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Saudi-led global efforts push ahead
towards stabilising oil markets
This latest breakthrough could now place oil on 
a pathway back towards $40 a barrel in the next 
few weeks and mark the start of a new era of 
cooperation between oil producers.

Egypt’s poor fear both virus, hunger during crisis

Cairo

E 

gyptian measures to stem the 
tide of the COVID-19 pandemic 
are taking a toll on the coun-
try’s poor who, without jobs, 

are struggling to make ends meet.
Cairo has introduced strict lock-

down measures to combat the coro-
navirus, including closing or reducing 
hours for businesses, outlets and cafes 
to prevent overcrowding.

Hundreds of thousands have lost 
their jobs as a result and many fear a 
long-term recession.

“I have been staying at home for 
two weeks now,” said Nasser Abdel-
monem, a house painter in his late 
forties. “I cannot keep doing this for 
long.”

Egypt’s move to close down most 
non-essential activity is part of an ag-
gressive strategy it feels it needs to 
stop an outbreak its health-care sys-
tem would not be prepared for. Apart 
from the aforementioned closures, 
authorities have also suspended all 
flights to and from Egypt and ordered 
the closure of thousands of tourist fa-
cilities.

Only pharmacies, grocery stores 
and restaurants are allowed to func-
tion with strict guidelines.

Authorities have taken some 
measures to help provide a cush-
ion for the poor who are struggling 
to cope. Banks have been ordered 
to delay debt repayment and to ac-
cept requests for financial support 
from irregular and self-employed  
workers.

More than 1 million workers have 
so far submitted requests for financial 
support.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi has allocated 100 billion pounds 

(roughly $6.4 billion) for a national 
response to the disease, but this effort 
has so far fallen short of meeting the 
needs of people such as Abdelmonem, 
who, with four children, fears he will 
quickly burn through his savings. “I 
will have to search for work to feed my 
family soon,” Abdelmonem said.

He and millions of other poor Egyp-
tians are caught between infection 
fears and the prospect of hunger. 
As of April 10, Egypt has recorded some 
1,699 cases of COVID-19 and 103 deaths.

Egyptian Health and Population 
Minister Hala Zayed noted that the 
country’s infection rate is relatively 
low at six cases per 1 million.

“This is a low rate, compared with 
the international rate of ten cases 
per every one million,” Zayed said 
in her daily briefing on the disease.

Whatever the numbers, Egypt’s 
poor are enduring significant hard-
ship during the crisis.

Taxi driver Mahmud Mohamed, 
who goes out every day in an at-
tempt to earn enough money to 
feed his three children, said the 
streets are now “deserted wherever 
I go.”

“The people who have to go to 
work in these circumstances do not 
have enough money to pay a taxi 
fare,” he added

The coronavirus hardships come 
at a time when Egyptians would 
normally be preparing for the Islam-
ic holy month of Ramadan, which is 
expected to start late April.

In the weeks prior to Ramadan, 
Egyptians generally stock up on 
large amounts of food, including 
fruits and vegetables.

“They need to take more ro-
bust action to deal with the eco-
nomic ramification of the cur-
rent emergency for the poor,”  
MP Ahmed Tantawi said. “The cost 
of inaction will be high, including 

by bringing about a recession that 
will raise unemployment and con-
sequently poverty.”

About 8% of Egypt’s workforce 
of 28.9 million were unemployed in 
the first quarter of 2020.

Economists expect the country’s 
joblessness rate to increase even 
more in the coming period.

Together with the rise in unem-
ployment, Egypt’s poverty rate of 
32.5% is set to rise.

“These poor people will bear the 
full brunt of measures taken in the 
fight against the disease,” said Alia 
al-Mahdi, the former dean of the 
College of Economics and Political 
Science at Cairo University. “The 
government needs to consider all 
options to help them, including by 
offering them direct cash aid.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Inside: Extensive coverage
of pandemic fallout.

