 
figures he has yet to name. In its 
new push, the government is resort-
ing to a different strategy from the 
one it used during the 1980s, when 
it allowed political pluralism.

Today, the regime is appealing to 
the slogans of “Novemberism” and 
“Badisism,” the first being a throw-
back to the legacy of the November 
1954 Revolution and the second 
being a reference to the intellectual 
legacy of Imam Abd al-Hamid bin 
Badis, founder of the Algerian Mus-
lim Scholars Association.

The objective is to politically and 
intellectually confront the currents 
that reject the results of December’s 
presidential elections won by Ab-
delmadjid Tebboune, the manner in 
which the elections took place and 
the composition of the appointed 
government headed by Prime Minis-
ter Abdelaziz Djerad.

There is no doubt that Cherif’s 
new party will not be the last to 
appear on the scene. Others will 
follow.

The Algerian newspaper Al-
Shorouk pointed out that the ex-
pected proliferation of new parties 
is “the logical response to the urgent 
calls on the general Algerian scene” 
for the “the consolidation and unifi-
cation of the “Badisi-Novemberian” 
wing and not to leave the field wide 
open for “the secular Westernised 
and Westernising trends.”

When the Algerian government 
uses the term “Novemberian,” 
it does not refer to the National 
Liberation Front, which has become 
a non-unified mosaic of various 

political and ideological currents 
but rather refers primarily to what it 
calls the heritage of the November 
1954 Revolution represented in the 
doctrine of the Algerian Army and 
the policies of the late Chief-of-Staff 
General Ahmed Gaid Salah.

When it speaks of the “Badisi” 
current, the government refers to 
the Islamic trend represented by 
the Association of Muslim Scholars, 
which has no ideological affinities 
with the Muslim Brotherhood and 
which does not share the latter’s am-
bition to establish a transborder and 
transnational Islamic caliphate. The 
Badisi dogma is shared by the Peace 
Society Movement party headed by 
Abderrazak Makri.

The regime is also excluding rem-
nants of the Islamic Salvation Front 
and its derivatives.

It is in that context that we should 
understand the meeting between 
Tebboune and Algerian Muslim 
Scholars Association President Ab-
delrazzak Gassoum.

When Cherif mentions the “West-

ernisation” current, he is referring 
to that complex one represented 
by groups calling for independence 
for the Amazigh, or at least granting 
them self-rule, and those advocat-
ing secularism in its pure Western 
tradition.

This new equation, which the 
victorious wing of the Algerian 
government is seeking to invent 
as a controlling basis for political 
pluralism in the post-Bouteflika era, 
is a recycled recipe for its traditional 
party pluralism based on outdated 
ideological foundations, rather than 
on modern civil state principles.

Will the popular movement cre-
ate a strong and unified party with 
solid roots in Algeria’s soil to fight 
the decisive battle and turn the 
political equation upside down or 
will its mosaic-type composition, 
which corresponds to the structure 
of the ruling regime, be an obstacle 
to a change of the political map in 
Algeria?

Azraj Omar is an Algerian writer.

Algerian government tries to build a support base among political parties

Viewpoint

The new equation is a 
recycled recipe for its 
traditional party 
pluralism based on 
outdated ideological 
foundations.

Azraj Omar
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A 

mid events in Iraq since 
protests began in October 
and their evolution from 
social demands to demon-

strations against the Iranian pres-
ence in the country, plus events 
after the killing of al-Quds Force 
commander Qassem Soleimani, 
followed by demands for the with-
drawal of US forces from Iraq, an-
other controversy arose with Iraqi 
politicians reviving the scenario of 
the Sunni Arab region.

The Sunni region project calls for 
creating an autonomous region in 
northern and western Iraq under 
the Iraqi Constitution, which al-
lows governorates to claim admin-
istrative autonomy within the Iraqi 
federal system, a setup similar to 
the Kurdistan region.

The proposal came as a reaction 
to the perceived threat of Iranian 
domination in Iraq through Iran-
backed militias, which are hijack-
ing decision-making in Baghdad. 
There were reports of meetings out-
side Iraq involving influential Iraqi 
Sunni figures to revive the project, 
which has been appearing and dis-
appearing since the US occupation 
of Iraq.

Experts linked bringing up the 
Sunni region with what is happen-
ing in Iraq, especially the protests. 
They said attempting to mobilise 
the Sunnis is another manoeuvre by 
Iraqi officials to redirect protesters’ 
attention from focusing on the gov-
ernment, Iran and its supporters.

Some observers said the Sunni 
region controversy is no different 
from other attempts to weaken 
the ranks of the protesters, such as 
when Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr 
called for a million-person demon-
stration against the American pres-
ence in Iraq.

Reactions
The controversy the project 

caused led some Sunni leaders to 
distance themselves from it by 
showing strong scepticism and 
even condemnation. However, ob-
servers said, this denial was a move 
to avoid embarrassment, especially 
when one of the names mentioned 

among attendees of the meeting 
was parliament Speaker Moham-
med al-Halbousi, known for his 
good relations with Tehran.

Khaled al-Mulla, president of the 
Iraqi Scholars Association, warned 
against promoting the project. For-
mer parliamentarian Abdul Rah-
man al-Luizi said he considered the 
coincidence between the call for a 
Sunni region and one for remov-
ing US forces shows that the whole 
thing is a political manoeuvre 
aimed at keeping US forces in that 
region.

Halbousi ruled out the possibil-
ity of a proposal related to form-
ing regions in Iraq. His statements 
were supported by Jamal al-Karbo-
li, head of Al-Hal Movement, who 
posted n Twitter: “It is morally and 
patriotically inconceivable to dis-
cuss any proposals for regions.”

However, those reactions did not 
stop news analyses that considered 
the Sunni region project a political 
card driven by special interests.

The Sunni Salvation and Devel-
opment Front, led by Osama al-
Nujaifi, said the timing of the pro-
posal was inappropriate. It said the 
establishment of a Sunni region is 
“a constitutional and legal right but 
the mechanisms that can facilitate 
its establishment are not available 
under these circumstances.”

Iraqi observers explained Nu-
jaifi’s lukewarm position by the fact 
that the supposed project of a Sun-
ni region is led by his opponents in 
the Sunni political milieu, includ-
ing Halbousi.

The Salvation and Development 
Front was one of the most vocal 
advocates of the establishment of 
a Sunni Arab region, coinciding 
with the Kurdistan region’s call for 
a referendum on independence 
from Iraq in 2016. The bloc formed 
a leadership council for six Sunni 
provinces to coordinate positions 
regarding the Sunni region.

Some Sunni politicians had en-
thusiastically blessed the Kurdish 
independence referendum. Former 
Sunni parliamentarian Najeh al-
Mizan described it as a “necessity 
to jump on the event and get out 
from under the cloak of the Bagh-
dad government,” considering that 
the federal government that spoke 
in the name of the Sunnis repre-
sented the will of Iran’s velayat-e 

faqih while Kurdistan represented 
the will of a people.

At the time, Sunni forces said 
they had an opportunity to force 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi to accept a Sunni region pro-
ject that would achieve autonomy 
for their provinces and to alleviate 
the grumbling of the people of the 
provinces about government prac-
tices and those of the Popular Mo-
bilisation Forces.

The move reflected the hopes of 
the Sunni community to see the 
dispute between the Kurds and the 
Shias lead to a new federal formula 
governing the power equation in 
Iraq in which the Sunnis would con-
stitute one of the three big players. 
Those hopes faded away with the 
failure of the Kurdish referendum.

Required changes
Feelings of Sunni Arabs in Iraq 

of being marginalised are linked to 
the dominance of Shia politicians 
since 2003. Some analysts, howev-
er, indicate this feeling turned into 
a pathological syndrome among 
Sunni Arab leaders.

Attempts to unite the Iraqi Sun-
nis around a single political or re-

ligious reference body have failed. 
In 2003, there were the short-lived 
Sunni Shura Council and the As-
sociation of Muslim Scholars, fol-
lowed in 2005 by the Iraqi Accord 
Front, then, in the 2010 elections 
by the Iraqi List and in 2012 by the 
Sunni Popular Movement.

Some researchers said Iraqi Sun-
nis should be aware of the strategic 
changes and learn from the Kurdish 
experience.

Former parliamentarian Omar 
Abdul Sattar demanded that “this 
awareness be transformed into a 
will embodied intellectually and 
practically by not clashing with in-
ternational reality first and second 
by linking identity with the land 
and not with any trans-border intel-
lectual, national or religious factor 
and accepting the secular federal 
model and dealing with the consti-
tution along the lines of the Kurd-
ish model.”

Abdul Sattar called on Sunnis in 
Iraq to admit defeat and reshape 
their mentality and political sys-
tems, which would transform them 
from being unable to compete to a 
player capable of doing so in Iraq’s 
troubled political arena.

Omar al-Nidawi, analyst of Iraqi 
affairs at the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy, in a study ti-
tled “The State of the Sunni Con-
flict in Iraq,” noted that Sunni Arabs 
in Iraq, unlike the Shias, lack a re-
ligious and political reference body 
and are distinguished by the multi-
plicity of regional sponsors.

He pointed out that the margin 
of opportunity was quickly shrink-
ing before fragmented Arab Sunni 
leaderships can present a unified 
vision of their role and goals in Iraq 
and that it was time for them to pri-
oritise issues related to governance 
and political settlement in the post-
Islamic State period.

Nidawi said history shows that 
the Iraqi Arab Sunnis lack a central 
religious authority who can play 
the same role among them as the 
Najaf Shia authority does for Iraqi 
Shias.

Reviving the ‘Sunni region’ project raises 
questions about timing, opportunity
Special Contributor

Unexpected controversy. Iraqi parliament Speaker Mohammed al-Halbousi.                                         (AFP)

T 

he strength of dem-
onstrators in Nasiriya 
set an example for 
their counterparts in 
Baghdad and southern 
protest arenas in Iraq.

There seems to be little contest 
as Nasiriya assumes leadership 
of nationwide anti-establishment 
uprisings that began last October. 
The blood spilt by protesters does 
not set it apart, though some of 
the grizzliest massacres were 
marked there.

Nasiriya stands head and shoul-
ders above other protest locations 
for its refusal to be tossed to the 
side as the government drowns 
out the sound of popular de-

mands in self-delusion. The city’s 
power lies in its ability to mobilise 
the masses, armed with more 
than demands.

Mayhem boiled over after 
Nasiriya’s 7-day deadline expired 
January 20 that sternly warned 
Baghdad that failure to nominate 
an independent candidate to be 
prime minister would result in 
escalation. The deadline, proudly 
displayed on a device in Bagh-
dad’s Tahrir Square, was one all 
cities threw their weight behind.

“If it wasn’t for Nasiriya, the 
revolution would have turned 
cold,” Iraqi activist Hussein Adil 
said. “The pace was reversed only 
when Nasiriya stepped things up.”

Endorsements of the ultimatum 
that Nasiriya posed propelled ac-
tion as protesters blocked access 
to roads across Basra, Karbala, 
Baquba and other cities. The 
Baghdad Operations Command 
issued a statement describing 
“rock-wielding” men as “incit-
ers of violence” but smartphone 
video displays evidence of 
state forces violently repressing 
unarmed civilians. An estimated 
800 civilians have been killed and 
hundreds more have been unlaw-
fully detained.

Protesters set their sights on 
major routes and highways that 
they blocked with flaming tyres 
and human barricades, disrupting 
cargo movement to the detriment 
of traders. Queues of lorries were 
parked along the highway that 
crosses the Euphrates west of Dhi 
Qar province, the only passage 
connecting oil-rich Basra to the 
rest of the country.

Protesters negotiated with 
police to allow access for food and 
medical supplies but denied entry 
of freight vehicles. On January 
23, marquees were erected along 
Fahad Bridge as Nasiriya residents 
participated in a peaceful sit-in to 
advance their demands.

“The right of peaceful protest-
ers to demonstrate on and block 
public roads has consistently 
been upheld by international 
human rights bodies that view 
urban sites as a legitimate space 
for protest,” Iraq researcher Raz 
Salayi at Amnesty International 
said. Salayi added that, as “the UN 
special rapporteur on Freedom of 
Peaceful Assembly and Associa-
tion has stated, ‘the free flow of 
traffic should not automatically 
take precedence over freedom of 
peaceful assembly.’”

The adoption of disruptive 
action and non-violence gained 
unprecedented centrality in Iraq’s 
October Revolution, undeterred 
by violence meted out by state 
and unidentified forces. Other 
strategies include highway block-
ades, building occupation, sit-ins, 
civic strikes and interruption of 
trade routes and traffic.

Nasiriya’s call reveals sustained 
leadership on a scale that the 
movement had lacked. The aim 
is to disrupt the economic flow of 
oil proceeds that prop the politi-
cal elite, still dragging their heels.

Nasiriya’s centralised decision-
making is made possible by 
tightly woven communal rela-
tions that have earned the city 
the title of the “true capital of 
Iraq’s revolution,” Hussein said.

“Class unites them and whether 
at home or populating coffee 
houses, people share in common 
their working-class status, which 
has seen major families, citizens 
and intellectuals join forces.”

The portrait of unity in Nasiriya 
is a far cry from cities such as 
Baghdad where communities 
are less cohesive and noticeably 
divided along class lines.

“The existence of a higher 

middle class in Nasiriya may have 
imputed its role that has been 
propelled by the city’s youth, 
who are disturbed by the lack of 
progress in their city compared 
with the rest of the world,” Hus-
sein said.

Social media opened Nasiriya’s 
youth up to a wider understand-
ing of the inequality in which 
their city and Iraq as a whole are 
mired.

The urban takeover is a legiti-
mate right the rights groups de-
fended. Caretaker Prime Minister 
Adel Abdul-Mahdi portrayed the 
manoeuvres as irrational and 
“bearing no relationship to peace-
ful protests.” “We are keen not to 
escalate the situation,” he said.

Escalation, protesters said, is 
the only option if the government 
fails to take their demands seri-
ously. The lull in the movement 
following the assassination of 
Iran’s al-Quds Force Major-Gen-
eral Qassem Soleimani has been 
reversed by Nasiriya leadership 
and momentum, a city that bears 
the torch of hope for the rest of 
the country in very dark times.

Nazli Tarzi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.

Nasiriya protesters bear torch of hope in dark times
Viewpoint

Escalation, protesters 
said, is the only 
option if Baghdad 
does not take their 
demands seriously.

Nazli Tarzi

Some observers said the 
Sunni region controversy is 
no different from other 
attempts to weaken the 
ranks of the protesters.
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ebanon’s financial collapse is 
having repercussions beyond 
its borders, as Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad revives 

Soviet-inspired laws to halt the 
meltdown of the Syrian economy.

Since the outbreak of hostilities 
in 2011, Damascus has fought an 
economic war in tandem with its 
military one, as it sought to accom-
modate the cost of nine years of civil 
war and manage the effects of ever-
tightening sanctions.

As the pressure on the Syrian 
pound grew, so did the importance 
of the neighbouring Lebanese econ-
omy, a long-time financial lifeline to 
Syria. Since the collapse of the Leba-
nese economy last year, Damascus 
has been facing increased domestic 
pressure, leading Assad to revive 
1980s-era penalties for economic 
crimes.

Under the decree, using any cur-
rency other than the Syrian pound 
could lead to a jail sentence of seven 
years and disseminating “made-
up facts or false speculations” that 
“lower or destabilise” the Syrian 
pound carries an unspecified pen-
alty.

The Syrian pound has lost one-
third of its value against the US dol-
lar since the start of the year, trading 
at 1,200 pounds against the dollar on 
January 19 when Assad announced 
the new criminal measures. Before 
the outbreak of conflict in 2011, the 
pound stood at 50 to the dollar.

A UN estimate from last March 
stated that 83% of Syrians live below 
the poverty line. As prices of con-
sumer goods have doubled, with of-
ficial estimates putting the increase 
in the cost of staples, such as meat 
and vegetables, up 30-50%, more 
Syrians are taking an economic hit.

“Meat is a luxury now,” Mirna al-
Hasan, a Syrian journalist living in 
Idlib, told the Financial Times. “The 
most important thing is to find any 
food to survive.”

Accusations, even among Assad 

loyalists, that the regime is prior-
itising post-war reconstruction over 
maintaining living standards have 
increased, the National newspaper 
in Abu Dhabi said. In Sweida small 
numbers of demonstrators gath-
ered, left alone by police, to protest 
the worsening economic conditions. 
Such public protests are rare in re-
gime-held areas.

Even reporting of the financial 
situation in the typically loyalist Al 
Watan newspaper has been critical. 
Its headline on the currency’s fall 
reads: Amid governmental silence… 
the black-market dollar surpasses 
1,000 pounds.”

Analysts said they were sceptical 
over what effect the revived crimi-
nal measures would have on Syria’s 
flailing economy.

“Assad’s new threat of criminal 
punishment for any transaction 
made in a currency other than the 
Syrian pound will not be sufficient to 
restore meaningful value to the cur-
rency or more importantly the eco-
nomic wellbeing of the Syrian peo-
ple, without more dramatic changes 
in regime policy or increases in the 
flow of funds into Syria more gen-
erally,” said Kaleigh Thomas of the 
Centre for a New American Security.

US sanctions on Iran, which his-
torically served as a vital source of 
oil to Damascus, along with other 
sanctions on Assad and some of his 
supporters have strangled currency 
flows.

Assad’s military successes have 
undermined the economy. Through 
the course of the war, hundreds of 
millions of dollars were provided 
to armed opposition groups, which 
were traded back to the regime for 
hard currency. However, with the 
regime having retaken much of 
the area it lost, those inflows were 
down by as much as 90%, the Fi-
nancial Times reported.

However, it is the economic tur-
moil engulfing Lebanon that has 
proven most damaging.

Since the nationalisation of Syr-
ia’s banks in the 1960s, Lebanon 
has served as a repository of Syrian 
wealth, a factor exacerbated by the 
war.

In early January, a study by the 
Department of Banking and Insur-
ance at the Damascus University 
estimated that Syrian deposits in 
Lebanese banks exceeded 25.4% 
of the total, amounting to around 
$45 billion in Syrian funds. Now, 
with strict controls imposed on all 
foreign currency withdrawals from 
Lebanon’s banks, access to that cur-
rency is difficult, if not almost im-
possible.

“The inevitable intertwining of 
the Syrian and Lebanese economies 
has left both economies susceptible 
to each other’s shocks,” said Louay 
Constant, a senior policy researcher 
at the RAND Corporation. “His-
torically, Syrian goods have moved 
through Lebanon to its ports and 
that continued despite the sanc-
tions and most likely with the assis-
tance of the Syrian regime’s allies in 

Lebanon.”
“The current crises in Lebanon 

and Iran have moreover preoccu-
pied the Syrian regime’s allies and… 
recently added sanctions have only 
made matters more difficult. None-
theless, it is fair to say that the crisis 
in Lebanon only exacerbated what 
was already a Syrian economy in 
shambles largely because of the 
scale and scope of the prolonged 
war,” Constant said.

In Syria, groups such as the Fed-
eration of Syrian Chambers of Com-
merce are petitioning for further 
intervention, including calling for 
measures to stimulate small and 
medium-sized enterprises. Howev-
er, with much of the Syrian econo-
my geared towards reconstruction, 
it is unclear how much money could 
be made available.

“Syria faces a massive recon-

struction bill (some $250 billion, 
about four times Syria’s GDP in 
2010, the United Nations estimat-
ed) and so the task of rebuilding 
the country is huge,” said Ryan 
Bohl, MENA analyst at risk consul-
tancy Stratfor.