Dubai

C  urrent president of the G20 
and de facto leader of OPEC 
— the Organisation of the Pe-
troleum Exporting Countries 

— Saudi Arabia was at the forefront of 
global efforts in recent days to stabi-
lise oil markets.

After hosting world leaders for a 
G20 virtual summit in March, Riyadh 
hosted another virtual meeting of 
the G20, April 10 – a meeting held in 
extraordinary circumstances and the 
first time G20 energy ministers had 
convened specifically on a global en-
ergy agenda.

A day earlier, crunch talks between 
Saudi-led OPEC, Russia and a number 
of key non-OPEC producers resulted 
in a framework agreement featuring 
record-breaking cuts of 10 million 
barrels per day. That OPEC+ agree-
ment was hanging by a thread as Mex-
ico withheld its consent but Washing-
ton pressed to rescue the deal at the 
G20 meeting the next day. Held up on 
technicalities, the communique at the 
end of the G20 virtual meeting could 
not formally announce the deal.

Mexico’s dithering was unexpected 
but the success of the OPEC+ frame-
work agreement was always going to 
hinge on the direct participation or 
strong tacit support of non-OPEC+ 
producers such as the US, Canada and 
Norway to ultimately achieve curbs of 
15 million barrels per day or more. Ef-
forts underway aim to conclude the 

deal in time for the opening of global 
commodity markets.

Oil prices were bouncing higher on 
speculation that OPEC+ talks would 
result in a deal to curb output. In the 
lead-up to that, key oil producers had 
been engaged in direct talks to find 
a breakthrough, as motivation had 
grown to restore cooperation and 
long-term stability to oil markets.

There was broad anticipation that 
an agreement to curb output between 
10 to 20 million barrels per day was on 
the cards but also a risk that efforts 
could unravel again at the last minute.

Even with major oil producers in 
OPEC+ agreeing in principle to pro-
duction cuts at an unprecedented 
scale, differences persisted earlier 
over what the baseline for those re-
ductions would be and over what 
timeline those cuts would need to be 
implemented. There are also ques-
tions around how producers such as 
the US will formally lend their weight 
to stabilisation efforts.

Agreements to limit oil produc-
tion are notoriously challenging in 
the OPEC context – in the OPEC+ sce-
nario, it has become more protracted 
than ever because of American shale 
oil. The US, whose shale oil industry 
has been flourishing in the past two 
years but was hit especially hard in re-
cent weeks, has become a major party 
to oil markets.

American shale oil is what has ef-
fectively driven record oil produc-
tion but with flagging demand, even 
global oil storage facilities were filling 
up as the oil market headed into a cri-
sis.

The White House had considered 
an import tax to defend American 
producers, which have the highest 
costs of production anywhere, if oil 
prices did not recover soon. US oil 
producers themselves had been di-
vided over whether to join global sup-
ply cuts but their strongly expected 
participation to rationalise oil supply 
now is a game-changer.

US President Donald Trump had 
been pushing hard for OPEC+ to agree 
on supply cuts but did not explicitly 
put American cuts on the table be-
forehand. US oil production has been 
falling since reaching the near record 
levels of 13 million barrels a day but 

forecasts anticipate production to 
fall below 10 million barrels a day as 
American exploration and production 
companies continue to slash spend-
ing.

Oil producers have been engaged 
in a price war since the cooperation 
between OPEC+ collapsed in March, 
just as the economic impact of the 
coronavirus was taking hold – making 
Q1 of 2020 the worst quarter in his-
tory for oil as prices fell by as much 
as two thirds. Challenges have been 
compounded by demand destruction 
caused by the coronavirus pandemic 
– global demand for oil is normally 
around 100 million barrels a day but 

estimates have put current consump-
tion down by as much as a third.

This latest breakthrough could now 
place oil on a pathway back towards 
$40 a barrel in the next few weeks 
and mark the start of a new era of co-
operation between oil producers. To-
gether with Washington, Saudi Ara-
bia will shortly laud this deal and its 
own instrumental role in breaking a 
deadlock that should support a faster 
global economic recovery.

Sabahat Khan writes on strategic
issues related to the Gulf and has
a background in defence and 
security consulting.

Ahmed Megahid

More vulnerable than others. A homeless man sleeps during a 
curfew in Cairo, March 27.                                                                    (Reuters)

The coronavirus 
hardships come at a time 
when Egyptians would 
normally be preparing for 
the Islamic holy month of 
Ramadan.

Sabahat Khan

New baseline. Saudi Minister of Energy Prince Abdulaziz bin Salman Al Saud speaks during a virtual 
emergency meeting of energy ministers from the G20 group, in Riyadh, April 10.                             (Reuters) 
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Iraqi president names intelligence
chief as new PM-designate
Baghdad

I 

raq’s president named intel-
ligence chief Mustafa Kadhimi 
as prime minister-designate 
on Thursday, the third person 

tapped to lead the country in just 
10 weeks as it struggles to replace a 
government that fell last year after 
months of deadly protests.

Kadhimi was nominated by 
President Barham Salih, state tel-
evision reported, shortly after the 
previous designated prime minis-
ter, Adnan al-Zurfi, announced he 
was withdrawing, having failed to 
secure enough support to form a  
government.

Zurfi’s nomination was particularly 
opposed by pro-Iran political forces 
in Iraq.

Iraq, exhausted by decades of 
sanctions, war and political corrup-
tion now faces economic ruin, social 
unrest and a growing outbreak of the 
new coronavirus, all of which it must 
face with only a caretaker cabinet.

Adel Abdul-Mahdi, who resigned 
under pressure from anti-govern-
ment protests in November, still 
heads the government as caretaker 
prime minister. Salih’s first choice 
to replace him, Mohammed Allawi, 
withdrew on March 1 after spending 
four fruitless weeks trying to gain 
support.

Like Salih’s previous choices to 

replace Abdul-Mahdi, Kadhimi is 
seen as a political independent who 
will have to receive support from the 
powerful sectarian parties that domi-
nate Iraq’s legislature to approve a 
cabinet within a month.

The former journalist, who wrote 
against dictator Saddam Hussein 
from exile in Iran and Britain, re-
turned after the US invasion in 2003. 
He has held his role heading intelli-
gence since 2016.

“I will work tirelessly to present 
Iraqis with a programme and cabinet 
that will work to serve them, protect 
their rights and take Iraq towards a 
prosperous future,” Kadhimi wrote 
on Twitter.

Zurfi had been rejected immedi-
ately by parties allied with Iran who 
viewed him as a threat to their politi-
cal and economic power in Iraq, call-
ing him an “American joker” for his 
ties with the US-backed authorities 
that ruled Iraq after the 2003 inva-
sion. Thursday marked the 17th anni-
versary of the day that US-led troops 
occupied Baghdad. Zurfi had sig-
nalled he would check the power of 
Iran-aligned militias in Iraq. Kurdish 
parties finally decided on Wednesday 
not to back Zurfi, sealing his fate.

Zurfi said in a statement he was 
pulling out, citing “internal and ex-
ternal reasons” for his decision, with-
out elaborating.

“My decision not to proceed with 
my nomination is to preserve Iraq 
and its greatest interests,” he said.

Iraq’s sectarian power-sharing 
system has prevented any real politi-
cal reform demanded by thousands 
of protesters who first took to the 
streets in October.

Iraq’s president appointed Kadhi-
mi, 53, as prime minister-designate 
shortly after Zurfi’s resignation.

Kadhimi was appointed by for-
mer Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
as head of the Iraqi National Intelli-
gence Service and has served in this 
post since June 2016.