“There is a massive labour short-
age from casualties and displace-
ment, destroyed infrastructure and 
long-term costs associated with 
treating the wounded from the war. 
Once Syria is able to start recon-
struction, it will likely experience 
a boom of sorts but that’s only if it 
can break out of its diplomatic and 
economic isolation and access the 
capital and trade it needs to get the 
economy going. That isolation is a 
major hurdle.”

Simon Speakman Cordall is a 
freelance writer.

Cambridge

T 

hree Turkish soldiers and up 
to five members of the Tur-
key-backed Syrian National 
Army were killed in bomb-

ings in Syria. They were patrolling 
in Raqqa province when they at-
tempted to search two cars and their 
occupants.

Opposition sources said two ve-
hicles entered Saluq through a Syr-
ian National Army (SNA) checkpoint 
January 16 before being escorted to 
a joint Turkish-SNA headquarters, 
where they exploded.

Saluq was taken by SNA and Turk-
ish forces from the Kurdish-run Syr-
ian Democratic Forces (SDF) during 
an offensive by Turkey and its al-
lies against Kurdish forces last year. 
Nearby Tal Abyad was the site of no-
tably heavy fighting.

The bombing was suspected to be 
the work of the People’s Protection 
Units (YPG), which dominates the 
SDF. The YPG is seen by Turkey as an 
outgrowth of the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK), which for decades has 
mounted a terrorist insurgency in 
southern Turkey using comparable 
tactics.

After Turkey’s intervention two 
years ago to take the Kurd-held Afrin 
Canton, Kurdish groups, including 
under the YPG and SDF umbrellas, 
announced resistance and insurgent 
operations to counter the Turkish ad-

vance. This intensified after Turkey 
began a broader intervention in the 
Kurdish-controlled north-eastern 
Syria last year.

What Turkey called Operation 
Peace Spring brought heavy fighting 
and contested reports of YPG bomb-
ings and suicide attacks.

Saluq’s bombings could be taken as 
a demonstration of YPG cells putting 
an insurgent campaign into practice.

This could appear related to the 
exchange January 20 of artillery fire 
between Turkish forces and the YPG. 
Reports said that, in Afrin, several 
people were killed, although that 
could not be confirmed.

The cost of such tactics is clear but 

the reasons for its use are opaque, 
defined by necessity but signifying 
little that is clear.

It may appear as if, after Turkey 
and its allies have taken territory 
from the YPG and forced it to retreat, 
Kurdish forces can only resort to in-
surgency actions against the SNA 
and attacks from a distance. The 
bombing in Saluq may demonstrate 
this.

However, one complication comes 
in the form of denials offered by an 
SNA faction that it was behind the 
bombing.

Division 20, an SNA unit, issued a 
statement January 17 in which it si-
multaneously denied having a hand 

in the bombings and accused mem-
bers of Ahrar al-Sharqiya, another 
SNA unit, of being involved.

The two units have confronted 
each other in Aleppo recently, re-
ports by the opposition-affiliated 
newspaper Enab Baladi stated, in 
disputes that included the interven-
tion of senior SNA figures.

There is little evidence that one 
SNA faction was behind the bomb-
ing, aside from speculation about 
members of which unit died in the 
attack. This is hearsay until proven 
otherwise and could be the result of 
chance, or denote nothing of signifi-
cance.

Rural Raqqa and territory newly 
occupied by Turkish and SNA forces 
have seen an increase in bombings, 
mainly attributed to the YPG, in any 
case.

Kyle Orton, a Middle East analyst, 
said: “The Saluq bombing is more 
politically fraught because it killed 
Turkish soldiers but in concrete 
terms of the YPG/PKK insurgency 
against the areas held by Turkey and 
her proxies, this is a continuation 
of what has been happening since 
2016.”

Nonetheless, the extent of the 
bombing campaign, whether it was 
sporadic or targeted and escalating, 
remains useful to determine.

Proclamations of resistance, by the 
YPG and others, imply more than no-
tional support from residents for the 
bombing campaigns. As unpopular 
as Turkish forces and SNA fighters 
are, many of whom are accused of 

corrupt factionalism and brigandage, 
attacks on their patrols are unlikely 
to represent crystallised local oppo-
sition to new forces in town.

“It is very difficult to tell how much 
popular support the PKK’s attacks 
have,” Orton said. “Logically, one 
would assume the Kurdish-majority 
Afrin is more supportive of the…  
insurgency than the Arab-majority 
Baris Pinari [Operation Peace Spring] 
zone but I would add a couple of ca-
veats.

“On the one side, it is clear from 
the way events unfolded in 2018 that 
the PKK had a lot less popular sup-
port in Afrin than had been assumed 
and, on the other side, tens of thou-
sands of Kurds were displaced from 
Afrin by the Turkish operation and 
have been prevented from return-
ing,” Orton said.

Population displacement has 
meant locals are both less trustful of 
the forces on their streets and harder 
to typify. No bombing campaign can 
claim popular support after almost 
a decade of war and numerous 
changes in territory.

The bombings appear more a part 
of a regular drumbeat of insurgent 
operations in territory taken from 
the YPG. They do not represent pop-
ular resistance and cannot be taken 
to signify escalation. However, in the 
continued use of such tactics, amid 
a period of sporadic bombings, the 
attacks in Saluq likely represent the 
shape of things to come.

James Snell is a British journalist.

Syria revives Soviet-inspired laws to slow 
economic meltdown, save currency
Simon Speakman Cordall

James Snell

Economic pain. Syrians scramble to purchase goods at a shopping festival organised by the 
Damascus Chamber of Industry in support of the local currency, in Damascus, January 22.              (AFP)

Costly misadventure. A Turkish soldier stands guard on the 
Turkish-Syrian border in Akcakale in Sanliurfa province, last 
October.                (Reuters)

Resistance against Turkish forces in Raqqa grows increasingly violent
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ecent events could indicate 
that Iran is trying to mend 
fences with its Arab neigh-
bours.

Omani Foreign Minister Yusuf bin 
Alawi made an unannounced trip 
January 21 to Tehran to meet with 
Iranian Foreign Minister Moham-
mad Javad Zarif in what the Iranian 
Fars News Agency said was to “dis-
cuss issues of common concern.”

A day after the talks Zarif tweeted 
in Arabic that “Iran remains open 
to dialogue with its neighbours and 
expresses its willingness to partici-
pate in any complementary efforts 
that work in the region’s favour. It 
welcomes any step that would re-
store hope to its people and bring 
stability and prosperity to the re-
gion.”

A high-ranking Iranian official 
touted the benefits of Saudi Arabia 
and Iran ironing out their differ-
ences.

“The relations between Iran and 
its neighbour Saudi Arabia should 
not become like the relationship 
between Tehran and the United 
States… Tehran and Riyadh should 
work together to resolve their prob-
lems,” the state news agency IRNA 
quoted Iranian president’s Chief-
of-Staff Mahmoud Vaezi as saying.

A top adviser to Iran’s parlia-
ment speaker hinted at improved 
relations between Iran and its Arab 
neighbours. “Most probably, in the 
not-too-distant future, there will be 
better conditions and bilateral rela-
tions between Iran and these two 
countries,” Hossein Amir Abdolla-
hian, referring to Saudi Arabia and 
the United Arab Emirates, said on 
January 19.

He said Iraqi officials and Prime 
Minister Adel Abdul-Mahdi, in par-
ticular, have been trying to mediate 
talks between Tehran and Riyadh.

The Zarif-bin Alawi meeting was 
perceived by experts as part of ef-
forts by Muscat to achieve a break-
through.

The Wall Street Journal reported 
in December that representatives 
from Saudi Arabia and Iran have 
“directly exchanged messages in 
recent months and also commu-
nicated through intermediaries in 
Oman, Kuwait and Pakistan.” The 
newspaper quoted Saudi, Europe-
an and US officials, who described 
the exchanges as an attempt to 
calm tensions between Riyadh and 
Tehran.

The Journal report referenced 
comments by Iranian Ambassador 
to France Bahram Ghasemi that 
Iran had proposed a peace plan to 
Saudi Arabia that “includes a mu-
tual pledge of non-aggression and 
cooperation, aimed at securing oil 
exports following a spate of tanker 
attacks.”

Saudi Arabia’s ties with Iran 
have been turbulent since the 1979 
Islamic Revolution and Tehran’s ef-
forts of propagating it beyond its 
borders. In 2016, Riyadh cut ties 
with Tehran after an attack on the 

Saudi diplomatic mission in Iran.
Commenting on the sidelines of 

the Davos economic conference on 
the Zarif tweet that Iran was ready 
to talk with its Arab neighbours, 
Saudi Foreign Minister Prince Fais-
al bin Farhan said the issue “is re-
ally up to” Tehran.

Prince Faisal said while “many 
countries” offered to mediate talks 
between Tehran and Riyadh, Iran 
would have to accept that it “can-
not further its regional agenda 
through violence” as a condition 
for any talks.

The Saudi diplomat probably 
factored into his assessment ag-
gressive activities by Iran’s proxies, 
such as the January 18 attack by 

Houthi rebels on a military training 
camp in Marib, Yemen, that killed 
more than 120 people and internal 
political divisions in Iran regarding 
rapprochement with Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates be-
yond de-escalation.

Iran is facing many severe is-
sues, including US sanctions and 
demonstrations across the country 
from a population that appears dis-
satisfied with the ruling regime.

Resolving matters with its Gulf 
Arab neighbours, experts said, 
could be part of Tehran’s attempts 
to establish conditions that could 
lead to the lifting of sanctions crip-
pling its economy. Much, however, 
depends on Iran’s willingness to 
change its policies, including that 
of confrontation with countries of 
the region and the world, includ-
ing its showdown with the United 
States.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

London

F 

ighting in Yemen has esca-
lated to the point that the 
country’s internationally 
recognised government is 

considering pulling out of the 2018 
UN-sponsored Stockholm Agree-
ment, which halted military opera-
tions in the coastal city of Hodei-
dah.

The spike in violence in the 
5-year-old war came when a Houthi 
missile attack January 18 that tar-
geted a mosque in a government 
training camp killed more than 120 
Yemeni soldiers. Pro-government 
forces have carried out retaliatory 
attacks.

“The recent military escalation 
by the Houthis, in the presence of 
the UN Special Envoy Martin Grif-
fiths in Sana’a, is an exploitation 
of the Stockholm Agreement, the 
calm in Hodeidah and all peace 
efforts,” wrote Yemeni Foreign 
Minister Mohammed al-Hadrami. 
He said the Iran-allied militia was 
using peace efforts to “fuel their  
battles.”

“This dysfunctional situation 
can no longer continue,” Hadrami 
added.

The Houthi militia attack was 
described as one of its deadliest 
incidents since the beginning of 
military engagement, leading to 
the Yemeni government to vow re-
venge.

“The blood of martyrs who died 
in the treacherous criminal tar-
geting by the Iran-backed Houthi 
militia will not go in vain,” Abdu 
Abdullah Magli, spokesman for the 
Yemeni Armed Forces, was quoted 
by the government-run Saba news 
agency.

The increase in fighting re-
sulted in families fleeing military  
exchanges. “The areas of Al Mara-
dah, Al Hamra and Najd Munif are 
witnessing an exodus of dozens of 
families from their villages,” Al-
Mashhad al-Yemeni news site said, 
citing witnesses.

Military sources told Al Arabiya 
television that 80 Houthis had been 
killed and 100 others captured in 
fighting in the Nahm area, north-
east of Sana’a.

Also, the home of Yemeni law-
maker Mossad Hussein al-Sawadi, 
was hit with a missile that killed 
his 32-year-old daughter-in-law and 
16-year-old granddaughter, Saba 
said. The January 22 attack drew 
the condemnation of Griffiths. 
“Targeting MPs and civilian areas is 
unacceptable and against interna-
tional law,” he tweeted.

Griffiths has been trying to get 
both sides of the conflict to engage 
in dialogue. He told Al-Masdar 
News he was trying to convince 
the internationally recognised gov-
ernment of President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi and the Houthis for 
“unconditional talks” on pressing 
issues, including the “legitimacy, 
government and the transitional 
period.”

Griffiths said the missile attack 
on the government training camp 
highlighted the fragility of the situ-
ation and the need for a speedy po-
litical solution.

The Saudi-led coalition fight-
ing in support of the Yemeni gov-
ernment intensified air strikes on 
Yemen’s Nahm district, near the 
rebel-held capital, Sana’a. Coalition 
strikes near Sana’a killed at least 35 
people, Yemeni security officials 
told the Associated Press.

The coalition also bombed rebel 
targets west of Marib province, kill-
ing several Houthi fighters and cap-
turing more than 25, Yemeni mili-
tary officials said.

Iran engages regional contacts through 
Omani proxy but doubts endure
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Seeing eye to eye. Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif (L) meets with Omani Foreign Minister 
Yusuf bin Alawi (R) in Tehran.                               (AFP)

After Marib 
attack, Yemeni 
government 
threatens  
to withdraw from  
Stockholm 
Agreement
The Arab Weekly staff

The Zarif-bin Alawi 
meeting was perceived by 
experts as part of efforts 
by Muscat to achieve a 
breakthrough.

A 

s the Muslim Brother-
hood finds itself in-
creasingly unwelcome 
in Egypt, Sudan and 
most Gulf countries, 
it is looking for other 

places to build its presence. Its latest 
stop seems to be Oman.

An indication that the Muslim 
Brotherhood was attempting to gain 
influence in Oman is a campaign to 
have prisoners presumably linked to 
the group pardoned.

On January 18, Omani lawyer 
Khalifa al-Hinai said he submitted 
a request to Omani Sultan Haitham 
bin Tariq Al Said to issue a royal par-
don for a wide segment of prisoners.

Hinai, believed to be linked to the 
Brotherhood’s activities in Oman, 
said he made the request in honour 
of the recently deceased Sultan 
Qaboos bin Said Al Said, who oc-
casionally issued royal pardons for 
prisoners.

While Hinai didn’t reveal the 
names of prisoners for whom he was 
seeking amnesty, his request was 
welcomed by media outlets linked 
to the Brotherhood, including Al-
Watan, owned by Palestinian Broth-
erhood activist Nizam Mahdawi.

In 2012, Hinai, a former judge, 
volunteered to represent those 
belonging to the Brotherhood and 

other opposition groups in Oman 
accused of inciting riots against the 
regime. Eight of the 12 individuals 
originally convicted of the charges 
had their verdicts overturned by an 
appeals court in March 2013.

Omani journalist Al-Mukhtar 
al-Hinai, who is related to Khalifa al-
Hinai, was among those convicted 
and later acquitted.

In April 2018, Al-Mukhtar al-Hinai 
led a media campaign against the 
United Arab Emirates after the Abu 
Dhabi Book Fair prohibited a book 
by Omani researcher Zakaria al-Mu-
harrami to be showcased because 
of the author’s suspected affiliation 
with the Muslim Brotherhood.

A year later, Al-Mukhtar al-Hinai 
pushed an unverified story that the 
United Arab Emirates was creating a 
spy network in Oman.

Al Mukthar al-Hinai, without 
providing evidence of any legal pro-
ceedings, said the Omani judiciary 
had charged several Emiratis and 
Omanis with attempting to form a 
spy network on behalf of the United 
Arab Emirates in Oman.

Khalifa al-Hinai has been associ-

ated with a partnership agreement 
with a Qatari law firm founded by 
Mubarak al-Sulaiti since February 
2019. Sulaiti has written articles in 
Qatari newspapers Al-Arab and Al-
Watan opposing the Arab Quartet’s 
boycott of Qatar.

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt sev-
ered ties with Doha in June 2017 
because of its alleged support for 
extremism and ties to Iran.

Also, the frequent appearance of 
Omani Muslim Brotherhood figures, 
such as Abdullah al-Ghailani, in 
media interviews since the death 
of Sultan Qaboos suggests that the 
group is trying to gain influence and 
a stronger presence in the sultanate. 
Ghailani was convicted in 1994 of 
establishing an anti-state  
organisation.

Ibrahim Rabea, an Egyptian 
researcher specialising in Islamist 
movements said that, while Sultan 
Haitham may go forward with 
pardons for prisoners, the Broth-
erhood’s attempts to re-establish 
itself in Oman were unlikely to be 
successful.

“During bin Said’s rule, the sultan-
ate’s regime used to increase its 
popularity by issuing amnesties to 
political and criminal prisoners as 
well, after confirming the dissolu-
tion of anti-political organisations 
and verifying their non-expansion,” 
he said.

While Sultan Qaboos issued royal 
pardons for Ghailani and others in 
1995, he stopped the Brotherhood 

from establishing an organised pres-
ence. In 2014, Oman withdrew the 
citizenship of Omani Brotherhood 
members to root out their influence.

Rabea said he expected Sultan 
Haitham to take advantage of 
amnesty requests to gain popular-
ity, especially at the beginning of 
his rule, while making sure that the 
Brotherhood doesn’t infiltrate state 
agencies or establish new organisa-
tions.

Sultan Haitham was known to be 
the closest in his family to Sultan 
Qaboos, who designated him as suc-
cessor, and is expected to carry out 
similar policies as the late leader.

Amendments to Oman’s Basic 
Law (Constitution), approved by 
Sultan Qaboos in October 2011, state 
that the Ruling Family Council has 
the prerogative to disregard the 
late sultan’s will and select another 
leader if Sultan Haitham had strong 
ties to the Brotherhood, especially 
with the family’s long disputes with 
pro-caliphate movements.

The family is most likely to be 
refusing any expansion of the Broth-
erhood’s influence, since the group’s 
fifth conference recommendations, 
in 1938, concerning the necessity 
and priority of the caliphate restora-
tion came in line with the calls of an 
Ibadi movement known as “Imam-
ate Current,” against which the sul-
tanate fought from 1954-57 after the 
group tried to establish an Islamic 
caliphate in Oman.

Ahmed Fouad is an Egyptian writer.

Can the Muslim Brotherhood regain influence in Oman?
Viewpoint

The ruling family is 
most likely to be 
refusing any 
expansion of the 
Brotherhood’s 
influence.

Ahmed Fouad
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he appointment of an infor-
mation minister in Egypt 
has raised questions about 
the future of official media 

in the country.
The Information Ministry was 

eliminated in 2014 after decades 
during which it formulated media 
policies and decided what chan-
nels and publications owned by the 
government would broadcast or 
publish.

The 2014 constitution substitut-
ed the ministry with three panels 
responsible for organising media 
affairs. The panels decide regula-
tions for official and private TV 
channels and newspapers.

However, the panels, which ap-
parently did little other than in-
crease restrictions on the media, 
failed in reforming the media or 
making it rise to the expectations 
of the government.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi criticised the media for 
failing to keep up with challenges 
facing Egypt, including terrorism 
and religious extremism, and rais-
ing public awareness while Egypt 
is the target of a media war with 

the Islamist Muslim Brotherhood 
movement and its state sponsors.

This is probably why Sisi rein-
stated the information portfolio, 
analysts said.

“Political transformations make 
the presence of the Information 
Ministry urgent,” said Safwat al-
Alem, a professor of media at Cairo 
University. “Egypt is at the cen-
tre of a ceaseless negative media 
campaign that must be met with a 
strong media strategy.”

The strategy was the topic of dis-
cussions between Sisi and new In-
formation Minister Osama Heikal. 
The talks focused on the formula-
tion of policies capable of spread-
ing awareness among the public 
considering national and interna-
tional developments and contrib-
uting in the fight against extrem-
ism, the Egyptian presidency said.

Heikal, 54, was the head of the 
parliament Committee on Culture 
and Media before his appointment 
as information minister on Decem-
ber 22. He previously served as in-
formation minister in July-Decem-
ber 2011. He is to steer the work of 
the official media, which includes 
television channels and newspa-
pers.

His job collides with the media 
panels instituted by the 2014 con-
stitution, which is why the panels 

did not welcome his appointment 
since he will be doing the same job 
they have been trying to do.

Heikal’s appointment comes 
while state authorities revert to to-
tal media control.

Apart from the official TV chan-
nels, state authorities, including 
the general and military intelli-
gence, have TV channels and pub-
lications and had acquired most 
existing media outlets.

Those appearing on television 
and heading media institutions 
must abide by lines drawn by se-
curity agencies. This is turning 
Egypt’s many talk shows into cop-
ies of each other and newspapers 
into repetitions of each other: 
Egypt’s newspapers come out with 
the same headlines; talk show 
hosts discuss the same issues and 
repeat the same phrases.

In controlling the media, Sisi’s 
administration apparently is trying 
to prevent a repetition of the 2011 
popular uprising scenario during 
which the media was instrumental.

In his last five years of rule, for-
mer President Hosni Mubarak 
granted the media unprecedented 
freedom and licensed several pri-
vate publications. The media de-
bated all issues, with few restric-
tions but this emboldened the 
public to protest on the streets and 

demand Mubarak’s ousting.
Mubarak’s downfall and the 

subsequent economic and secu-
rity chaos cost Egypt dearly and 
opened the door for the rise of Is-
lamism.

Sisi warned repeatedly against 
the media and rumour wars waged 
by the Muslim Brotherhood, as well 
as by Egypt’s ideological adversar-
ies, Turkey and Qatar, although he 
did not mention the two countries 
by name.

There is the question about 
whether the media can be con-
trolled in an age of information 
revolution but the desire to control 
the media is leaving Egypt’s jour-
nalists with a very narrow freedom 
margin, some journalists said.

“The journalists are badly in 
need of more freedoms and re-
moval of the restrictions placed 
on them,” said Amr Badr, the head 
of the Committee on Freedoms at 
Egypt’s Journalists Syndicate. “The 
journalists face many hardships in 
their attempt to do their work in a 
professional manner.”

The restrictions jeopardise 
Egypt’s media, especially the offi-
cial media, analysts said. Egypt’s 
state television is bogged down 
in debt and viewers and advertis-
ers have avoided it. State-owned 
newspapers are losing readership 

and incurring losses. The Commit-
tee on Freedoms at the Journalists 
Syndicate said all the country’s 
newspapers, including al-Ahram, 
by far the largest press institution 
in the Arab world, print 350,000 
copies each day. However, only 
150,000 copies are sold.

Heikal will bring in more con-
trol to the official media to put the 
president’s view on how the media 
should perform and what it should 
discuss into action.

This may, however, scare readers 
and viewers away and threaten the 
future of the official media, spe-
cialists said.

“Official media will, of course, 
face huge challenges in the future,” 
said Galila Osman, a member of the 
Committee on Culture and Media 
in the Egyptian parliament. “The 
poor performance of the official 
media is causing it to lose the com-
petition with the private and for-
eign media.”

Egypt’s appointment of information minister raises 
many questions about future of official media
Special Correspondent

Cairo

A 

uthorities intensified se-
curity across Egypt ahead 
of the anniversary of the 
revolution in 2011 that oust-

ed long-standing President Hosni 
Mubarak. Measures included deploy-
ing thousands of police officers and 
army troops amid concerns about 
terrorist attacks or protests on the 
revolution anniversary, January 25.

Armoured vehicles were seen in 
most Egyptian cities and police and 
army troops were posted at impor-
tant institutions, including minis-
tries, mosques, churches, the banks 
and media offices.

Secret police officers were conspic-
uously present, gazing at passers-by 
and sometimes stopping people, 
questioning and searching them and 
their cell phones. Those with politi-
cal messages, e-mails or photos on 
their phones risked possible arrest.

News sites published warnings 
to young men against untraditional 
haircuts or torn jeans. They also gave 
tips on how to respond to police ask-
ing to search their phones.

“These measures were important 
to deter those planning lawbreaking 
on the revolution anniversary,” said 
security expert Gamal Mazloum.

The extraordinary security meas-
ures came after calls for protests on 
the revolution anniversary by the 
Egyptian opposition in exile, includ-
ing the Muslim Brotherhood. Hosts 
on Muslim Brotherhood channels 
broadcast from Turkey called on the 
public to protest against Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

There were social media cam-
paigns encouraging people to ex-
press anger at the lack of political 
freedoms and increasing food prices.

The January 25, 2011, revolution 
deposed Mubarak, who had been 
in office for 30 years and planned a 
dynasty by grooming his son to suc-
ceed him. The revolution revived 
Egyptians’ hopes that a better future 
could be achieved, politically and 
economically.

However, it opened the door to un-

precedented economic problems. A 
deterioration of security conditions 
led to the flight of foreign investment 
and the near total freeze of the tour-
ism sector, worsening Egyptians’ liv-
ing conditions.

The revolution allowed Islamists, 
especially the Muslim Brotherhood, 
to rise politically. The Brotherhood 
won a majority of seats in parliament 
and its candidate, Muhammad Mor-
si, became president.

However, political and economic 
mismanagement gave rise to another 
revolutionary wave in mid-2013.

That action was backed by the 
Egyptian Army, which offered pro-
tection to anti-Brotherhood dem-
onstrators. The army asked Morsi to 
either initiate reforms or call snap 

presidential elections. Morsi turned 
down both demands, leading to his 
arrest and removal from power.

Since then, the Muslim Brother-
hood, which enjoys support from 
Qatar and Turkey, both regional ideo-
logical adversaries of Egypt, has tried 
to return to power, including by wag-
ing a media war against Sisi.

Most of the calls for protests this 
year were ignored, except for very 
limited and brief demonstrations.

“There is the belief among most 
people that their country is on the 
right track, despite the presence of 
some problems,” said Tarek Fahmi, 
a political science professor at Cairo 
University. “Ordinary people know 
that those calling for the protests only 
want to cause harm to their country.”

Some Egyptians complain about 
the high prices of food and services. 
The rise in prices was caused by the 
2016 liberalisation of the Egyptian 
pound against foreign currencies 
and the Egyptian government’s eco-
nomic reforms, which included re-
duction of water, electricity and fuel 
subsidies.

Last September, the Muslim 
Brotherhood supported calls for 
protests by a construction contrac-
tor who had worked for the Egyp-
tian Army for years and accused it 
and Sisi of corruption.

Mohamed Ali, who escaped to Eu-
rope before speaking out against Sisi 
and the military, claimed that Sisi 
squandered public funds on luxury 
villas and palaces. His calls engen-

dered limited protests in Cairo and 
other cities.

Ali teamed with the Muslim 
Brotherhood before the revolution 
anniversary this year. He claimed 
that January 25 would be Sisi’s last 
day in power. Come January 25, 
there was little on the streets but the 
police.

“The Muslim Brotherhood has 
already lost its following in Egypt,” 
said Ibrahim Rabie, a former long-
time member of the Islamist group. 
“This coincided with its loss of influ-
ence on the public, especially after it 
showed its violent face on multiple 
occasions in the past years.”

Amr Emam is an Arab Weekly con-
tributor in Cairo.

Heavy security measures pre-empt 
protests on revolution anniversary
Amr Emam

Tense mood. A police vehicle patrols near Cairo’s Tahrir Square.                                                                                                                        (Reuters)

In controlling the media, 
Sisi’s administration 
apparently is trying to 
prevent a repetition of the 
2011 popular uprising 
scenario during which the 
media was instrumental.
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A 

lmost a month after 
he was designated 
Lebanon’s prime min-
ister, Hassan Diab an-
nounced the formation 
of his cabinet, which 

many Lebanese hoped would save 
the country from its political and 
economic meltdown.

For more than 100 days, mil-
lions of Lebanese have taken to the 
streets to demand an end to the ar-
chaic and corrupt system of govern-
ance and advocate for a cabinet of 
independent technocrats that would 
lead the country’s transition. Diab’s 
cabinet, unfortunately, does not 
fully respond to citizens’ demands.

While the group does include 20 
ostensible technocrats, who are 
proven and capable in their respec-
tive fields, none are truly independ-
ent or capable of initiating real 
reforms.

Diab’s attempt to project an im-
age of impartiality did not go over 
well with the public. Hundreds of 
people quickly took to the streets to 
express disapproval. The sentiment 
was shared by the international 
media, with many saying Diab’s 
so-called cabinet of experts was a 
“Hezbollah-backed government.”

While Diab claimed his cabinet 
was a product of the revolution, 
the riots and destruction caused 
by rebels in downtown Beirut and 
their clashes with Lebanese security 
forces showed that Diab and his 
government are perceived no dif-
ferently from the rest of Lebanon’s 
political elite.

Even most pro-revolution Leba-
nese who do not engage in or sup-
port violence are hesitant to wager 
on Diab’s success. Few trust his 
cabinet’s ability and commitment to 
confront the ruling elite or Hezbol-
lah’s hegemony over the state.

Diab’s mission is to meet the calls 
of the Lebanese revolution, which 
include serious structural reforms 
that allow the country’s faltering 
economy to rebound and for Leba-

nese to gain access to the savings 
that the banks have held hostage.

However rudimentary as these 
reforms might seem, they will 
legally end the political and eco-
nomic monopoly of the ruling elite. 
Since Diab owes his newly acquired 
fame to this same junta, there is no 
indication he can take on the role of 
reformer.

Diab’s real enemy is time, a luxury 
neither he nor the Lebanese people 
have. The Lebanese economy has 
entered a very dangerous phase in 
which banks are no longer giving 
the public access to their accounts 
and have enforced unofficial capital 
control, limiting people to a few 
hundred dollars a week.

Aggravating the situation is the 
fact that major firms and businesses 
are either scaling down operations 

or shutting down, unleashing an 
unemployment crisis that Lebanon 
is ill-equipped to deal with.

Shortages of gasoline, medicine, 
medical supplies, wheat and other 
essential goods are looming because 
Lebanon relies almost exclusively 
on imports, which are paid for in 
dollars that are only found on the 
black market and from money 
exchangers, who also cater to Syria’s 
heavy demand on hard currency.

The Lebanese ruling establish-
ment and its newly appointed 
government might assume they can 
ignore the rage in the streets and 
wrongfully dismiss protesters as be-
ing bent on vandalism and destruc-
tion but adding more cement walls 
and barricades to the parliament 
building and buying more creative 
and brutal anti-riot weapons will 

not make the revolution go away.
To exit Lebanon’s economic and 

political inferno, the Diab cabinet 
must heed the demands of its own 
people, demands that have been 
reiterated by the international com-
munity.

Adhering to diplomatic norms, 
the United States, France and Brit-
ain welcomed the formation of the 
Diab government and declared their 
intentions to help Lebanon, as they 
have over the years. Still, they were 
quick to remind the ruling elite that 
no grants or loans would come their 
way without proper reform and, 
more important, before Hezbol-
lah and its regional excursions are 
curbed.

Constitutionally, Diab and his 
band of technocrats have 30 days 
before they must appear before the 

Lebanese parliament with a plan of 
action and face a vote of confidence 
that would permit them to properly 
carry out their duties.

It has been 100 days since the 
Lebanese people first rose up and 
voiced rejection of the country’s 
corrupt leadership. They will not 
be fooled into supporting the same 
people who got them where they 
are now. Diab might get the vote of 
confidence from the 69 MPs who 
designated him but he has lost 
the support of millions of his own 
people.

Makram Rabah is a lecturer at 
the American University of Beirut 
and author of “Conflict on Mount 
Lebanon: The Druze, the Maronites 
and Collective Memory” (Edinburgh 
University Press).

Beirut

A 

fter three months of politi-
cal paralysis, Lebanon has 
formed a government un-
der Prime Minister Hassan 

Diab. Now comes the task of saving 
the country from a biting financial 
crisis and winning over investors 
and foreign donors.

How likely is a debt default or re-
structuring?

Lebanon’s public debt burden, 
equivalent to around 150% of GDP 
and its twin current account and 
fiscal deficits looked unsustain-
able even before anti-government 
protesters took to the streets three 
months ago.

With many of international sover-
eign bonds trading at less than half 
their face value, market observers 
see an increasing likelihood of Leb-
anon struggling to repay some of its 
obligations and seek a restructuring 
with creditors at some point.

One of the first tasks of the gov-
ernment will be to decide whether 
to proceed with a central bank pro-
posal to ask local holders of some of 
this year’s bonds, including a $1.2 
billion issue maturing in March, to 
swap them for longer-dated ones to 
ease pressure on state finances.

Any move to delay bond repay-
ments could constitute a default in 
the eyes of credit rating agencies 
and risk pushing its credit rating 
further into junk territory.

Is a currency devaluation a 
given?

The Lebanese pound’s 22-year-
old peg to the US dollar has been 
strained to near breaking point by 
the country’s political and banking 
crisis. With the pound losing ap-
proximately one-third of its official 

value on the black market as dollars 
have dried up, a devaluation has 
loomed increasingly large.

Central bank Governor Riad Sala-
me previously ruled out any such 

move, saying the government has 
the means to maintain the peg but 
without a revival in sagging capital 
flows and a recovery in Lebanon’s 
external balance sheet, the central 
bank’s ability to defend the peg will 
diminish.

How can the banking system be 
revived?

Banks have long served as a vital 
cog in keeping Lebanon’s economy 
moving. By taking deposits from 
Lebanon’s millions of scattered 
diaspora and snapping up the gov-
ernment’s local debt, banks helped 
prop up the state’s finances but that 
system has broken as foreign de-
posits dried up in the face of a col-
lapse in confidence in the banking 
system.

Non-resident private sector de-
posits in the banking sector fell 
11.3% on an annual basis in Novem-
ber, while Lebanon faces a hard 
currency shortage, leaving Leba-
nese at home and abroad with re-
stricted access to their bank funds.

Some financial experts say banks 
will require a deeper injection 
of cash than the 20% of capital 
they’ve been told by the central 
bank to raise.

What about securing foreign 
financial support?

Lebanon is mired in recession 
and its recovery remains largely 

dependent on the government’s 
ability to make reforms needed to 
secure international financial sup-
port.

Lebanon needs a $20 billion-$25 
billion bailout including Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) sup-
port to emerge from its financial 
crisis, former Economy Minister 
Nasser Saidi said. However, as-
sistance appears uncertain given 
Diab’s support from Iran-backed 
Hezbollah and its allies.

Diab has said his first trip abroad 
would be to the Arab region, par-
ticularly Gulf countries but Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emir-
ates, which provided financial aid 
to Lebanon in the past, appeared 
more circumspect during the latest 
crisis and may be even less willing 
to stump up with Diab in power.

Lebanon may look to Qatar, ac-
cused by its Gulf neighbours of 
more closely aligning itself with 
Iran.

It is unclear whether Diab will try 
to pursue an IMF bailout. Some ob-
servers warned the United States, 
the largest financial backer of those 
institutions, could oppose any 
such deal due to the government’s 
Hezbollah ties. The United States 
regards Hezbollah as a terrorist 
group.

(Reuters with additional reporting 
by Tom Perry in Beirut.)

Hassan Diab’s cabinet is unable to meet 
protesters’ demands or confront Hezbollah

Can Lebanon’s new government revive the economy?
Tom Arnold

A biting crisis. A man stands at the damaged entrance of a bank in 
the coastal city of Tripoli, north of Beirut, January 22.                (AFP)

Lebanon needs a $20 
billion-$25 billion bailout 
including International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) 
support to emerge from its 
financial crisis.

Defiant. Anti-government protesters clash with riot police during a demonstration against the new government near the parliament 
building in Beirut, January 22.                          (DPA)

Makram Rabah
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A 

few weeks before Israel’s 
elections, US President 
Donald Trump invited Is-
raeli Prime Minister Biny-

amin Netanyahu and his election 
rival Benny Gantz to visit the White 
House January 28. He also an-
nounced his intention to unveil the 
US administration’s Israeli-Palestin-
ian peace plan, dubbed the Deal of 
the Century, before the meeting.

Analysts said the White House in-
vitation was intended to boost the 
political fortunes of Netanyahu and 
Trump himself.

The Deal of the Century is ex-
pected to be extremely favourable 
to Israel. Palestinians, who were not 
invited to the White House meeting, 
warned the United States and Israel 
against “crossing any red lines.”

Jeremy Ben-Ami, president of the 
liberal advocacy group J Street, said 
on Twitter that Trump’s plan to ad-
dress the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
won’t be a peace plan “but rather a 
plan to enshrine the Israeli settler 
movement’s agenda” as US foreign 
policy.

Trying to boost his political for-
tunes ahead of elections in March, 
Netanyahu revived his focus on Is-
raeli annexation of settlements in 
the West Bank.

Israel faces an unprecedented 
third parliamentary election in less 
than a year on March 2 after several 
attempts to form a governing coali-
tion failed following votes last April 
and September.

Addressing Likud Party support-

ers at a campaign event January 21 in 
Jerusalem, Netanyahu said he would 
“impose Israeli sovereignty on the 
Jordan Valley and the northern Dead 
Sea.” He said he would annex all Is-
raeli West Bank settlements “with-
out exception.”

Israel captured the West Bank in 
the 1967 Mideast war along with East 
Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip. The 
Palestinians seek those territories 
as part of a future state. Much of the 
international community considers 
Israel’s West Bank settlements viola-
tions of international law.

Israeli annexation of the Jordan 
Valley, which makes up about one-
quarter of the West Bank and is the 
territory’s agricultural heartland, 
would make a future Palestinian state 
unviable. It would be opposed not 
only by the Palestinians but by much 
of the international community.

UN political chief Rosemary DiCar-
lo, at a UN Security Council meeting 
January 21, said “all settlements are 
illegal under international law and 
remain an obstacle to peace” and 
warned against annexation.

Palestinian Ambassador to the 
United Nations Riyad Mansour told 
the council that “neither threats nor 
attempts at annexation should go 
unchallenged.”

“The urgency of stopping Israeli 
annexation schemes cannot be un-
derestimated. Immediate action is 
needed before it is too late,” he said, 
adding that the UN Charter’s prohibi-
tion on acquiring territory by force 
must be upheld along with Security 
Council resolutions regarding the il-
legality of Israeli settlements.

Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas’s office said in a statement 
that Israeli calls to annex areas of the 
West Bank “undermine the founda-
tions of the peace process” and re-
gional stability.

In her 2019 annual report, Interna-
tional Criminal Court (ICC) Prosecu-
tor Fatou Bensouda said her office 
was following Israel’s proposed an-
nexation of West Bank areas “with 
concern.”

The United States has not com-
mented on Israel’s stated intentions 
to annex the region but, faced with 
its own election imperatives, the 
Trump administration is unlikely to 
oppose Netanyahu’s pro-annexation 
moves. However, such moves are 
likely to fuel tensions between Israe-
lis and Palestinians in the West Bank 
and Gaza.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
announced in November that the 
United States no longer viewed Is-
rael’s settlements on West Bank land 
as “inconsistent with international 
law.”

Israeli troops on January 21 killed 
three Palestinians who reportedly 
threw an explosive towards soldiers 
after attempting to cross the border 
from Gaza, Israel’s military said.