Zurfi faced stiff resistance from 
Iraq’s powerful Iran-backed politi-
cal parties since his appointment in 
March. On April 4, eight Iran-backed 
militia groups issued a joint state-
ment accusing Zurfi of being an 
“American agent” and threatened 
lawmakers if they approved his pro-
posed cabinet.

Kadhimi’s appointment as pre-
mier-designate also comes a week 
after Esmail Ghaani, head of Iran’s 
Quds Force, visited Baghdad. Iraq of-
ficials said the Iranian general sug-
gested in meetings that Iran and the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
did not want Zurfi as prime minister.

Five weeks of political dysfunc-

tion over his government formation 
risked deepening the political crisis 
in Iraq as the country faces severe 
financial hardship with plummeting 
oil prices and a multi-billion-dollar 
budget deficit.

The crude-exporting country 
earned just $2.9 billion from March 
oil exports at $28 per barrel, slash-
ing in half government projections 
to fund state spending. More than 
90% of Iraq’s state revenue is derived 
from oil exports.

The deadlock leaves Iraq in crisis. 
COVID-19 has killed 69 people and 
infected more than 1,200, according 
to the health ministry and the World 
Health Organisation. A rapid spread 
of the disease could quickly over-
whelm Iraq’s battered health-care 
system.

(With news agencies)

Two-week truce enters into effect 
in Yemen as first pandemic case reported

Riyadh

A 

nationwide ceasefire in re-
sponse to the global coro-
navirus outbreak went into 
effect in Yemen April 9, rais-

ing hopes for an end to the five-year 
war in Yemen and for concerted ef-
forts to prevent the spread of the 
COVID-19 pandemic as authorities 
announced their first confirmed cor-
onavirus case on April 10.

Saudi military spokesman Colonel 
Turki al-Maliki announced April 8 
that the joint coalition forces com-
mand had decided to implement a 
comprehensive ceasefire in Yemen 
for a period of two weeks, starting 
April 9.

He added the truce could be ex-

tended to allow warring parties to 
discuss “a comprehensive political 
solution in Yemen.”

He said the coalition envisions 
three-way peace talks in which the 
Houthis, the UN-backed government 
of Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Man-
sour Hadi and a military team from 
the coalition would sit down to nego-
tiate a durable settlement.

Saudi Deputy Defence Minister 
Prince Khalid bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz tweeted that the ceasefire 
“will hopefully create a more effec-
tive climate to de-escalate tensions” 
and enable the sides to work towards 
a political settlement.

He also said Saudi Arabia would 
contribute $500 million to UN relief 
efforts in Yemen this year and an ad-
ditional $25 million to combat the 
pandemic. “It is up to the Houthis to 
put the health and safety of the Yem-

eni people above all else,” the prince 
wrote.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
said Washington welcomed the 
ceasefire announcement and urged 
Houthis to respond in kind to the 
coalition’s initiative. He called on all 
parties to cooperate with UN envoy 
to Yemen Martin Griffiths’ efforts for 
talks.

UN Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres urged the Saudi-backed 
government and the Houthis to en-
gage “in good faith and without 
preconditions” in the talks to agree 
to a nationwide truce mechanism, 
humanitarian and economic confi-
dence-building steps and a resump-
tion of negotiations on a political set-
tlement.

The Saudi-led coalition said its 
move is intended to facilitate talks 
sponsored by Griffiths for a perma-
nent truce, motivated in part to avoid 
a potential outbreak of the new coro-
navirus.

Yemen’s internationally recognised 
government announced the first con-
firmed COVID-19 case in the country 
on April 10.

Yemeni Health Minister Nasser 
Baoum said the case is a 73-year-old 
Yemeni national who works at the al-
Shahr port in Hadramawt province.

Health experts fear deep poverty, 
dire water shortages and a lack of 
adequate sanitation have made the 
country a breeding ground for dis-
ease.

“After five years of war, vulnerabili-
ties are high and immunities are low 
across the population as a whole,” 
UN Humanitarian Coordinator Lise 
Grande said. “If the virus enters Yem-
en and spreads, the impact will be 
huge, possibly catastrophic.”