Two of the Palestinians killed 
were aged 18 and the third 17, a po-

lice source in Gaza told Reuters. 
The source said they were civilians 
without militant affiliation. He ques-
tioned Israel’s account that they 
threw explosives at troops.

Both Netanyahu and Gantz have 
tried to woo hard-line nationalist 
voters as the election approaches.

Gantz said his Blue and White 
would “work towards establishing 
sovereignty over the Jordan Valley 
and we will do so based on national 
agreement and in coordination with 
the international community.”

Many political analysts see Israel’s 
March election as a referendum on 
Netanyahu’s ability to lead following 
his indictment on corruption charg-
es in November. Netanyahu, Israel’s 
longest-serving prime minister, has 
denied wrongdoing.

Netanyahu is also trying to mobi-
lise world support for “concrete ac-

tions” against the ICC ahead of a pos-
sible war-crimes case against Israel.

Bensouda, in December, said there 
was “reasonable basis” to open a 
war crimes investigation into Israeli 
military actions in the Gaza Strip as 
well as Israeli settlement construc-
tion in the West Bank. She asked 
the court to determine whether 
she has territorial jurisdiction  
before proceeding.

Israel, which is not a member of 
the ICC, said the court has no juris-
diction and accused Bensouda of be-
ing driven by anti-Semitism.

In an interview with US Christian 
Trinity Broadcasting Network, Ne-
tanyahu praised US President Don-
ald Trump for criticising the ICC and 
called on others to follow suit.

(With the Associated Press and 
Reuters)

Trump to unveil ‘deal of the century’ 
in middle of Israel’s election campaign

The Arab Weekly staff

L 

ast September, Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu stood in front 
of a map of the illegally 
occupied West Bank 
and announced that, if 

elected again, he would annex the 
Jordan Valley and the northern 
Dead Sea through the application of 
Israeli law to the areas in question.

His main rival in the elections 
and leader of the Blue and White 
alliance, Benny Gantz, did not con-
demn Netanyahu’s promise. Rather, 
he claimed it was his idea.

The results of the second Israeli 
elections in a year that followed 
were inconclusive. However, as 
Israel goes for its third elections 
in a year in March, the annexation 
of the Jordan Valley is back in the 
news.

As 40 world leaders headed 
to Jerusalem to mark the 75th 
anniversary of the liberation of 
Auschwitz and to participate in the 
World Holocaust Forum, Netanyahu 
announced he would apply Israeli 
law to the Jordan Valley and every 
Israeli settlement in the West Bank 
“without exception.”

His statement at the start of 
Likud’s campaign was a response 
to Gantz’s announcement that he 
would extend Israeli sovereignty to 
the Jordan Valley “in coordination 
with the international community.”

Netanyahu challenged Gantz to 
vote in support of any proposal for 
annexation if it was brought to the 
Knesset before the elections but 
the latter would not be drawn in. 
He instead challenged Netanyahu 
to “try for once not to lie and here’s 
a tip — you can apply Israeli law in 
the Jordan Valley in a cabinet deci-
sion within two hours, without any 
Knesset discussion.”

In this, he was emphasising the 
need for the international commu-
nity’s approval of the move.

Neither of the two leaders ex-
plained how this would contribute 
to peace but seemed to assume 
their plans would not be rebuffed 

by an American president who has 
recognised Israel’s annexations 
of East Jerusalem and the Golan 
Heights. US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo added that “the establish-
ment of Israeli civilian settlements 
in the West Bank is not per se incon-
sistent with international law.”

The path appears open for Ameri-
can recognition of further Israeli 
annexation of illegally occupied 
Palestinian land. If such recogni-
tion is not already in US President 
Donald Trump’s much-touted Deal 
of the Century, then the almost 
unanimous agreement by Israel’s 
largest two parties may well lead to 
its inclusion.

It is almost certain that Netan-
yahu and Gantz would be selling 
the idea to Trump’s son-in-law and 
adviser, Jared Kushner, when he 
lands in Israel. Both have a strong 
advocate for this in US Ambassador 
to Israel David Friedman, a settler 
supporter. Friedman last summer 
said: “I think Israel has the right to 
retain some, but unlikely all, of the 
West Bank.”

Another politician using action in 
the Jordan Valley to rally support in 
the elections is Israeli Defence Min-
ister Naftali Bennett. Not only is he 
in favour of the annexation of this 
important area, he announced the 
creation of seven nature reserves in 
Area C, which makes up 60% of the 

West Bank. This form of land theft 
— since it includes private Palestin-
ian land — would prohibit Palestin-
ians from building on or cultivating 
in those areas.

Bennett was quoted as saying: 
“Today we provide a big boost for 
the land of Israel and will continue 
to develop the Jewish communi-
ties in Area C with actions, not with 
words. I invite all the citizens of 
Israel to tour and walk the land, to 
come to [the West Bank], sight-see, 
discover and continue the Zionist 
enterprise.”

Palestinian Prime Minister 
Mohammad Shtayyeh told Haaretz 
that the Palestinian Authority 
would seek to have the distinction 
between areas A, B and C annulled. 
Bennett responded: “We are in the 
midst of a battle and they are trying 
to take our territory. We’ll capture 
and settle throughout the land of 
Israel while fending off the illegal 
Palestinian construction and apply 
[Israeli] sovereignty [over the West 
Bank].”

A possible way of ensuring the 
brakes are applied to any move to 
annex is the stirring of the Inter-
national Criminal Court (ICC) into 
action. This threat could see Israeli 
leaders indicted for their actions, 
including breaches of international 
law and international humanitarian 
law related to settlements.

Netanyahu, calling this “a trav-
esty,” has indicated that he would 
use the gathering of world lead-
ers in Jerusalem to urge that they 
impose sanctions on the ICC. “I 
think that everybody should rise up 
against this,” Netanyahu told the 
Trinity Broadcasting Network, the 
world’s largest Christian television 
network.

It seems that, through illegal 
annexation and settlement expan-
sion, Israel is forging ahead with 
measures to control the geography 
of historic Palestine. What would 
remain to be solved is the demogra-
phy. How can it reduce the number 
of Palestinians or remove them 
altogether? How can it achieve 
a truly Jewish state between the 
river Jordan and the Mediterranean 
when almost half those that inhabit 
the land are not Jewish?

The answer for committed Zion-
ists is another transfer of Palestin-
ians from their historic homeland. 
They are looking east, to Jordan, 
which they claim is the Palestinian 
state. These ideas have implica-
tions both for Palestinians and 
Jordan.

As for talk of peace, it remains 
just that, talk.

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

With Israeli talk of annexing the Jordan valley, does anyone worry about peace?

Viewpoint

Kamel Hawwash

Netanyahu has 
indicated that he 
would use the 
gathering of world 
leaders in Jerusalem 
to urge that they 
impose sanctions on 
the ICC.

Palestine    Israel

US move seen as boosting fortunes of Netanyahu

“Extremely favourable.” US President Donald Trump (L) and Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu meet in Jerusalem, May 2017.                                                         (Reuters)

Both Netanyahu and his 
main rival, Blue and White 
alliance leader Benny Gantz, 
have tried to woo hard-line 
nationalist voters as the 
election approaches.
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urkey is in a historically 
critical phase concern-
ing its present and its 
future. Much of the 
debate is focused on one 
crucial question: Can 

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan consolidate power around 
his person and cadres loyal to him 
or will he face increasing difficulties 
ensuring control over key institu-
tions?

Given the apparent lack of exit 
strategy for him as Turkey’s “sys-
tem crisis” deepens, the question 
seems intractable. The situation 
is one of unprecedented limbo for 
Turkey and its political class.

What adds to the dilemma is the 
type of balance between the ruling 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) and its minor partner the 
National Movement Party (MHP) 
on the one hand and the opposition 
bloc on the other.

A poll by one of the few reliable 
pollsters, Ankara-based Metropoll, 
indicated that the AKP-MHP alli-
ance has 51% favourability while the 
secular main opposition Republican 
People’s Party does not draw more 
than 25% favourability. Its national-
ist opposition partner, the Iyi party, 
has fallen below the critical 10% 
threshold needed to enter parlia-
ment and the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party polls just above 
that level at 11%.

Discontent among the voters, 
because of economic hardships, 
brews beneath the surface. Those 
who oppose moves to send troops 
to Libya are slightly more than 50% 
of the public. The controversial Ca-
nal Istanbul project is another issue 
that doesn’t seem to convince large 
numbers of voters in the massive 
Greater Istanbul Municipality area.

Yet, as pointed out by Metropoll 
director Ozer Sencar to Ahval News, 
the “concerned voter” bloc within 
the AKP is not convinced by what 
the opposition offers as a political 
alternative.

This snapshot is good news 
for Erdogan. It gives him time to 
construct a future in his favour but, 

as Canal Istanbul, Libya and East 
Med examples show, the “plunge 
first, think later” mindset, seems 
to hardly stir the bureaucracy in 
Ankara and a sense of despair gains 
ground.

Turkey’s main opposition leader, 
Kemal Kilicdaroglu, voiced such 
“deep establishment concerns” in 
a meeting with journalists recently. 
Kilicdaroglu has a deeply rooted 
background as a bureaucrat in 
Turkish state apparatus; thus his 
remarks have particular pertinence.

For the first time, he said, 
“Turkey’s dependency on Russia 
is increasing. We are dependent in 
energy up to 60% to Russia. This is 
wrong. More important, (Russian 
President Vladimir) Putin began 
shaping Turkey’s foreign policy. Es-
pecially in Syria and Libya, Putin’s 

words have the final say.”
In another part of the meeting, 

Kilicdaroglu is said to have raised 
alarm over Erdogan’s steady at-
tempts to take full control of the 
Turkish judiciary and persistent 
restructuring of Turkish Armed 
Forces.

The stalemate in the balance of 
power between the government 
and the opposition blocs in Turkey, 
coupled with a toothless parlia-
ment, creates a dangerous vacuum 

that may lead to a crash unless 
Erdogan pays attention to the calls 
for a return to responsible policies 
and abandons his bellicose moves 
in the region.

A report by the RAND Corpora-
tion shed light on the minefield-like 
crossroads where Turkey finds 
itself. Based partly on Pentagon’s 
insider assessments, it warned: 
“Turkey’s assertive foreign policy 
moves include support for political 
Islamists of the Muslim Brother-
hood — a group viewed as terrorists 
by Gulf monarchies and Egypt — 
and its bid to claim a share of the 
Eastern Mediterranean hydrocarbon 
wealth.”

Equally important, the 243-page 
report argues that mid-rank officers 
in the Turkish Armed Forces are 
“deeply worried” about purges that 

have taken place since the botched 
coup in 2016 and that this may lead 
to another disruptive attempt. Er-
dogan is aware of this, it adds.

RAND outlines four scenarios 
ranging from a Turkey remaining 
somewhat part of the Western alli-
ance to a full-scale “de-anchoring” 
of its previous alliances and mov-
ing towards Russia and China but 
leaves a question mark on Erdogan’s 
map towards 2023 — the year of the 
centennial of the Turkish Republic.

What is clear is that his assertive, 
adventurist, crisis-oriented policies 
have begun to accumulate negative 
energy beneath Ankara’s political 
fault lines.

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

Turkish discontent with Erdogan on the rise

The situation is one 
of unprecedented 
limbo for Turkey and 
its political class.

Yavuz Baydar

T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan’s 
dream of building a 
grandiose new canal 
to link the Black Sea 
with the Mediterranean 

looks, at first glance, quite rational 
but the hasty way the plan was put 
forward bears hallmarks of a man 
enamoured of grandiose projects 
and raises environmental and legal 
questions, some of which affect 
neighbouring countries.

Erdogan’s megalomania has 
stirred up a hornets’ nest. It raises 
questions of environment and 
international law, which could sink 
what some in Turkey dismiss as “a 
crazy project.”

The Istanbul Canal project 
centres on an artificial sea-level 
waterway on the European side 
of Turkey that would connect the 
Black Sea to the Sea of Marmara 
and thus the Mediterranean. The 
stated purpose of the project is to 
reduce maritime traffic through 
the 31km corridor of the Bosporus 
and minimise risks associated, par-
ticularly with tankers.

About 43,000 military and 
civilian vessels of all sizes pass 
through the Bosporus each year, 
among them 8,000 tankers carry-
ing 145 million tonnes of crude oil. 
International pressure is growing 
to increase marine traffic tonnage 
through the Turkish strait, which 
sees nearly three times the traffic 
of the Suez Canal. The passage 
of ships is regulated by the 1936 
Montreux Convention.

The project was enthusiastically 
endorsed by Erdogan, whose love 
of grandiose infrastructure projects 
is well known. The third bridge 
over the Bosporus and Istanbul’s 
huge new airport offered the op-
portunity for a huge wave of specu-
lation and building that profited 
the supporters of a man who, when 
he was mayor of Istanbul, vehe-
mently opposed the idea of a canal.

Ekrem Imamoglu, the current 
mayor of Istanbul, elected last year 
against fierce opposition from the 
president’s Justice and Develop-
ment Party, is strongly against the 
project, not least on environmen-
tal grounds, at a time when such 
considerations are gaining greater 
traction among Turkish voters.

The initial impact assessment 
by geologists suggested more than 
200,000 trees would be felled, that 
an average of 360 explosions a year 

would be necessary and approxi-
mately 4,000 tonnes of ammo-
nium nitrate fuel oil will be used.

Cihan Baysal, an academic who 
is a member of the Northern Forest 
Defence, a group of environmental 
activists in Istanbul, speaks of an 
“ecocide” project. Most Istanbul 
residents appear to agree.

They have good reason to be 
concerned.

Cemal Saydam, a professor of 
environmental engineering at 
Hacettepe University in Ankara, 
pointed out: “There are two flows 
in the Bosporus. At the bottom of 
the Bosporus, there is a (dense) 
flow going north to the Black Sea 
[and], at the surface, another flow 
coming south.”

The Marmara Sea is far saltier 
than the Black Sea, which leads to 
a powerful flow of water as the two 
bodies try to reach equilibrium. 
That flow was used by engineers in 
the 1990s as part of a $600 million 
World Bank project to provide a 
sustainable water system for Istan-
bul. As a result, 97% of the city’s 
waste is treated.

However, the system could 
be turned on its end, upending 
the delicate balance of life in the 
water. Years of modelling and sci-
entific studies suggest the change 
in salinity could spark an anoxic 

state in the waters, which would 
leave the city smelling of hydrogen 
sulphide.

Disruption to natural life ex-
tends well beyond Istanbul and 
Turkey. If heavily polluted water 
from the rivers flows into the Black 
Sea, it could negatively affect ma-
rine life in the Sea of Marmara and 
beyond. There are also legal ques-
tions as to whether the Montreux 
Convention would apply to the 
new fee-paying canal.

Would Turkey establish new 
rules other than those that apply 
to the Bosporus to the new canal? 
Would it accept military traffic and 
under what conditions? Would the 
Montreux Convention apply?

How would the balance of 

military power apply as Russia 
builds an ever-stronger presence 
in the Black Sea after its annexa-
tion of Crimea and has unilaterally 
restricted traffic in the Sea of Azov 
to the detriment of Ukraine?

The Istanbul Canal raises com-
plex international issues that affect 
the navies of countries that border 
the Black Sea. Those include 
Ukraine, Bulgaria, Greece, Roma-
nia and Georgia, some of which are 
NATO members and others of the 
Black Sea Economic Cooperation. 
The United Nations would inevita-
bly be drawn into the fray.

Turkey is throwing its weight 
around well beyond its frontiers 
but this pet project of Erdogan 
seems difficult to carry off with-
out international consultations. It 
is far from clear how it would be 
funded. Turkey’s budget deficit 
increased 70% last year to $21 bil-
lion and joint private-public sector 
financing would be very difficult 
because private investors, notably 
from abroad, might find it difficult 
to fork out money for a canal that 
could be bitterly opposed not only 
by the mayor of Istanbul but by a 
number of international actors.

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

Istanbul Canal — Erdogan’s new ‘grandiose’ project 
that could turn into a nightmare

Erdogan’s 
megalomania has 
stirred up a hornets’ 
nest. It raises 
questions of 
environment and 
international law that 
could sink what some 
in Turkey dismiss as 
“a crazy project.” 

Francis Ghilès

Critical phase. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (C) and members of the Justice and Development Party attend a meeting at the 
party’s headquarters in Ankara, last July.                      (AFP)
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“G 

od is great, long 
live the [Supreme] 
Leader,” Iranian 
Brigadier-Gen-
eral Mohammad 
Hejazi said as he 

ceremonially received the decree 
appointing him deputy commander 
of al-Quds Force, the extraterrito-
rial operations arm of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps.

Best known for his role in sup-
pressing domestic protests in Iran, 
Hejazi, 64, is a surprising candidate 
for a leadership position in al-Quds 
Force. However, with problems of 
Lebanese Hezbollah and Iran’s al-
lies in Iraq taken into consideration, 
Hejazi may be just the type of leader 
al-Quds Force needs to suppress po-
litical protests in the region.

Hejazi’s tenure as command-
er of the Basij Resistance Force 
from March 11, 1998, to Septem-
ber 20, 2007, coincided with Mo-
hammad Khatami’s two terms as  
Iran’s president.

Khatami’s promise of liberalising 
Iranian politics increased public de-
mand for political freedom, which 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khame-
nei opposed and the Islamic Repub-
lic was incapable of delivering.

To counter Khatami and the re-
form movement, Khamenei gave 
Hejazi, the Basij and its affiliate 
plainclothes Ansar-e Hezbollah 
thugs free rein to undermine the 
president and terrorise the public.

During student protests in July 
1999, Sarallah Headquarters of 
the Basij, under Hejazi’s personal 
command, and Ansar-e Hezbol-
lah descended on the campus and 
the dormitories where 70 students 
were reportedly killed. Hejazi 
transformed the Basij and Ansar-
e Hezbollah into a political pres-
sure group against Khatami, who 
famously complained: “Every nine 
days a new crisis is manufactured 
for my cabinet!”

After the highly controversial 
June 12, 2009, Iranian presidential 
election, millions of Iranians took 
their protests against the re-elec-
tion of President Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad to the streets. Initially, 
the regime deployed the Law En-
forcement Force to contain and sup-

press the protests but many police 
officers joined the protesters.

Once again Hejazi unleashed the 
Basij, the Sarallah Headquarters and 
its plainclothes vigilante allies to 
fight the prolonged struggle against 
the oppositional Green Movement 
and the society at large.

As the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC), Basij and their 
allies gradually contained the anti-
government protests, on October 4, 
2009, Khamenei appointed Hejazi 
deputy commander of General Staff 
of the Armed Forces of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, responsible for 
preparedness, logistics and indus-
trial research and development. At 
the time, the position appeared like 
a dead-end in Hejazi’s military ca-
reer.

However, Hejazi’s “research and 
development” work may have been 
closely related to al-Quds Force’s ac-
tivities abroad. On August 29, 2019, 
Lieutenant-Colonel Jonathan Con-
ricus, Israel Defence Force spokes-
man, said Hejazi was in charge of 
manufacturing precision-guided 
missiles in Lebanon. Fars News 
Agency’s most recent biography of 
Hejazi confirmed that and disclosed 
that he “had field responsibilities 

in one of the axes of the resistance 
front” in the course of the past years.

Hejazi, whose career mostly re-
volved around domestic security in 
Iran, seemed like an unlikely can-
didate for the position of al-Quds 
Force deputy, to which he was ap-
pointed January 20. However, do-
mestic political problems of Iran’s 
allies in Lebanon and Iraq taken 
into consideration, he may be well-
prepared for the job. It remains to be 
seen if the IRGC’s repressive meth-
ods in Iran in 1999 and 2009 can be 
replicated in much more complex 
political settings of present-day 

Lebanon and Iraq.
Hejazi’s service in Lebanon in 

more recent times indicates he has 
gained a lot of experience in dealing 
with Lebanese Hezbollah and per-
haps other Iranian proxies.

Hejazi may not be the charismatic 
leader Iranian Major-General Qas-
sem Soleimani was but he and other 
al-Quds Force commanders are well 
equipped to continue Soleimani’s 
work.

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

Iran’s new al-Quds Force deputy 
has experience repressing 
protests, helping proxies

Viewpoint

Ali Alfoneh

Well-equipped for the job. New Deputy Commander of al-Quds 
Force Iranian Brigadier-General Mohammad Hejazi.            (Wikipedia)
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T 

he European Union triggered 
a dispute mechanism under 
Article 37 of the Iran nuclear 
accord after the United King-

dom, France and Germany reached 
consensus on the matter.

European officials say they con-
tinue to support the increasingly 
troubled Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA), as the nuclear deal 
is formally called, but there is a per-
ception that Washington may have 
forced the hand of its European part-
ners.

Reacting to the move, Iran accused 
European governments of bowing to 
“bullying” from the United States, 
selling their “integrity” and losing 
any claim to the moral high ground 
as a result.

German Defence Minister Anne-
gret Kramp-Karrenbauer admitted 
that Washington threatened to im-
pose a 25% tariff on imports of Euro-
pean cars to the United States if Euro-
pean governments continued to back 
the nuclear accord. The American car 
market is estimated to be worth near-
ly $30 billion to Germany.

Richard Goldberg, a former adviser 
at the White House, suggested that 
US President Donald Trump could 
make an anticipated trade deal with 
the United Kingdom in the post-
Brexit period contingent on British 
support for its pressure campaign 
against Iran.

Trump has spent two years effec-
tively undoing the JCPOA, an agree-
ment he called the “worst deal ever” 
despite containing the most stringent 
international nuclear safeguards ever 
agreed. The Trump administration 

aimed to force renegotiation of the 
JCPOA to include Iran’s wider activi-
ties in the Middle East.

However, the rising stakes between 
the United States and Iran have scup-
pered the possibility of direct talks 
between the rivals and the possibil-
ity that the JCPOA could survive, let 
alone provide a basis to negotiate a 
broader deal, is increasingly prob-
lematic.

The dramatic US operation to as-
sassinate Iran’s most powerful mili-
tary official, Major-General Qassem 
Soleimani, with a drone strike Janu-
ary 3 stoked fears of a new conflict in 
the Middle East.

London, Paris and Berlin said they 
have been left with no choice but to 
trigger the dispute mechanism, which 
allows a party to penalise significant 
non-compliance. The matter is to be 
assessed by a joint commission of the 
JCPOA’s signatories, including Russia 
and China, but eventually moves to 
the UN Security Council, which could 
reimpose international sanctions.

Moscow says it sees no grounds 
for the European Union to trigger the 
dispute mechanism. Iran called the 
move a “strategic mistake” because, 
it said, Europe has not kept its side 
of the bargain under the terms of the 
agreement.

Following unilateral sanctions im-
posed by the United States after its 
withdrawal from the JCPOA, for ex-
ample, Europe stopped buying Ira-
nian oil and few European companies 
have been willing to risk doing busi-
ness there under prevailing circum-
stances.

The European effort to develop an 
alternate payment mechanism that 
would enable trade with Iran, called 
INSTEX, has failed to deliver results 
significant enough to keep Tehran 
interested.

European diplomats are said to be 
keen to avoid escalating the dispute 
to the Security Council and plan to 
retain the issue at the JCPOA council 
level. Distancing itself from the Unit-
ed States’ “maximum pressure” cam-
paign, the European Union said it did 
not accept Iran’s case for violating its 
commitments under the accord and 

could not allow its move to go unan-
swered.

Since last May, Iran has initiated a 
step-by-step suspension of its com-
mitments under JCPOA in protest at 
what Tehran says is Europe’s inability 
to compensate it for the costs of the 
US withdrawal from the accord and 
subsequent economic sanctions im-
posed against it.

Tehran recently announced the 
“fifth and final” phase of suspending 
commitments under the JCPOA after 
removing limits on centrifuge instal-
lation and uranium enrichment at its 
facilities.

Iran continues to uphold commit-
ments under the Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) to which it is a signa-
tory, including cooperation with 
and monitoring by the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). Teh-

ran said it would return to full com-
pliance of the JCPOA if Washington 
lifts all sanctions or if Europe can 
compensate its losses against them.

Europe fears Iran’s resumption 
of the nuclear research programme 
would lead it to technological break-
throughs that could allow it to build 
a weapon much faster — shortening 
what is known as the “breakout” 
time.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
recently declared that Iran’s nuclear 
programme is more advanced than 
ever and that its daily enrichment 
capacity is greater than it was before 
Tehran signed the JCPOA.

A new crisis over Iran’s nuclear 
programme is emerging. Iran may 
be ready to abandon the JCPOA but, 
more worryingly, Iranian parliament 
Speaker Ali Larijani suggested that 

Tehran may review its cooperation 
with IAEA as a consequence of the 
European Union’s decision to trigger 
the dispute mechanism. Ultimately, 
said Iran’s Foreign Minister Moham-
mad Javad Zarif, Tehran could con-
sider withdrawing from the NPT.

As the JCPOA nears its seeming 
end, the problematic quest to find a 
long-term resolution of Iran’s nuclear 
activities will reopen. The Europe-
an Union will need to reconcile the 
wide gulf between the United States, 
which wants the JCPOA replaced 
with a broader deal, and Iran, which 
says the end of the JCPOA could spell 
the end of its NPT membership.

There is little that would obstruct 
American brute force on the matter 
but this year’s US presidential elec-
tion is an important milestone that all 
stakeholders will be planning around.

Sabahat Khan

Policy shift. High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Vice-President of the European 
Commission Josep Borrell appears at a news conference after a EU foreign ministers emergency meeting to 
discuss ways to try to save the Iran nuclear deal, in Brussels, January 10.                                                         (Reuters)

Tehran faces deep crisis with Europe 
over change of stance on nuclear deal

As the JCPOA nears its 
seeming end, the 
problematic quest to find a 
long-term resolution of 
Iran’s nuclear activities will 
reopen.
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Spotlight Islam in France                    

T 

he French have become 
used to the discourse of 
the rector of the Great 
Mosque of Paris, Dalil 
Boubakeur, which is for 
them, in its outer form, 

different from discourse heard from 
other Islamists in France.

A favourite of French authorities, 
Boubakeur has, for decades, en-
joyed popularity among observers 
and followers of Islamic affairs in 
France. Compared to other Muslim 
leaders, Boubakeur sounds tolerant 
and professes a dogmatic vision 
compatible with republican values 
so dear to the French.

Even though many in France 
have drawn attention to the dual 
rhetoric of Islamic organisations 
that claim to represent Muslims in 
France, the majority have not been 
aware of the mined speech of Bou-
bakeur, who has been at the head of 
the oldest mosque in France since 
1992, a mosque that oversees 700 
other mosques in France.

The Grand Mosque of Paris was 
considered the symbol of Islam in 
France and Boubakeur has often 
stated that he wants to establish an 

Islam in the French colours. Does 
he believe what he claims or is such 
talk meant for media consumption 
to escape accusations of extremism 
that dog those working in Islamic 
affairs in France since the terrorist 
attacks of 2015?

Let’s examine some of his views. 
Beginning with the most impor-
tant value of the French republic 
in the matter of “respecting the 
other,” it is a facade in Boubakeur’s 
discourse, as is the case with all 
Islamists. In more than one article 
written by Boubakeur and pub-
lished on the mosque’s website, 
there are expressions of contempt 
for other religions and strong hatred 
for Judaism in particular.

That doesn’t seem to prevent the 
man from complaining in the media 
about escalating Islamophobia in 
France.

In an article titled “Knowledge of 
Islam,” our dignified scholar openly 
criticises Christian teachings and 
mocks them as well. He does not 
hesitate to classify some of them 
as forms of hate, racism and greed. 
He has accused those active in 
interfaith dialogue of naivety and 
ignorance.

In an article devoted to the 
Prophet Ibrahim, Boubakeur con-
cluded that Jewish traditions can 
only come from a conscious and 
intended lie, after he described the 
content of the Torah as fake and 
forged.

The paradox is that while Bou-
bakeur stands by his prejudices, he 
does not tire of talking to the media 
about the importance of interfaith 
dialogue and the necessity to bring 
Jews, Christians and Muslims 
together to spread a culture of toler-
ance in France.

How does he intend to do that? 
Could it be by accusing the Jews of 
intentionally distorting the sacred 
texts? Shouldn’t this count as incite-
ment, albeit inadvertently, against 
his Jewish co-citizens in a climate 

infested with extreme Islamists and 
the extreme right?

Before digging deeper in Bou-
bakeur’s true identity, do not forget 
that the Council of the Islamic Faith 
in France, which he heads, rejects 
the basic freedom of conscience 
and belief and that the Great 
Mosque he leads tried to spread 
ideas hostile to religions other than 
Islam and tried to prevent writer 
Salman Rushdie from entering 
France in 1996.

In an article published in the 
French weekly Le Point a few 
months ago, Boubakeur revealed 
his true Islamist face when he 

repeated the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
discourse and strategy of planting 
feelings of guilt in the French public 
opinion by presenting the Muslim 
communities as victims of racism in 
France, while consciously know-
ing, but feigning ignorance for the 
cause at hand, that French laws do 
not discriminate between French 
citizens and even resident aliens, 
regardless of their religion.

Boubakeur liked to borrow the 
Muslim Brothers’ use of the term 
“Islamophobia” to brand anyone 
opposing the implementation of 
sharia as racist and anti-Muslim, 
knowing that French law explicitly 

criminalises hatred and racist slurs.
He concluded his essay by writ-

ing: “Instead of nurturing irrational 
fear against Muslims, is it not time 
to support French Muslims, whom 
we have convicted before even try-
ing them?”

Is it not time for French Muslims 
to rid themselves of all Islamists, 
such as the Great Mosque of Paris 
and the Muslim Brotherhood and 
the Salafists who are working to 
separate them from their fellow 
citizens?

Hamid Zanaz is an Algerian writer 
living in France.

France’s Islamist problem starts at the Great Mosque of Paris

Is it not time for 
French Muslims to rid 
themselves of all 
Islamists, such as the 
Muslim Brotherhood 
and the Salafists who 
are working to 
separate them from 
their fellow citizens?

Hamid Zanaz

Not seeing eye to eye. French Interior Minister Christophe Castaner (R) sits next to President of the 
French Council of the Muslim Faith and Great Mosque of Paris Rector Dalil Boubakeur at the Great 
Mosque in Paris, last November.                           (AFP)

I 

n one corner, some French 
Muslims say they are seen as 
unwelcome aliens and seethe 
with resentment as they 
wonder what place France 
has for them. In the other are 

non-Muslims fearing they will one 
day be outnumbered by people 
with roots in the Maghreb, Middle 
East or sub-Saharan Africa and 
intent on sweeping away values 
they hold dear.

Because both groups make so 
much noise, metaphorically and 
literally, rather less is heard from 
the large number of people who, 
whatever their faith (if any), are 
content to get along together and 
make the best of their lives.

These are the men and women, 
open to reasoned argument, 
whom French President Em-
manuel Macron hoped to reach 
with his unequivocal declaration 
while visiting Cote d’Ivoire in 
December that colonialism was a 
“grave mistake.” It was a gesture 
immigrants from France’s former 
possessions might appreciate and 
any decent native French citizen 
could acknowledge.

France has the West’s largest 

Muslim population. Because of 
its secular laws, no official figure 
exists. A 2017 study by the Pew 
Research Centre put the number at 
5.7 million, nearly 9% of the popu-
lation, compared with 3.4 million 
— 1.1% — in the United States.

Islam is France’s second reli-
gion; only Catholicism has more 
professed believers but the legacy 
of the colonialism a modern presi-
dent calls a “crime against human-
ity” and much mutual suspicion 
have, for decades, stood in the 
way of Muslims being fully assimi-
lated. In many banlieues, urban 
suburbs where immigrant families 
have traditionally settled, it can 
feel as if France has parallel socie-
ties. Some right-wing analysts 
even press the case for formal 
separation.

It is difficult to believe seven 
years have passed since Manuel 
Valls, then France’s socialist 
interior minister and later prime 
minister, said in Morocco: “The 
time of the French government’s 
use of Islam for political purposes 
is over.” Not even the most posi-
tive assessment would suggest the 
message has been heeded.

While some statements by 
French political leaders directly or 
indirectly concerning Islam take 
account of Muslim sensibilities — 
Macron’s mea culpa on behalf of 
France in Abidjan was one exam-
ple — many more seem calculated 
to appease conservatives.

Reflecting on Macron’s crushing 
victory with 66% of the vote in the 
2017 presidential election, some 
observers conveniently forget that 
no fewer than 10.6 million French 
people supported his far-right 

opponent, Marine Le Pen. She 
remains Macron’s chief political 
threat and if another presidential 
run-off might still return him to 
office, he knows he cannot afford 
to ignore concerns about immigra-
tion and Islam that she so ruth-
lessly exploits.

The decision to deploy additional 
troops to the Sahel, an African 
region comprising Mali, Burkina 
Faso, Niger, Chad and Mauritania, 
is presented as a response to a ris-
ing jihadist threat but on the streets 
of the Malian capital, Bamako, 
cries of “vive la France” have been 
replaced by “France get out.”

For many in the Sahel, France’s 
tendency to play international 
gendarme reveals that, for all 
Macron’s noble words, including 

his assertion that military involve-
ment occurs only at a country’s 
request, the post-colonial strategy 
of France-Afrique is alive and as 
committed as ever to preserving 
what remains of French influence.

What happens in the former 
colonies resonates in France, si-
multaneously reinforcing populist 
right-wing prejudice while fuelling 
feelings of estrangement even 
among those with roots there.

Leaving aside the terrorist atroc-
ities that will doubtless continue 
to strike terror and inflict death, 
Macron’s stated desire to guide or 
enforce radical changes to how Is-
lam is organised, ensuring practice 
of the religion is compatible with 
republican values, lies at the heart 
of France’s problems in coming to 

terms with its Muslim minority.
First promised by the president 

in early 2018, detailed proposals 
are still awaited.

Macron has undoubtedly been 
preoccupied by the yellow vests 
movement and massive disrup-
tion to life — especially in Paris — 
caused by strikes against planned 
reform of an antiquated and 
unsustainable pension system.

However, his failure to deliver 
is beginning to look as damaging 
as the widespread anger among 
Muslims who feel that he is trying 
to meddle in their religion. The 
danger is that energy devoted to 
preventing radicalisation of disaf-
fected Muslims is wasted if the 
state is seen as doing too little to 
help or too much to control.

Most in France would prob-
ably settle for the assessment 
of Thomas Guenole, a left-wing 
academic, who said the Islam-
ist threat is wildly exaggerated. 
He argued that reliable research 
shows only about one-quarter of 
French Muslims reject the repub-
lic, the majority being either “not 
really religious or religious but 
also integrated.”

At the back of their minds, how-
ever, will always be the disturbing 
prognosis of Gerard Collomb, after 
resigning as Macron’s interior min-
ister 15 months ago: “We live side 
by side. I fear that tomorrow it will 
be face to face.”

Colin Randall, a journalist based 
in London and France, worked 
in various roles for the Daily 
Telegraph from 1977-2006 and was 
executive editor of the National at 
its launch in 2008.

Islam at the heart of French society and politics

Colin Randall

What happens in 
the former 
colonies resonates 
in France.

Viewpoint

Noisy issue. People hold placards, one of them reading “Let 
Muslims live their faith,” during a protest against Islamophobia, 
in Paris, last November.                   (AP)
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ussia’s appointment 
of a new government 
drew the attention of 
many in the Middle East 
eager to see how the 
country’s foreign policy 

could shift. It soon became clear 
there would be few changes in that 
department because Moscow coun-
try reappointed as foreign minister 
Sergei Lavrov, a tough diplomat 
who has headed the ministry since 
2004.

Days before the reshuffle January 
21, Lavrov gave an indication that 
Russia would push its ambitious 
foreign policy, saying Russia would 
position itself as an important actor 
in foreign affairs.

“The world is clearly continuing 
to tremor,” he said during an annual 
news conference on Moscow’s pol-
icy abroad. “The key destabilising 
factor is the aggressive stance of a 
number of Western countries, most 
of all our American colleagues.”

Russia’s assertive foreign policy, 
the Kremlin has realised, is an ef-
fective way to invigorate Russians’ 
sense of patriotism and uphold 
public support for Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin at home, even 
as much-needed funds continue 
to be diverted away from social 
programmes.

Domestically, Lavrov is the 
second most popular member of 
Russia’s cabinet, behind Defence 
Minister Sergei Shoigu, but how 
much sway he has over the coun-
try’s foreign policy is unclear.

Many diplomats and experts 
say Putin is the sole mastermind 

of Moscow’s foreign policy and 
defence initiatives. That said, 
Lavrov is clearly the president’s 
most trusted aide and lieutenant 
in foreign policy, giving him seri-
ous influence over the country’s 
policies in countries such as Syria, 
Libya and Afghanistan.

Russia has been a major player 
in the Middle East at least since 
2015, when it intervened militarily 
in Syria. By reversing the course of 
the Syrian civil war in favour of an 
old client, Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, Moscow’s message to other 
leaders and rulers in the Middle 
East was that it is a reliable partner. 
The intervention in Syria allowed 
Moscow to position itself as a valu-
able interlocutor to all parties to the 
region’s conflicts.

Rapprochement with Israel, how-
ever, was the most dramatic recent 
turnaround in Moscow’s diplomatic 
relations. Russia’s emergence as 
a major presence in Syria meant 
that the Israelis had no choice but 
to maintain good relations with 
Moscow. Some Israeli officials are 
hoping that Moscow will help them 
deal with the biggest threat their 
country faces from Syria: Iran and 
its Lebanese proxy Hezbollah.

However, Israel’s expectations 
could push Moscow too far. Russia, 
after all, is Tehran’s ally in Syria 

despite differences that emerged 
between the two countries. What-
ever disagreements Russians and 
Iranians may have on the ground 
in Syria, which include their sup-
port of rival factions in the Assad 
regime, they have succeeded in 
reducing them.

Going forward, Russia will do its 
best to maintain good terms with 
everyone, including Iran and its 
regional rivals Saudi Arabia and 
Israel, as well as Turkey and the 
Kurds, with Assad’s regime and its 
opponents.

The logic is simple: Russia sees 
no advantage in playing the role of 
regional policeman and sees every 
advantage in pursuing geopolitical 
and commercial gains without tak-
ing unwarranted risks.

This strategy contrasts with that 
of the United States which, as the 
dominant power in the Middle East, 
bears the cost of maintaining order 
and defending its strategic allies 
against security threats posed by 
Iranian expansionism or extremists 
from terror groups.

However, while the United States 
maintains dominance, particularly 
in the Arab Gulf region, Russia has 
strengthened ties with Gulf coun-
tries, particularly Saudi Arabia.