Saudi Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs Adel al-Jubeir pointed out the 

ceasefire in Yemen will offer “an op-
portunity for a comprehensive agree-
ment.”

He expressed his hope that this hu-
manitarian truce will push towards 
facilitating the meeting called for by 
the UN envoy to Yemen, between the 
representatives of the Yemeni gov-
ernment, the Houthis and military 
representatives from the Saudi-led 
coalition, for the purpose of working 
with the United Nations to imple-
ment a comprehensive and lasting 
ceasefire agreement.

Jubeir said that the ceasefire came 
“in response to the call by the UN sec-
retary-general last month for a cease-
fire and de-escalation in Yemen, and 
to start direct negotiations between 
the Yemeni parties to address the 
spread of the new coronavirus.”

UAE Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs Anwar Gargash said the coali-
tion’s decision, led by Saudi Arabia, 
to implement a two-week ceasefire in 
Yemen was wise and responsible.

Gargash wrote on Twitter: “With 
the repeated calls for a political so-
lution, fears of the arrival of the 
coronavirus complicate the ongoing 
humanitarian crisis. This is an impor-
tant decision that must be built on 
humanly and politically.”

Maliki indicated that Saudi Arabia 
had started taking steps to combat 
the spread of the pandemic in Yemen 
some time ago.

Griffiths welcomed the Saudi move 
to declare a unilateral ceasefire for 
two weeks. He said in a press state-
ment: “I am grateful to the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia and the Arab alliance 
for their recognition of the sensitiv-
ity of the stage that Yemen is going 
through, and their response to the 
critical nature of this stage.”

(With news agencies)

Trying again. Iraqi President Barham Salih (R) at the swearing-in 
ceremony of Mustafa Kadhimi as new prime minister-designate, 
Baghdad, April 9.                                                                           (AFP)
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US indictment 
charges Qatar 
with bribery over 
2022 World Cup

London

P 

rosecutors have revealed 
new details of alleged bribes 
paid to FIFA executive com-
mittee members to gain 

their votes for Qatar to host the 
forthcoming 2022 World Cup.

An indictment unsealed on April 
6 in the US District Court in Brook-
lyn alleged that Nicolas Leoz, for-
mer president of the South Ameri-
can governing body CONMEBOL, 
and former Brazilian federation 
president Ricardo Teixeira both 
received bribes to vote for Qatar to 
host the 2022 World Cup.

Their votes at the 2010 FIFA ex-
ecutive committee meeting were 
instrumental in ensuring that Qa-
tar succeeded in winning the bid to 
host the World Cup. The Qatar bid 
beat a US bid to host the 2022 World 
Cup by 14-8.

“The profiteering and bribery 
in international soccer have been 
deep-seated and commonly known 
practices for decades,” William F. 
Sweeney Jr, assistant director in 
charge of the FBI’s New York field 
office, said in a statement.

The unsealed indictment revealed 
that Qatar was not the only country 
facing allegations of bribery and 
vote-buying. Russia, which won 
the bid to host the 2018 World Cup, 
is alleged to have paid Jack Warner, 
former president of the North and 
Central American football body 
CONCACAF, who allegedly received 
$5 million to vote for its bid. While 
Guatemala football federation pres-
ident Rafael Salguero was report-
edly promised $1 million to vote for  
Russia.

In 2017, Alejandro Burzaco, for-
mer head of the marketing com-
pany Torneos y Competencias, for-
mally testified that all three South 
American officials on the FIFA ex-
ecutive committee took bribes to 
support Qatar’s bid to host the 2022 
World Cup.

Qatar has faced significant criti-
cism for how it won the right to host 
the 2022 World Cup, with some ob-
servers calling for the Gulf country 
to be stripped of hosting duties.