In October 2017, Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud became 
the first Saudi monarch to visit 
Moscow, a decade after Putin’s of-
ficial visit to Riyadh. Then, at the 
opening of the 2018 FIFA World 
Cup, Saudi Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
rubbed shoulders with Putin, 
another sign of close personal ties 
between the countries’ leaders.

For Moscow, the Arab Gulf is an 
opportunity and a lucrative defence 
market that can absorb Russian-
made gear.

At the same time, upgraded 
relations between Moscow and 
Riyadh do not change the fact that 
Iran remains Russia’s partner of 
choice. Although the two coun-
tries’ interests are sometimes 
misaligned, Russia’s diplomatic, 
defence and trade ties with Teh-
ran are better than at any point in 
history.

Still, one should not forget 
that Russia’s and Iran’s victory in 
Syria has led to a divergence of 
interests. While Russia wants to 
see Syria return to the status quo 
and reap the benefits of peace 
and reconstruction, Iran has been 
exploiting Syria as a platform for 
its expansionist aspirations and its 
campaign against Israel.

Riyadh, as a result, knows that 
its strategic interests lie in upgrad-
ing its relationship with Moscow. 
In addition to their stake in the 
outcome of the Syrian conflict and 
rivalry with Iran, the Saudis have 
a growing interest in coordinating 
oil production with Russia at a 
time when both are grappling with 
a surge in US energy production.

Russia’s return to North Africa is 
also significant, given the United 
States’ disengagement from the 
region. The relationship between 
Moscow and Cairo, interrupted in 
the 1970s with the latter’s pivot 
towards the United States, under-
went a significant upgrade after 
the 2013 revolution in Egypt and 
the rise of Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

Criticised in the West for human 
rights abuses, Sisi found in Putin 
a key partner who can help him 
buttress domestic standing and 
prop up leverage vis-a-vis Cairo’s 
traditional ally, Washington. Egypt 
has also emerged as an important 
customer for Russian arms.

The relationship between Cairo 

and Moscow goes way beyond 
that to include the two countries’ 
influence in other parts of the Arab 
region, particularly Libya. There, 
Russia and Egypt have worked 
together in supporting the eastern-
based Libyan National Army, led 
by Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar, 
in Libya’s civil war. However, divi-
sions within Libya have multiplied 
and drawn in international players, 
including Turkey, France and Italy.

Moscow seems to be hoping to 
have a say in negotiations about 
the conflict and eventually re-es-
tablish commercial opportunities 
derailed by the ouster of former 
leader Muammar Qaddafi.

Despite the challenges Russia 
faces on the international arena 
and in the Middle East, Putin and 
Lavrov as a team have achieved a 
string of victories in the past year. 
Washington’s confused agenda 
provided an opening for Moscow 
to expand its clout in Syria, while 
Turkey purchased a sophisticated 
new air-defence missile system 
from Russia despite objections 
from the White House.

Last October, Putin fashioned 
a pact with Turkey to establish a 
buffer zone along Syria’s border, 
further raising Moscow’s profile 
as a power broker in the Middle 
East while weakening the United 
States’ influence.

These victories will encourage 
Russia to stay the course and stick 
to foreign policy fundamentals 
that have allowed it to grow into a 
diplomatic powerhouse. Lavrov’s 
experience and energy will further 
Russia’s defiant position and the 
geopolitical muscle it exercises 
within the UN Security Council.

Iman Zayat is Managing Editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Lavrov set to carry forward Russia’s ambitious foreign policy
Viewpoint

Lavrov’s experience 
and energy will 
further Russia’s 
defiant position and 
the geopolitical 
muscle it exercises 
within the UN 
Security Council.

Iman Zayat
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n 2011, the Obama administra-
tion was sharply criticised by 
its Republican opponents for 
its statement that it was “lead-
ing from behind” in Libya.

US President Barack Obama 
said Washington should not always 
take the lead on foreign crises and 
that, because its NATO partners 
were willing to be the principal 
outside players in this case, he 
welcomed their role.

In 2020, US Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo at the Berlin Confer-
ence on Libya, hosted by German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel, was 
among many officials attending a 
meeting on the Libyan situation, 
not the lead player. Although the 
meeting resulted in the assembled 
representatives signing an agree-
ment to respect the UN arms em-
bargo and stop providing military 
assistance to factions in Libya, the 
key Libyan belligerents did not 
agree to a lasting ceasefire.

At the end of the conference, 
Pompeo said there is “still a lot of 

work to do” on obtaining a full-
fledged ceasefire, underscoring that 
the Libyan situation is “compli-
cated.”

By choosing the word “compli-
cated,” Pompeo was signalling that 
the chances for a true political set-
tlement in Libya appear slim and, 
while the United States was going 
to work with various players on this 
matter, it was not going to take the 
lead.

The United States has been wor-
ried about the Libya situation but 
its policy has been confusing. Last 
April, for example, US President 
Donald Trump reportedly had a 
warm phone conversation with 
Libyan strongman Khalifa Haftar 
and referred to him by his self-
anointed title of “Field-Marshal.” 
This exchange seemed to undercut 
the US State Department’s policy 
of calling on Haftar to stop his of-
fensive against Tripoli, where the 
Government of National Accord 
(GNA) is ensconced.

Trump may have been influenced 
by his by then-national security 
adviser John Bolton, who seemed 
to think a Haftar victory would 
stabilise Libya, repress Islamists 
(some of whom have been backing 
the GNA) and lead to higher oil ex-
ports (to replace Iranian oil exports 
taken off the market because of 
Washington’s “maximum pressure” 
campaign).

By the autumn, however, with 
Bolton gone, a more coherent poli-
cy seems to have emerged in which 
State Department views seemed to 
have won out. US officials, includ-
ing from the State Department, the 
military and the White House, met 
with Haftar in Jordan in late No-
vember and they urged him to stop 
his military offensive. This was a 
whole of government approach to 

underscore to Haftar that the entire 
US government apparatus was 
against his offensive.

An anonymous US official told 
the Washington Post that they also 
wanted to stress to Haftar “the 
very negative potential outcomes” 
of Russian involvement in Libya, 
where the so-called Wagner Group, 
mercenaries with ties to the Krem-
lin, have been aiding Haftar with at 
least 800 fighters and sophisticated 
military equipment.

US officials are concerned about 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 
desire to play power broker in the 
region and become even more 
entrenched in Libya. This is a senti-
ment that was expressed by many 
members of the US Congress. One 
Republican member 
of the US House of 
Representatives, 
a former Green 
Beret, warned 
that the so-called 
pivot to Asia that 
the Pentagon is 

undertaking should be rethought 
by the fact that Russia is militarily 
involved in Libya and is trying to 
establish a port there.

The United States is also wor-
ried about the Islamic State (ISIS) 
trying to rebound in Libya by tak-
ing advantage of the chaos in the 
country. Indicative of this threat, in 
September, US air strikes in Libya 
reportedly killed more than 40 ISIS 
militants.

These are important reasons for 
an increase in US involvement in 
Libya but there are also compel-
ling reasons why failure is more 
likely than success. With so many 
countries involved in aiding the 
belligerents — France, Egypt, the 
United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia 
and Russia aiding Haftar 
while Turkey, Qatar and 
Italy aid the GNA — it 
is unclear if all of these 
states are going to desist 
from stopping their mili-
tary support.

Haftar may not be 
controllable. On 

December 12, he resumed his offen-
sive against Tripoli, only two weeks 
after US officials implored him not 
to. On January 12, he agreed to a 
ceasefire but few observers believe 
it will last.

Pompeo, in a speech January 13 
at the Hoover Institution at Stan-
ford University, said there was a 
“real risk” from the Muslim Broth-
erhood in the Middle East and sug-
gested the Trump administration 
might again try to designate the 
organisation as a terrorist group. 
Given that the Libyan equivalent 
of the Brotherhood is an ally of the 
GNA, how does that factor into a 
political settlement for Libya that 
the State Department says it wants?

That Trump likes to tout his “suc-
cesses,” especially in an election 
year, taking the lead on Libya with 
its problems is not something that 
is very promising.

Hence, while the United States 
is likely to remain engaged in the 

Libyan situation with its Euro-
pean partners, it seems 

more comfortable 
“leading from 
behind” rather 
than being out in 
front.

Gregory 
Aftandilian 
is a lecturer 
in the Pardee 
School of 

Global Studies 
at Boston 

University and 
a former US State 

Department Middle 
East analyst.

US is again ‘leading from behind’ in Libya

Gregory 
Aftandilian

That Trump likes to 
tout his “successes,” 
especially in an 
election year, taking 
the lead on Libya with 
its problems is not 
something that is very 
promising.

“Complicated.” German Chancellor Angela Merkel (L) and US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
at the Berlin Conference on Libya, January 19.                                                                                      (Reuters)
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a barrel range the Kuwaiti govern-
ment used in building its 2019-20 
budget.

Some 71% of Kuwait’s spend-
ing in the 2020-21 fiscal year is 
earmarked for public wages and 
subsidies, with capital expendi-
tures maintained at 16%. Aqeel said 
the $30.3 billion deficit would be 
covered by withdrawals from the 
Treasury or the country’s General 
Reserve Fund (GRF).

She noted that the government 
would push for the National As-
sembly to pass a stalled public debt 
law, without which Kuwait has 
been unable to finance its deficit by 
borrowing and has had to increas-
ingly rely on GRF assets.

A previous debt law expired in 
2017 and parliamentarians have 
blocked efforts to increase the 
country’s debt ceiling from $33 
billion to $82 billion and enable the 
government to offer 30-year bond 
issues from a current 10-year limit. 
Aqeel said: “The government will 
fight for getting this law approved 
since the cost of borrowing is less 
than the cost of withdrawing from 
the reserves.”

She said the government wanted 
the National Assembly to approve 
legislation to implement selective 
taxes that have been adopted in 
other Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) members.

Kuwait has yet to institute a 5% 
value added tax (VAT) on designat-

ed goods and services that the GCC 
mandated in 2015 be introduced by 
all members. The government sug-
gested it would implement the VAT 
in its 2021-22 fiscal year.

Kuwait is the last GCC member 
not to have enacted a “sin” tax on 
tobacco and sugary drinks, though 
it indicated it would institute such 
levies during the 2020-21 fiscal 
year. However, the government 
faces strong resistance from an an-
gry parliament, which has stymied 
economic reforms recommended 
by leading financial institutions 
that MPs argue would negatively 
affect average Kuwaiti citizens.

Parliamentarians blasted the Ku-
waiti government for the proposed 
2020-21 budget. MP Abdulkarim 
al-Kanderi placed blame for the 
$30 billion deficit on “mismanage-
ment” by the previous govern-
ments and warned that the Kuwaiti 
people would not suffer for that 
poor fiscal handling.

Kanderi and MP Thamer al-
Suwait cautioned that the prime 
minister would immediately face a 
“grilling” in the National Assembly 
should the government attempt to 
introduce measures that could cre-
ate a financial burden on Kuwaiti 
citizens.

As the National Assembly faces 
a general election in 2020, it is un-
likely there will be much progress 
on the contentious issue of selec-
tive laws.

There is growing concern about 
depleting the GRF’s assets should 
Kuwait continue to finance its 
deficits by large asset withdrawals 
from the fund. Both the GRF and 
the FGF are investment vehicles 
managed by the country’s sov-
ereign wealth fund, the Kuwait 
Investment Authority (KIA). The 
KIA is estimated to hold $592 bil-
lion in assets, equivalent to 430% 
of Kuwait’s GDP.

The FGF — a buffer for when Ku-
wait’s oil eventually runs out — has 
grown with solid profitability but, 
estimates last year by credit ratings 
agency Moody’s Investors Service 
said, the GRF’s assets declined 
$48.4 billion from the 2015-16 to 
2018-19 fiscal years. The agency 
warned that the fund’s liquid 
assets “would be depleted under 
most plausible circumstances 
within the next four years.”

Credit ratings agency Standard 
& Poor’s earlier in January main-
tained its sovereign credit rating 
for Kuwait at “AA with a Stable 
Outlook.” Despite “risks related 
to Kuwait’s undiversified, oil-
dependent economy,” the agency 
said, “the ratings on Kuwait remain 
supported by the country’s high 
levels of accumulated fiscal and 
external buffers.”

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

Briefs

Saudi Arabia has started market-
ing US dollar denominated bonds 
split into tranches of 7, 12 and 35 
years, a document showed.

Riyadh is offering initial price 
guidance of around 110 basis 
points (bps) over US Treasuries for 
the 7-year paper, 135 bps over the 
benchmark for the 12-year tranche, 
and 180 bps over for the 35-year 
option.

(Reuters)

Lebanon is looking to secure $4 
billion-$5 billion in soft loans from 
international donors to finance 
purchases of wheat, fuel and 
medicines, Lebanese newspaper 
the Daily Star cited Finance Minis-
ter Ghazi Wazni as saying.

Wazni, appointed minister in a 
new cabinet formed January 21, 
said the financing was intended 
to cover the country’s needs for 
one year and reduce a run on the 
dollar.

(Reuters)

The bank through which Iraq 
pays for Iranian gas imports to 
power its electrical grid said it 
would stop processing payments if 
a crucial US sanctions exemption 
expires next month.

“We’ll stop. As simple as that,” 
the head of Trade Bank of Iraq 
Faisal al-Haimus said.

A failure to renew the US waiver 
could be devastating for Iraq’s 
crippled electricity sector, which 
relied on Iran for about one-third 
of its supply, and comes at a time 
of heightened US-Iran tensions.

(Agence France-Presse)

Algeria’s state grains agency 
OAIC purchased approximately 
400,000 tonnes of milling wheat 
to be sourced from optional 
origins in an international tender 
that closed January 21, European 
traders said.

Some trade estimates put the 
purchase at about 450,000 tonnes.

First assessments put prices 
paid at about $245 a tonne, includ-
ing cost and freight. Some traders 
put the price range at between 
$244 and $246 a tonne, including 
cost and freight.

(Reuters)

Saudi Arabia 
starts selling 
triple-tranche 
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in loans
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Iran payment 
transfers if US 
waiver ends

Algeria buys 
around 400,000 
tonnes of milling 
wheat in tender

Kuwait budget forecasts record deficit

T 

he Kuwaiti government 
unveiled a proposed 
budget for the coming 
fiscal year that forecasts 
a record deficit and that 
highlights the coun-

try’s reliance on oil income to fuel 
its economy and its slow pace of 
adopting critical fiscal reforms.

The government is facing swift 
pushback from a vocal parliament 
on the deficit figure and on pledges 
to impose overdue taxes on the 
Kuwaiti citizenry.

The budget details come during 
a politically tense time for Kuwait 
after accusations of corruption and 
no-confidence votes in parliament 
against key ministers prompted 
the Kuwaiti cabinet to resign in 
November.

Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah al-
Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah tasked 
former Foreign Minister Sheikh Sa-
bah al-Khalid al-Hamad al-Sabah to 
serve as prime minister and a new 
cabinet was sworn in December 17.

At a January 14 budget briefing, 
Kuwaiti Finance Minister Mariam 
al-Aqeel said the country’s deficit 
for the 2020-21 fiscal year, which 
begins April 1, would expand 19% 
to 9.2 billion dinars ($30.3 billion) 
after considering the standard 10% 
of revenue that the government 
transfers into the state’s Future 
Generations Fund (FGF).

Kuwait’s spending is to remain 
flat at approximately $74 billion 
but the government said revenues 
would decrease from approximate-
ly $52 billion in the current budget 
to around $48.7 billion in the com-
ing fiscal year.

The government sees Kuwait’s 
oil income, which accounts for 87% 
of the country’s earnings, declining 
7% to $42.5 billion in the 2020-21 
budget. The proposed budget is 
based on an oil price of $55 a bar-
rel, at the low end of the $55-$65 

London

D 

ubai welcomed a record 
16.73 million tourists in 2019, 
an improvement over the 
previous two years driven by 

increasing number of Chinese, Rus-
sian and Omani visitors.

The number of international visi-
tors increased 5.1% in 2019. Dubai has 
set a target of 20 million tourists for 
2020.

“While the global economy re-
mains in a state of flux, we can clearly 
see an exciting opportunity to further 
grow Dubai’s dominance in the tour-
ism industry in 2020,” said Dubai 
Tourism chief Saeed al-Marri, quoted 
by the Dubai Media Office.

Indian tourists topped arrivals with 
nearly 2 million visiting Dubai, a slight 
drop from 2018. They were followed 
by 1.6 million Saudis. Britons came in 
third with 1.2 million tourists. Visitors 
from Oman increased 24% to more 

than 1 million, putting the neighbour-
ing country in fourth place.

The number of Chinese tourists 
rose 15.5% to 989,000 and Russian 
visitors increased 7.4% to 728,000.

The United Arab Emirates in Janu-
ary introduced a multiple-entry visa 
valid for five years for all nationali-
ties.

Dubai has the most diversified 
economy in the region and forecasts 
record spending, with its 2020 budget 
increasing 17% to $18.1 billion as it 
seeks to boost its sagging economy.

The emirate has high hopes that 
the 6-month global trade fair Expo 
2020, starting in October, will revive 
its fortunes. However, it still foresees 
a fourth consecutive year of deficits. 
The government is looking to Expo 
2020 to attract 25 million visitors, 
most of them from abroad, and is pro-
jecting a 25% increase in revenues to 
$17.4 billion.

Dubai is the only government in the 
Gulf not dependent on hydrocarbon 
revenues and projects around 94% of 
income to come from non-oil sources.

The Arab Weekly staff

Dubai announces record 
tourism arrivals in 2019

Dubai Islamic bank 
becomes one of world’s 
largest Islamic lenders

Jareer Elass

Tough task. Kuwaiti Minister of Finance Mariam al-Aqeel announces the national budget for the 
upcoming fiscal year,in Kuwait City, January 14.                                                                                       (AFP)

There is growing 
concern about 
depleting the GRF’s 
assets should Kuwait 
continue to finance its 
deficits by large asset 
withdrawals from the 
fund.

Dubai

Dubai Islamic Bank said it com-
pleted the acquisition of Noor 
Bank to consolidate its position as 
the top Islamic lender in the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates.

Dubai Islamic Bank (DIB) said 
in a statement the acquisition was 
concluded through a share swap 
after securing the necessary ap-
proval from the regulatory author-
ities.

The bank said the move raises its 
assets to $75 billion, making it one 
of the biggest Islamic banks in the 
world. It is the fourth-largest lend-
er in the United Arab Emirates, be-
hind three conventional banks.

“The acquisition of Noor Bank 
is a landmark achievement, es-
tablishing DIB as one of the larg-

est Islamic banks in the world and 
among the largest banking entities 
in the UAE,” DIB Chairman Mo-
hammed Ibrahim al-Shaibani said.

DIB CEO Adnan Chilwan said the 
acquisition would boost the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates’ position in the 
world of Islamic finance.

“This acquisition will undoubt-
edly strengthen Dubai’s role as 
a global hub for Islamic finance, 
allowing greater investment and 
growth in key sectors,” Chilwan 
said.

Islamic finance, based on ban-
ning interest rates, has been grow-
ing in Islamic countries.

Agence France-Presse

$75 billion
The move raises 
assets to
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ndicators suggest reforms have 
strengthened the Moroccan 
economy and pushed growth 
to sustainable levels that create 

an attractive business climate for 
foreign investment and economic 
stability.

Moroccan authorities said they 
remain very optimistic that the 
economy would achieve a growth 
rate of 3.5% in 2020, a significant 
increase over 2.7% growth in 2019. 
They also said they expect growth 
of 3.6% in 2021 and 3.8 % in 2022.

A World Bank report in mid-Jan-
uary said price reforms in Morocco 
and changes in energy subsidies 
contributed to improving the busi-
ness climate in the country and 
achieving project goals.

The International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) said the Moroccan economy 
had maintained balance despite 
weak growth of its largest trading 
partners, high external risks and 
fluctuations in the cereal produc-
tion sector.

The IMF reported that Rabat 
demonstrated a commitment to im-

portant structural financial reforms 
that helped its economy to cope 
with external shocks and achieve 
higher and more inclusive growth.

“Morocco has the lowest inflation 
rate in the whole of its (economic) 
environment and the increase in 
the cost of living for its citizens 
is minimal annually, despite the 
context of an irregular growth rate 
globally,” said Moroccan Prime 
Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani.

Othmani pointed out that the 
government placed the country’s 
growth rate for 2019 at 3.4%, while 
it expects growth of 3.7%-3.9% for 
the current year.

He called for “pursuing the major 
reforms, supporting social policies, 
giving a new impetus to invest-
ment and supporting the private 
initiative with the aim of increasing 
growth and creating job opportuni-
ties, which is one of the priorities 
that falls within the government’s 
priorities for the remainder of its 
mandate.”

Reforms in the hydrocarbon sec-
tor include reducing volume of sub-
sidies to avoid the serious effects 
that could result from the deterio-
ration of purchasing power.

The World Bank said Rabat, 
moved to announce prices of pe-

troleum products and committed 
to gradually liberalise most energy 
products. The World Bank indi-
cated that the reforms were imple-
mented without producing social 
unrest and the budget savings were 
used to finance other reforms.

Morocco’s High Commission for 
Planning announced that the coun-
try’s economy was expected to 
achieve estimated growth of 3.3% 
during the first quarter of 2020, 
compared to the 2.5% rate during 
the same quarter of 2019.

Growth was predicted to occur 
significantly in the services sector 
(3.3%), while the agricultural sector 
was expected to grow 2.8% and the 
industrial sector 2.3%. Agricultural 
value was said to increase about 
6.8% because of adequate rainfall 
in agricultural areas, official statis-
tics indicated.

The agricultural sector in Mo-
rocco is seeing improvement in 
segments focused on cultivation 

of cash crops, such as cereals, leg-
umes and hay, while autumn crops, 
such as citrus, were expected to see 
some reduction.

The High Commission for Plan-
ning said external demand for Mo-
roccan agricultural products was 
expected to rise 3.1% and internal 
demand would continue its upward 
trend. That was said to be because 
of improvements in supply of ag-
ricultural products and increase in 
purchasing power of families.

The Institute of International 
Finance predicted that positive 
tourism activity would continue to 
support economic growth of oil im-
porters, including Morocco, while 
agricultural production will have a 
lesser effect because of weak global 
demand, particularly in the Euro-
pean Union.

The World Bank stressed that po-
litical reforms and flexible tourism 
activity would support growth in 
Morocco of 2.2% in 2020. The World 
Bank report projected that the tour-
ism sector, supported by govern-
ment promotion efforts, would 
continue to support economic ac-
tivity.

Mohamed al-Alawi is a Moroccan 
writer.

Mohamed al-Alawi

Lucrative environment. A ship moored at terminal I of the Tanger Med port in Tangiers.                             (AFP)

Morocco anticipates economy 
will improve and stabilise in 2020

BP pulls 
out of Iraq’s 
Kirkuk field 
as expansion 
plans stall

Amman

J 

ordan’s investments in the re-
newable energy sector have 
reached more than $5 billion, 
placing the desert kingdom 

among leading countries in provid-
ing a legislative environment and 
attracting investment in the sector.

With a semi-arid and mostly de-
sert terrain and a 10-month period 
of consistent sunshine, Jordan fo-
cused efforts on solar energy to in-
crease its energy resources.

Jordan’s permanent representa-
tive to the International Renewable 
Energy Agency (IRENA) and Jorda-
nian Ambassador to Abu Dhabi Ju-
maa Abadi said Jordan has worked 
to benefit from the resources it has, 
attracting suitable investments in 
the field.

“The year 2014 witnessed the 
kingdom’s serious development of 
the solar and wind energy projects 
supplying clean energy to the na-
tional grid with a total capacity of 
approximately 1,500 megawatts, 
which account for some 20% of to-
tal electricity generated,” Abadi said 
at an IRENA meeting ahead of Abu 
Dhabi Sustainability Week and the 
World Future Energy Summit.

“Jordan succeeded in increasing 

its dependence on renewable ener-
gies, which enabled the sector to at-
tract investments exceeding $5 bil-
lion,” Abadi said.

The IRENA assembly represents a 
start to a decade in which the world 
must achieve the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals established by the 
United Nations and adopt a climate-
safe energy path.

The Jordanian Ministry of Energy 
and Mineral Resources identified 
key actions to accelerate renewable 
energy deployment and facilitate re-
newable energy transition.

Fahed Oweidat, business develop-
ment manager at Yellow Door Ener-
gy, a leading energy efficiency com-
pany, said investing in renewables 
is one of the most rewarding and 
secure investments in the country.

“We started with the aim of at-
tracting investments in this field 
with 10 [megawatts] MW of solar 
project but ended up with 100 MW 
in Jordan only that enabled us to 
raise funds from big international 
players like the International Fi-

nance Corporation. The government 
tries to support the investments in 
this field and this is good. We had 
the support from the regulator and 
the utilities to make this happen,” 
Oweidat said.

“Jordan still aims to attract more 
investments in this field as the vi-
sion is to expand the sources of re-
newable energy in the coming few 
years. Experts say that clean energy 
contribution of the Jordanian ener-
gy mix will rise to 20% of the total 
power output by 2021, compared 
with only 1% in 2014.”

The company commissioned a 
3.96-megawatt peak facility at Wadi 
Al-Aash Solar Park, east of Amman, 
to generate renewable energy for 
Specialty Hospital and Istiklal Mall.

“The need for renewable sources 
is vital for the survival of the com-
mercial and industrial sectors, espe-
cially at this time, which is charac-
terised by a slowing economy. The 
trick nowadays is to save as much 
cost on operations as they can. Our 
business model allows this to hap-
pen as we provide our customers 
turnkey projects on the Build Oper-
ate Transfer basis,” Oweidat said.

He said the sector has provided 
job opportunities in a country where 
the unemployment rate is nearly 
20%.

“There are more than 600 compa-
nies working in the field of renew-

able energy in the kingdom and this 
has been instrumental in providing 
job opportunities to many experts 
in this field and also to fresh gradu-
ates,” Oweidat said.

According to a report published 
by IRENA, jobs in renewables could 
total 40 million by 2050 under a cli-
mate-safe energy scenario.

However, many challenges face 
the sector in Jordan.

“We are facing some issues, espe-
cially regarding limitations on the 
grid because it is not fully prepared 
to adopt new feed from renewable 
resources in many areas,” said Owei-
dat. “Sometimes we need to locate 
land close to grids, which can be 
expensive, or need a lot of civil en-
gineering to make them suitable to 
build the station.”

Renewable energy is used not 
only in households but also in refu-
gee camps. Azraq is the world’s first 
refugee camp powered with renew-
able energy through a 2-MW solar 
photovoltaic plant.

Oweidat said Jordan has the mo-
tivation and potential to host more 
advanced technologies in renew-
able energy. “The kingdom needs 
to focus on new technologies and 
spread awareness regarding storing 
energies in future projects,” he said.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Roufan Nahhas

Jordan making strides in renewable energy production

A report published by 
IRENA stated that jobs in 
renewables could total 40 
million by 2050 under a 
climate-safe energy 
scenario.

Moroccan authorities 
remain very optimistic 
that the economy will 
achieve a growth rate of 
3.5% in 2020.

London

B 

Phas pulled out of Iraq’s giant 
Kirkuk oilfield after its $100 
million exploration contract 
expired with no agreement 

on the field’s expansion, dealing a 
fresh blow to Iraq’s hopes to increase 
its oil output, three sources told Reu-
ters.

The move came as Western energy 
companies are reassessing opera-
tions in Iraq amid political turmoil 
following months of anti-govern-
ment protests and a flare-up in ten-
sions between the United States and 
Iran in the country.

BP informed Iraqi authorities in 
December that it was removing its 
staff from the oilfield in the north 
of the country after its 2013 service 
contract expired at the end of 2019, 
the sources familiar with the matter 
said.

A senior source at Iraq’s North Oil 
Company (NOC), which oversees the 
Kirkuk operations, confirmed BP’s 
withdrawal.

“The results of its field study for 
Kirkuk oilfield development have 
been handed over to the North Oil 
Company and unfortunately it was 
below expectations… at least for us,” 
the official said.

“It’s very obvious study results 
were not encouraging for BP to ex-
tend its operations,” he added.

The Iraqi government did not re-
ply to a request for comment.

BP confirmed it had completed 
field work and studies and said it 
gave its recommendations for the 
development of the field to the NOC. 
The London-based company did not 
comment on staff movements.

“In 2013, BP signed a letter of in-
tent with the North Oil Company of 
the Iraqi Ministry of Oil to support 
field activity studies in Kirkuk. As 
planned, in December 2019 BP com-
pleted field work, studies and recom-
mendations,” it said.

Another senior NOC engineer said 
BP staff members left their laptops 
with the NOC after completing the 
survey and technical study of the 
field.

Iraq was hoping BP would help it 
triple output from the field to 1 mil-
lion barrels per day (bpd) — more 
than one-fifth of Iraq’s current pro-
duction and 1% of global output.

BP’s contract was put on hold in 
2014 when the Iraqi Army collapsed 
in the face of Islamic State’s sweep-
ing advance in northern and western 
Iraq, allowing the Kurdish regional 
government (KRG) to take control of 
the Kirkuk region.

Baghdad regained full control of 
the deposit from the regional gov-
ernment in 2017 after a failed Kurd-
ish independence referendum, at 
which point BP resumed its studies 
on the field.

Kirkuk, where oil was discovered 
in 1927, is the birthplace of Iraq’s oil 
industry. BP and Iraq’s Oil Ministry 
signed in 2013 a letter of intent to 
study the development of the field 
with a planned spending of $100 mil-
lion.

BP’s work included a 3D seismic 
study of the field’s reservoir to ex-
pand on the existing 2D data.

Kirkuk is estimated to contain 
about 9 billion barrels of recoverable 
oil, BP said.

Most of Iraq’s crude is produced 
from areas managed by the cen-
tral government of Baghdad, in the 
south, and exported from southern 
ports on the Gulf. The KRG exports 
about 300,000 bpd of crude from 
northern Iraq through a pipeline 
across Turkey.

(Reuters)

Dmitry Zhdannikov and 
Ahmed Rasheed
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Social Media              

Beirut

Y 

oung people in the Middle 
East and North Africa are 
increasingly using social 
media platforms to access 

information, in particular video 
and visually led social networks, a 
trend that is likely to grow in 2020, 
stated the eighth annual study on 
social network use in the region 
published by the School of Jour-
nalism and Communication at the 
University of Oregon in the United 
States.

“Social Media in the Middle East: 
2019 in review” stated that nine out 
of ten MENA youth used at least one 
social media channel each day, al-
though use of individual networks 
varies considerably across the re-
gion. Half of Arab youth said they 
get news on Facebook daily ahead 
of other channels, such as online 
portals (39%), television (34%) and 
newspapers (4%).

Facebook, the world’s largest 
social media network, has 187 mil-
lion active monthly users in the 
region. Egypt was the largest mar-
ket for Facebook in MENA with 38 
million daily users and 40 million  
monthly users.

The study revealed that Twitter 
use among MENA nationals fell by 
half since 2013. Nonetheless, Saudi 
Arabia and Turkey are the fifth- 
and sixth-largest markets for Twit-
ter with more than 10 million users 
and 8.3 million users, respectively.

The study said there were more 
than 63 million Instagram users 
with Turkey the sixth-largest mar-
ket for the service, with 37 million 
members (56% penetration). Take-
up is also high in Kuwait (54% pen-
etration) and Bahrain (50%).

Saudi Arabia was found to be the 
fifth-largest market for Snapchat, 
with more than 15.6 million users. 
Turkey, with 7.5 million users, was 
the tenth-largest market.

The study said 60% of millen-
nials in the region were YouTube 
viewers with 77% of Egypt’s youth 
watching YouTube every day. 
WhatsApp, a Facebook-owned 
service, had 75% penetration, al-
though other messaging services 
such as Viber were also popular in 
some parts of the region.

The 11th annual Arab Youth Sur-
vey noted that social media had 
grown dramatically as a source for 
news among young Arabs, with 
35% of Arabs aged 18-24 saying they 
update themselves daily on news 
and current affairs.  Google said: 
“Millennials in MENA are twice as 
likely as their global counterparts to 
post content online and show oth-
ers how to do things online.”

“Social media is now more pop-
ular among Arab youth than tradi-
tional media,” Iain Akerman said in 
a commentary published as part of 
the Arab Youth Survey. “It is also 
viewed as more trustworthy and 
has become their dominant source 

of news in stark contrast to just a 
few years ago, when the consump-
tion of news was still dominated 
by television.”

The “Social Media in the Mid-
dle East: 2019 in review” said 
half of all mothers in the Middle 
East watched children’s content 
on YouTube and parents were in-
creasingly using YouTube to bond 
and share experiences with their 
children.

Visitors of social media plat-
forms witnessed a peak during 
Ramadan with users spending ap-
proximately 2 million more hours 
daily on Facebook. YouTube, TV 
dramas and soap operas saw a 
151% increase in viewership during 
Ramadan.

The study noted that Facebook 
in the region removed 259 ac-
counts, 102 pages, five groups, four 
events and 17 Instagram accounts 
“for engaging in coordinated in-
authentic behaviour.” Twitter sus-

pended more than 4,500 accounts 
across MENA because of platform 
manipulation and state-backed in-
formation campaigns.

“This year’s report highlights 
the growing role played by social 
media in meeting the information 
needs of Arab youth and young 
parents, as well as the prominent 
role that social networks play in 
the media habits of the region dur-
ing Ramadan,” said one of the re-
port’s authors, Damien Radcliffe, 
a University of Oregon journalism 
professor.

“(While) social media usage con-
tinues to evolve, greater scrutiny 
by platform owners resulted in 
Facebook, Twitter and Telegram 
each closing hundreds of accounts 
in 2019 due to inappropriate use by 
state-sponsored actors and terror-
ist groups.”

Report co-author doctoral stu-
dent Hadil Abuhmaid stressed the 
growing importance of visual net-

works and social video.
“In the last year, Snapchat in-

troduced new advertising formats 
to the region, Google highlighted 
the importance of YouTube in sup-
porting parents and parenting and, 
in major markets such as Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE, Twitter 
has emerged as a leading platform 
for online video consumption,” 
Abuhmaid said.

The trend of using social media 
platforms in MENA is expected to 
increase along with concerns about 
misinformation and manipulation.

“It will be increasingly impor-
tant for social media users to de-
velop their ability to discern bias, 
the differences between news and 
opinion and fact versus fiction,” 
Radcliffe said, adding that “gov-
ernments, civil society, education 
providers and social networks 
themselves all have a role to play 
in increasing media literacy among 
social networkers.”

Beirut

I 

n addition to traditional me-
dia, which is mostly affiliated 
with politicians and business-
men, Lebanon’s 3-month-old 

protests have been widely re-
ported on by an alternative and 
outspoken media acting as an in-
dependent source of information 
that is primarily followed by young 
Lebanese, both residents and ex-
patriates.

Since the start of the anti-gov-
ernment uprising October 17, many 
online and multimedia news out-
lets developed and expanded their 
work to counter the self-serving 
narratives of traditional media, in-
cluding major television stations.

A fresh network of news sources 
counting more than ten outlets 
was created by activists and vol-
unteers who have barely left pro-
test hubs for more than 90 days to 
offer live reporting of the initially 
peaceful protests that have turned 
violent in recent weeks.

“We have covered the revolu-
tion from day one and adapted 
our production to ensure daily 
coverage although we are a vol-
unteering platform with very 
little funding from grants,” 
said Jean Kassir, co-founder of 
Megaphone, which was created in 
2017 by young journalists, activists 
and designers.

“Initially, we wanted to offer a 
different content (from that of tra-
ditional media), one that is quite 
critical of the entire political and 

financial establishment in the 
country and to give voice to the 
most marginalised groups of the 
society that were not really fea-
tured in conventional media like 
women, young people, migrants 
and refugees, et cetera,” Kassir 
said.

Megaphone tapped specially de-
veloped formats for social media 
to attract young people.

“Most youth have turned away 
from following traditional news 
outlets because of their content, 
coverage and ties to the political 
establishment and also because 

[of] the formats they use, which 
are obsolete and not adapted to so-
cial media platforms,” Kassir said.

While it had weekly and monthly 
outputs before the uprising, Mega-
phone is today known for produc-
ing well-curated news segments 
daily. The platform exists on social 
media but also has a dedicated 
website. It published scores of vid-
eos of the various mobilisations 
and major events plus an end-of-
day round- up of important 
news and opinion 
pieces by promi-

nent voices from the revolution in 
Arabic and English.

In addition to its timely report-
ing about the demonstrations, 
Megaphone gained special popu-
larity for its critical take on news, 
its analytical discourse and dis-
section of politicians’ speeches. 
Contents involved subjects from 
politics to the economy and social 
issues “to allow people to better 
understand what is going on,” Kas-
sir said.

Megaphone saw the number 
of followers on Facebook double 
within a week after the start of the 
protests and the scores of videos it 
published have cumulatively been 
watched millions of times. The 
overwhelming majority of follow-
ers and visitors are younger than 
30, Kassir said.

“There is a great following from 
the Lebanese diaspora,” he said. 
“The matrix shows the spread of 
our followers in the cities and ar-
eas where the Lebanese diaspora 
is concentrated like Paris, London, 
the US, Dubai, Riyadh, et cetera.”

Ayman Mhanna, director of the 
Samir Kassir Eyes (SKeyes) Centre 
for Media and Cultural Freedom, 
pinned the popularity of Leba-
non’s alternative media on its use 
of technology that young people 
are accustomed to.

“Publishing directly online in a 
format that is adapted to portable 
devices helps a lot,” Mhanna said. 
“Also, in terms of content, alterna-
tive media are tackling issues that 
traditional media have neglected, 
in a progressive and freer way.”

“Being fully controlled, for the 
most, by powerful political and 

business actors, traditional media 
are not necessarily in touch with 
what truly moves the public. They 
still publish whatever serves the 
political and business interests of 
their owners and sponsors, rather 
than publish what is adapted to to-
day’s expectations from the read-
ers,” Mhanna added.

Other alternative media outlets 
that gained prominence in the 
early days of the uprising include 
Thawra (“Revolution”) TV, an in-
teractive online TV channel on Fa-
cebook, Instagram, YouTube and 
Twitter and Akhbar al Saha (“News 
from the Square”) specialised in 
on-the-ground reporting, often 
posting raw and unedited content 
to quickly communicate what is 
happening on the spot at any given 
time across Lebanon. Their regu-
lar posts requesting support for 
specific protesters and areas have 
transformed their role into one of 
mobilisation.