Qatar has also faced criticism 
over its treatment of workers em-
ployed in the construction of sta-
diums to host the tournament. Mi-
grant labourers have been forced to 
work long hours in the hot weather, 
causing hundreds to die from heat 
stress each year, according to an 
investigation by the UK’s Guardian  
newspaper.

The recent unsealed indictment 
also revealed new charges relating 
to bribery surrounding lucrative 
television rights and advertising  
contracts.

“Over a period of many years, 
the defendants and their co-con-
spirators corrupted the govern-
ance and business of international 
soccer with bribes and kickbacks 
and engaged in criminal fraudu-
lent schemes that caused signifi-
cant harm to the sport of soccer,” 
Sweeney Jr added.

“Their schemes included the use 
of shell companies, sham consulting 
contracts and other concealment 
methods to disguise the bribes and 
kickback payments and make them 
appear legitimate,” he said.

Since the first indictments were 
announced from the corruption 
scandal in May 2015, there have 
been 26 publicly announced guilty 
pleas, many from former football  
officials.

The Arab Weekly staff

Since May 2015, there 
have been 26 publicly 
announced guilty pleas 
into irregularities 
surrounding World Cup 
hosting bids.

The Arab Weekly staff

Kadhimi’s appointment 
comes a week after the 
head of Iran’s Quds Force 
visited Baghdad.

Bracing for pandemic. Nurses are trained on the use of 
ventilators, recently provided by the World Health Organisation, 
at the intensive care ward of a hospital allocated for potential 
coronavirus patients in Yemen’s captial Sana’a.                        (Reuters)
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Beirut

U 

N agencies and humani-
tarian aid groups have 
stepped up precaution-
ary measures to prevent 

the spread of COVID-19 inside 
Lebanon’s Palestinian and Syrian 
refugee camps, which often lack 
access to adequate water and 
sanitation.

Hundreds of thousands of Pal-
estinian refugees live in over-
crowded and rundown camps in 
Lebanon, which is also home to 
at least 1.5 million Syrians who 
have fled the war next door.

The UN Refugee Agency  
(UNHCR) has been ramping up 
efforts to raise awareness about 
basic hygiene among the Syrian 
refugee communities.

“Since early February we’ve 
been leading mass information 
and awareness-raising cam-
paigns and have launched a se-
ries of precautionary hygiene 
activities in all locations where 
refugees live in overcrowded 
conditions,” said UNHCR spokes-
woman Lisa Abou Khaled.

Abou Khaled said no confirmed 
coronavirus cases have been reg-
istered among the Syrian refu-
gees, most of whom live in infor-
mal tented encampments.

However, she said the agency 
has set up “isolation centres” in-
side the camps in the event quar-
antines are needed.

“We are also working with 
the ministry of public health to 
support hospitals. We will cre-
ate additional wards with addi-
tional beds, including additional 
intensive care units so there is 
sufficient response capacity for 

all communities, Lebanese and 
refugees,” she added.

So far, just one Palestinian and 
three Syrians, all of whom live 
outside the camps, have tested 
positive for COVID-19, out of 609 
infections and 20 deaths across 
Lebanon.

UNHCR is also working to raise 
awareness among Syrian refu-
gees about the virus’s symptoms 
and how they can contact the 
ministry of public health hotline 
for screening. UNHCR has com-
mitted to paying for any testing 
and treatment services for the 
virus.

Similar measures are being ap-
plied by the UN Relief and Works 
Agency that cares for Palestinian 
refugees (UNRWA) in 12 over-
crowded camps across Lebanon.

The agency has converted its 
vocational and technical training 
centre in south Lebanon into a 
medical facility to treat potential 
coronavirus patients.

“The purpose is to provide a 
centre where mild cases of coro-
navirus would be treated in case 
hospitals have no capacity and 
where isolation at home is not 
possible,” said UNRWA spokes-
person Huda Samra.

UNRWA, which provides edu-
cational and medical services for 
Palestinian refugees, has taken a 
number of protective measures 
in its clinics inside the camps.

“Daily disinfection is taking 
place in all our clinics and medi-
cal staff have been equipped with 
the needed personal protective 
equipment (PPE) and received 
the training needed on preven-
tion and handling of cases,” Sam-
ra said.

“The main concern remains… 
the spread of the coronavirus in 
the overcrowded Palestinian ref-
ugee camps where there are very 
limited possibilities for home 
isolation,” Samra added.

Fears that the COVID-19 pan-
demic could exacerbate dis-
crimination against refugees 
in Lebanon were voiced by Hu-
man Rights Watch (HRW), which 
cited restrictions on movement 
imposed on refugees in several  
municipalities.

“At least 21 Lebanese mu-
nicipalities have introduced 
discriminatory restrictions on 
Syrian refugees that do not ap-
ply to Lebanese residents as 
part of their efforts to combat  
COVID-19,” HRW stated.

Palestinians, like many Syrian 
refugees, often live off of daily 
wages. Now under a nationwide 
lockdown that has battered the 
economy and halted their access 
to work, refugees are in desper-
ate need of additional aid.

Lebanese President Michel 
Aoun has appealed for financial 
assistance from international 
donors, saying the international 
community has a responsibil-
ity to help Lebanon shoulder the 
burden of hosting scores of Pal-
estinian and Syrian refugees and 
warning of a “health catastrophe 
if the virus hits refugee camps.”

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

Economic meltdown pushes 
Tehran to take risks with pandemic

Measures reinforced to 
prevent COVID-19 spread in 
Lebanon’s refugee camps
Samar Kadi

Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

I 

ran’s government has decided that 
the threat of a possible collapse 
of the economy is bigger than the 
danger posed by the coronavirus.

Even though Iran is the hardest-hit 
country in the Middle East with more 
than 68,000 infections and over 4,200 
deaths caused by COVID-19, the res-
piratory disease triggered by the vi-
rus, President Hassan Rohani allowed 
some businesses outside Tehran to 
re-open on April 11 and has said it is 
possible that companies in the capital 
could re-open a week later.

As Rohani’s government pushes 
to get at least some Iranians back to 
work, it is betting against the risk of 
triggering a second wave of infections 
by bringing people close together at 
workplaces. Many other countries 
say they want to avoid re-opening the 
economy too soon.

There is also concern that the Ira-
nian regime is resorting to violent re-
pression of protests over the danger 
posed by the coronavirus.

Amnesty International on April 9 
said that more than 30 prisoners are 
feared to have been killed by Iranian 
security forces during protests over 
coronavirus safety concerns. The UK-
based organisation said thousands of 

inmates in at least eight prisons in the 
Islamic Republic had held demonstra-
tions in recent days.

“People’s health is the country’s 
first priority, but employment, pro-
duction and businesses in a year that 
is named ‘Surge in Production’ must 
be considered as well,” Rohani told a 
cabinet meeting on April 5, according 
to the presidency’s website.

“Easing restrictions does not mean 
ignoring health protocols… social 
distancing and other health proto-
cols should be respected seriously by 
people,” the state news agency IRNA 
quoted Rohani as saying on April 11, 
as the decision to re-open some busi-
nesses took effect.

Iran’s government spokesman Ali 
Rabeie said “in case of long-term shut-
down, some 4 million people could be 
out of work,” IRNA reported.

Even as Rohani’s government acted 
to get the economy back on track, Su-
preme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
issued a warning to Iranians that the 
virus remained a lethal danger that 
would affect the holy month of Rama-
dan that starts on April 23.

Khamenei appealed for Iranians to 
pray at home and to avoid mass gath-
erings and communal prayers during 
the Muslim fasting month.

“In the absence of public gather-
ings during Ramadan, such as prayers, 
speeches… which we are deprived of 
this year, we should not neglect wor-
ship, invocation and humility in our 
loneliness,” Khamenei said in a tel-
evised speech on April 9.