Bedna Nthour, Bedna Na’aref 
(Arabic for “We want to revolt, we 
want to know”) is dedicated to 
organising and recording expert 
talks. Topics are economic, po-
litical and cultural in nature. It in-
cludes the most pressing issues for 
protesters, such as currency de-
valuation. It has a YouTube chan-
nel and is active on Facebook and 
Instagram.

The Arab Weekly staff

Social media use by 
youth is rising across 
the Middle East

60%
of millennials in the 
region were YouTube 
viewers with 77% of 
Egypt’s youth watching 
YouTube every day.

Alternative media online increasingly 
draws Lebanese youth audiences
Samar Kadi

(Showing %′daily′)

HOW OFTEN DO YOU VISIT EACH OF THE FOLLOWING?

NINE IN TEN YOUNG ARABS USE AT LEAST ONE 
OF THE MAJOR SOCIAL MEDIA CHANNELS DAILY

Daily use of major social networks, by sub-region. Via Arab youth survey 2019

Different take. Women draped in the Lebanese national f lag use 
their cell phones during a demonstration against tax increases and 
official corruption, in Zouk Mosbeh, north of Beirut.                  (AFP)

A fresh network of news 
sources counting more 
than ten outlets was 
created by activists and 
volunteers.
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London

A 

stream of people entered 
the auditorium excitedly 
at London’s British Film 
Institute for the premiere 

of television’s first noir-styled po-
litical thriller set in US-occupied 
Baghdad.

“Baghdad Central,” a six-part 
programme, produced by Chan-
nel 4 in conjunction with Euston 
Films, centres on two men whose 
paths crossed because of war and 
the common experience of having 
served as policemen.

Weeks after Baghdad’s fall, a 
former policeman under Saddam 
Hussein, Muhsin al-Khafaji, is ap-
proached by a former Metropoli-
tan Police officer, Frank Temple, 
(played by Bertie Carvel) to help 
build a new Iraqi  police force af-
ter Khafaji is imprisoned in Abu 
Ghraib in a case of mistaken iden-
tity. Khajafi defies the inner patriot 
inside him and agrees, moved not 
out of greed but the need to find his 
kidnapped daughter and provide 
medical assistance to another.

Waleed Zuaiter, playing Khafaji, 
described him as a reluctant hero. 
The widowed father of two girls 
finds solace in the maddening, 
murky context that Iraq became in 
2003 through poetry, for which he 
has an undying penchant.

The drama plunges deep into 
personal relationships between 
people, families, institutions and 
larger events that dwarf the en-
deavours of those who marched 
in Baghdad feigning gallantry and 
native subjects that fought dogma 
and criminality even at the cost of 
their lives.

Relationships made for the 
screen are far from rosy; tarred, 
scarred and unreciprocated but 
remain, screenwriter Stephen 
Butchard expressed, “grounded in 
the world of extraordinary people.”

In the question period after the 
gripping opening episode, Butchard, 

who also wrote “House of Saddam,” 
said the script underwent signifi-
cant changes before becoming a 
crime-thriller series production.

“What I love,” Carvel said of 
Butchard’s writing method, “is that 
he hides the keys. Some doors are 
locked, some half open and, as a 
viewer, you’re thinking, I want to 
see through that door.”

A hallmark of this Baghdad-noir 
thriller, besides its enigmatic char-
acters and attention to detail, are 
the contemporaneous and presci-
ent themes.

It is difficult to ignore the flood-
light it shines on the women of 
Iraq. This is captured in a line spo-
ken by Professor Zubeida Rashid 
in the first episode: “Women in 
today’s Iraq have a habit of disap-
pearing.”

Other thematic threads include 
the subjects of kidnapping, honour 
and secularism.

“Women in invasion society had 
already been predated,” director 
Alice Troughton said in a conver-
sation with Channel 4 presenter 
Samira Ahmed. Despite this, the 
female protagonists remain defi-
ant and indispensable despite the 
tragic turn in their motherland.

The theatre of the Anglo-Amer-
ican invasion is where the thriller 
is set but, unlike previous films, 
serials focused on the Iraq inva-
sion, “Baghdad Central” breaks 
from the caricature of Iraqi lives 
and history. Not only was the cast 
— overwhelmingly Middle Eastern 
and largely of Palestinian origin — 
scrupulously selected by Kate Rose 
James — but parallel experiences of 
life under occupation elevate the 
sense of relatability between the 
actors and their on-screen counter-
parts.

The unlikely heroes of “Bagh-
dad Central” may force many to 
reconsider the lives that are caught 
up in lawlessness. As Troughton 
said: “No one planned to take care 
of the people of this country or 
their wellbeing,” which, she said, 
led her to think: “Where [does] 
Iraq sit in my consciousness in a  
bittersweet way?”

Commenting on a scene set in 
the underbelly of occupational vio-
lence, Abu Ghraib, Ahmed noted 
that “atrocities went on but you 
don’t dwell on the humiliation. 
“The Iraqi point of view has been 
‘otherised’ in the media.”

Troughton agreed that the chal-
lenge settled on how to make their 
version of Baghdad realistic rather 
than authentic.

Baghdad-born Associate Pro-
ducer Arij al-Soltan was praised for 
her insider knowledge and eye that 
served the production well. She 
lived in occupied Baghdad 17 years 
ago. The film’s granular levels of 
detail testify to this — from interior 
decor to the soundscape of Bagh-
dad’s streets, melodies of Seta Ha-
gopian blasting from radios to even 
the local sense of humour.

The dialogue shuttles between 
Arabic (Iraqi-accented) and Eng-
lish. Arabic is confined to private 
spaces such as the home, whereas 
English is spoken publicly — the 
guiding logic Executive Producer 
Kate Harwood explained. The cast 
spoke extensively about which lan-
guage to unify the series under and 
after fierce debate arrived at this 
private-public separation.

The cast agreed that it speaks to 
the element of hybridity that the 
international cast represents but 
also the duality of language that 
tells the story of exile and occupa-
tion for many Iraqis. Dialect coach 
Abbas Abdulghani was celebrated 
for helping unify the varieties of 
Arabic spoken under one vernacu-
lar, which is, for the most part, con-
vincing.

Events in the country serve as 
the primary frame as well as Elli-
ott Colla’s 2014 “Baghdad Central” 
novel. New characters were in-
serted and others adapted for the 
television series. It’s clear even in 
the initial episode that both those 
occupied and the occupier were 
not drawn or vetted by Hollywood 
standards.

The series blankets itself in the 
Iraqi point of view and there is little 
to no fanfare for both US and British 
occupying forces. The struggle that 
inhabits many of the characters 
but Khafaji more visibly is how to 
choose between “loyalty towards 
thy country” and “loyalty towards 
thy family” and the ability to navi-
gate these difficult choices altru-
istically in a manner that qualifies 
Khafaji and others a warrior status.

What crowns the show and its 
imparting message, as Zuaiter said: 
“It’s not OK to just survive.” It’s a 
simple but humanising message 
that animates an alternative por-
trait of heroism.

Nazli Tarzi

Unlikely heroes. Attendees of “Baghdad Central” premiere at London’s British Film Institute.        (Nazli Tarzi)

New thriller TV series 
features alternative 
portrait of Iraqi hero

The series blankets itself 
in the Iraqi point of view 
and there is little to no 
fanfare for both US and 
British occupying forces.

London

Y 

emeni conservators trained 
by experts of the World 
Monuments Fund have re-
stored the Imam Palace, a 

19th-century Ottoman building that 
was converted into the National 
Museum in Taiz in 1967.

Taiz, a battleground in the civil 
war that has consumed Yemen 
since 2015, sustained serious dam-
age to heritage sites. In 2016, the 
National Museum was shelled and 
its collection of manuscripts de-
stroyed. A 16th-century mosque 
was blown up by Houthi rebels, 
prompting the World Monuments 
Fund (WMF) to place the city on 
the watch list for the protection of 
heritage in 2018.

At a discussion in London’s Im-
perial War Museum, where an ex-
hibition titled “Culture Under At-
tack” has been assembled, WMF 
Executive Director John Darlington 
said the group’s watch programme 
“highlights places of great impor-
tance that are in need of help, be it 
because of conflict, natural disas-
ter, abandonment or inappropriate 
development.”

“Through the watch we are able 
to put a spotlight on a cause, assist 
with expertise and with funding,” 
Darlington said.

In 2018, WMF Britain in collabo-
ration with Yemen’s General Or-
ganisation for Antiquities and Mu-
seums (GOAM) received $132,000 
from the British Council’s Cultural 
Protection Fund, which funds pro-
jects in 12 MENA countries where 
heritage is threatened.

The two-part project included 
training and professional support 
in applying the acquired skills to re-
store an edifice in Taiz.

“GOAM chose the Imam Palace, 
which was built for Imam Ahmad 
Hamid al-Din, ruler of the kingdom 
of Yemen. It is a very fine building, 
with elaborate decoration, wood 
and brickwork, stained glass and 
wonderful mashrabiya balconies,” 
Darlington said.

“It was badly damaged in 2016 
and our ambition through the pro-
ject was to restore the magnificent 
exteriors and roof — the essential 
steps for preservation.”

Five GOAM team members were 
selected for training by interna-
tional experts. After the training, 
the team made a damage assess-
ment of the building. Work began 
in the spring of 2019 and was com-
pleted in November. The team used 
a range of traditional techniques to 

restore the facades, roof and exte-
rior.

Alessandra Peruzzetto, WMF’s 
programme director for Archaeol-
ogy in the Middle East, said she had 
expected many challenges with the 
restoration of the museum “but 
things went very smoothly. The 
people were really dedicated to the 
work. They were really organised.”

The WMF applied for another 
grant to rehabilitate the interior of 
the museum. It would also like to 
restore Al Badr Palace next to the 
National Museum.

“The bombing affected the Al 
Badr Palace, which was badly dam-
aged,” Peruzzetto said. “In the case 
of the National Museum, the dam-
age was just to the exterior walls.”

The discussion was addressed 
by Eric Vallet, coordinator of the 
Maghreb chair at the University of 
Paris 1 Pantheon-Sorbonne, who 
provided an overview of the de-
struction of Yemen’s cultural herit-
age.

He pointed out that GOAM iden-
tified 66 archaeological sites and 
monuments damaged in the war in 
Yemen. Thirty-five religious sites 
and shrines were destroyed and 
vandalised by extremist groups, 
such as al-Qaeda, which consider 
shrines and monuments to be pa-
gan temples.

The affected sites include historic 
houses in the old city of Sana’a, the 
Marib Dam, the military museum in 
Aden, the Aden Branch of the Na-
tional Centre for Yemeni Archives 
and the Dhamar Museum.

“The looting and smuggling of 
antiquities, which began 20 years 
ago, has increased (during the war) 
but the international community 
has been very slow to condemn 
what is taking place,” Vallet said.

Yemen is one of the richest coun-
tries in the MENA region when it 
comes to natural, cultural, histori-
cal and architectural heritage. It 
has four UNESCO World Heritage 
List sites: the Socotra Archipelago, 
the old city of Sana’a, the old walled 
city of Shibam in Hadramawt gov-
ernorate and the historic town of 
Zabid.

In November, a report by the 
independent Yemeni group Mwa-
tana for Human Rights included 
concerns about the destruction of 
heritage. The report stated that all 
parties to the conflict have been 
involved in attacks and hostilities 
against cultural properties, includ-
ing archaeological sites and his-
torical landmarks dating back more 
than 2,000 years.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in London.

Karen Dabrowska

A struggle for survival. The National Museum in Taiz after 
restoration.            (Karen Dabrowska)

World Monuments 
Fund restores buildings 
in war-ravaged Yemen
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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

Muscat: 
Through February 15

The annual Muscat Festival in 
Oman features nightly fire-
works, traditional Omani music 
performances, local cuisine, 
craft displays, exhibitions from 
regional countries and tradi-
tional dancing.

Aqaba: 
During February

The Aqaba Traditional Arts 
Festival in Jordan promotes the 
culture of the Bedouin people 
and community in the region. 
The festival showcases Bedouin-
made handcrafted goods.

Tunis: 
February 4

Organised and performed by 
Oriental Melody Troop, Ra-
habeniet II features the Rahbani 
brothers’ diverse music pieces. 
The show will take place at the 
Municipal Theatre of Tunis.

Beirut: 
February 18-March 22

Al Bustan International Festival 
of Music and the Performing 
Arts is a musical celebration that 
takes place at various venues in 
Beirut and promotes music from 
all over the world. The festival 
includes orchestral concerts, 
choral music, opera and dance 
performances.

Dubai: 
February 21- March 9

The Dubai Food Festival is a 
gastronomic celebration and a 
chance for visitors to explore 
the city through food from 
street fare to fine-dining experi-
ences. The festival celebrates 
cuisine from around the world.

Abu Simbel: 
February 22

The Sun Festival at Abu Simbel 
in Egypt takes place in February 
and October each year. When 
Ramses II built the temple, he 
had it carefully positioned so 
that twice a year — on his birth-
day and the date of his ascen-
sion to the throne — the inner 
sanctum would be lit by the 
rising sun, which illuminates 
the statues of the sun gods. Dur-
ing the Abu Simbel Sun Festival, 
people gather along the banks of 
the Nile River near the temple to 
see the unique sunrise spectacle 
and celebrate with food, dance 
and music programmes ar-
ranged by area residents.

Hurghada, Egypt: 
March 2-9

Egypt Sensual Festival 2020 
offers dancing, workshops 
and performances from artists 
who will teach and dance with 
visitors. The event features 
pool parties, beach parties, boat 
parties, workshops, shows and 
music performances.

Marrakech: 
March 19-22

The second Beat Hotel Marrake-
ch will take place in the foothills 
of the Atlas Mountains. The 
4-day festival features interna-
tional artists and DJs in addition 
to global cuisine and wellbeing 
activities. The event will take 
place at Fellah Hotel.

Abu Dhabi

Crossing a 1,200km sea of 
sand by car is no easy feat. 
It can seem even more 
daunting and seemingly al-

most impossible when considering 
doing it on foot.

That, however, is what Max Cal-
deran, a 52-year-old Italian, has 
set out to do. The extreme desert 
explorer said his life-long dream 
has been to cross the Empty Quar-
ter’s Rub Al Khali desert, spanning 
an area from Saudi Arabia to Abu 
Dhabi.

“It’s always strange before I 
leave,” Calderan said before his de-
parture. “I feel as if I am a witness 
rather than the explorer. I don’t 
believe it’s me. Until I set foot on 
that sand and get started, I am an 
ordinary man but as soon as I start 
and my feet hit the sand, I change 
immediately.”

The trek of the unbroken sea of 
sand in the Gulf has never been 
done but Calderan is taking on the 
challenge. “I am very excited,” he 
said January 18 in Riyadh before 
starting his journey.

“We had a meeting to discuss 
safety as we are heading towards 
an area that is near Yemen, so we 
discussed the best strategy in that 
regard and whether it is better to 
move by night. Everything I see 
before leaving — the people, 
cars, food, phones and the 
internet — is very comfort-
able but, at a certain point, 
everything will disap-
pear immediately: from 
a 100% comfort 
zone to zero.”

Calderan 
spoke of feel-
ings of dis-

belief as he checked his materials, 
including a satellite and GPS co-
ordinator, before setting off from 
west to east, starting in Najran, 
880km from Riyadh, in tempera-
tures of 4C. “I will become an ani-
mal of the desert,” Calderan said.

“There is a specific procedure 
during my crossing,” he said. 
“Sometimes, I will meet my team 
but I will be alone and the truth is 
that, even with all these materi-
als, I will still be alone and I want 
to be alone, so I will wait for that 
moment when the cars will disap-
pear. I have been waiting for this 
moment to be totally alone.”

Calderan said he felt called to 
such adventure as a child, reading 
the story of British explorer Wil-
fred Thesiger.

Although explorers have crossed 
shorter sections, on camels or 
in off-road vehicles, no one has 
walked alone across the more than 
1,000km of sand.

During his 20-day journey, Cal-
deran will carry enough food and 
water to continue independently 
for at least 450km. “When I will be 
alone, I will feel free,” he said. “I 
am mostly here with my body and 
my soul [will start] to move at the 
beginning of the Empty Quarter.”

Challenges are inevitable, from 
shifting dunes towering 60 storeys 
high and blinding sandstorms, as 
well as poisonous snakes, spiders, 
scorpions, extreme heat and lack 

of rain.
DNA tests indicated that 

Calderan has extremely low 
cortisol levels, which means 
his body can handle extreme 
stress better than the aver-

age human. He has mystified 
doctors by crossing the 

most insidious and im-
passable sands in the 

world alone, surviving 
in conditions thought 

beyond human limits.
Among his 11 world records in 

desert exploration is his running 90 
consecutive hours in Oman, cover-
ing 437km following the Tropic of 
Cancer. He traversed Wahiba Sands 
in summer — 365km in 75 hours. In 
the United Arab Emirates, Calde-
ran explored the Tropic of Cancer, 
368km in 128 hours; a trip he said 
was the toughest he has done, in 
preparation for the expedition he 
set his sights on when he was 7 
years old and is now undertaking.

By January 21, he had completed 
234km, with 780km to go. He de-
scribed conditions as very windy 
and sandy, with no bandwidth to 
transmit pictures or video. “Only 
Thuraya calls are working,” he said 
in a message. “The 2D imagery 
used for planning the trip does not 
reflect the reality on the ground.”

Two days later, Calderan had 
covered another 72km, applying a 
cold compression on his right foot 
but keeping his spirits high.

Over the past century, explor-
ers have ventured into the Empty 
Quarter, most along its fringes in 
Oman and the United Arab Emir-
ates. Only three are known to have 
entered the Saudi desert, taking the 
shortest north-south route across. 
No one has travelled Calderan’s 
proposed west-east route, which 
cuts across the desert horizontally, 
through its longest stretch. Of the 
1,200km, at least 800km will be 
virgin territory.

Islamic tradition holds that the 
Empty Quarter contains the ruins 
of a great lost civilisation — the 
Atlantis of the Sands. The Quran 

refers to a city called Erum of the 
Pillars that was unlike any other 
city created by man, buried in the 
desert sands.

Bedouin tradition talks of two 
rivers flowing through remote 
stretches of the desert, while maps 
from the Middle Ages and ancient 
Rome depict their routes and ar-
rowheads and dry riverbeds found 
by scientists attest to a wetter past.

To most, however, the Empty 
Quarter seems like another planet 
— impossibly dry, hot and devoid 
of vegetation. Within three dec-
ades, if action to reduce climate 
change is not taken, many of those 
landscapes will be much closer to 
home.

Climate scientists warn that, by 
2050, more than 25% of the Earth 
will experience serious drought 
and desertification, transforming 
permanently into lands no longer 
habitable.

Calderan and Empty Quarter Stu-
dios, which is filming a documen-
tary of the expedition, are commit-
ted to using the journey to raise 
awareness about the climate crisis.

Caline Malek is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Trekking through the unbroken 
sea of sand in the Empty Quarter
Caline Malek

Extreme desert explorer Max Calderan warms up next to a fire in 
Abu Dhabi.       (Caline Malek)

Italian desert explorer Max Calderan poses for a picture in Abu Dhabi’s 
Empty Quarter Desert.      (Caline Malek)

Italian desert explorer Max Calderan runs down a sand dune in Abu Dhabi’s Empty Quarter Desert.                                                     (Caline Malek)

Italian desert explorer 
Max Calderan said his 
life-long dream has been 
to cross the Empty 
Quarter’s Rub Al Khali 
desert, spanning an area 
from Saudi Arabia to 
Abu Dhabi.