Despite the warning, Rohani’s 
plan to re-boot the economy is going 
ahead.

The president unveiled a loan pro-

gramme of about $17.4 billion for 
companies and promised support 
payments of $230 each for 23 million 
poor households.

In an unprecedented step for the 
Islamic Republic, Rohani has also re-
quested a loan of $5 billion from the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF). 
It is Tehran’s first demand for IMF aid 
since Iran’s 1979 Islamic Revolution.

“These moves by the Iranian re-
gime demonstrate its intent to move 
beyond the crisis, but the danger of 
coronavirus has yet to have passed,” 
Kaleigh Thomas of the Centre for 
a New American Security (CNAS), 
a Washington think-tank, said  
by e-mail.

Iran’s economy contracted by 
around 10% last year under the pres-
sure of US sanctions that have crip-
pled the country’s oil sector. Experts 
say mismanagement and corruption 
also played a role. The coronavirus 
pandemic, which has prompted the 
shutdown of businesses and domes-
tic travel, has worsened the economic 
situation further.

The economy ministry listed “the 
escalation of US sanctions and de-
pletion of Iran’s foreign exchange 
reserves, combined with economic 
losses resulting from coronavirus out-
break and disruptions caused to busi-
nesses that would lead to leaner tax 
revenues” as the “most biting” chal-
lenges facing Iran, according to the 
Financial Tribune, an Iranian English-
language business newspaper.

The Financial Tribune said “swim-
ming pools, sports centres or any 
place of gathering” would not be al-
lowed to open. A quick return to nor-
mal economic activity could trigger a 

second wave of infections.
Rohani also received permission 

from Khamenei to take $1.1 billion out 
of the National Development Fund, 
the country’s sovereign wealth fund. 
The money will be used to fight the 
coronavirus and to help the unem-
ployed.

Farhang Jahanpour, a British aca-
demic of Iranian descent and a com-
mentator on Iranian affairs, said by 
e-mail the decrease in oil revenue due 
to US sanctions was forcing Rohani’s 
government to turn to the sovereign 
wealth fund to confront the chal-
lenges posed by an economic crisis in 
times of a pandemic.

“In view of the negative effect of 
COVID-19 on society and economy, it 
would be quite logical for the govern-
ment to dip into [the] National Devel-
opment Fund in order to support the 
economy and help the most vulner-
able members of the society.”

Rohani’s government feels encour-
aged in its effort to revive the econ-

omy by what it claims is a gradual 
decline in coronavirus cases. It says 
social distancing measures are show-
ing an effect.

Figures compiled by the Johns 
Hopkins University in the US showed 
that Iran’s number of new infections 
per day has fallen since March 30, 
when it stood at 3,200. The figure giv-
en by Iran’s health ministry for April 
10 was 1,972.

But there has been speculation in-
side and outside of Iran that the real 
number of deaths and infections in 
the country could be much higher 
than officially announced. Iran ini-
tially downplayed the outbreak in 
February amid the 41st anniversary of 
its 1979 Islamic Revolution and a cru-
cial parliamentary vote.

About eight in ten COVID-19 cases 
in the Middle East are said to have 
originated in Iran.

Thomas Seibert is a correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

Government claims toll is 
decreasing as it ventures 
into ‘jump-starting 
economy’.

Return of overseas 
workers compounds 
Egypt’s problems

Cairo

E 

gypt expects thousands of its 
nationals to lose their jobs and 
return from Qatar as it bans 
the entry of nationals from 

several countries, including Egypt, as 
part of its efforts to contain the spread 
of the coronavirus.

In early March, Qatar said that it 
would ban the entry of citizens from 
several countries, including Egypt, to 
prevent the spread of the coronavirus. 
This deprived thousands of Egyptians 
who had work and residence permits 
in Qatar but were on holiday in Egypt 
at the time of the chance to return to 
work.

Qatari authorities are also terminat-
ing the contracts of hundreds of Egyp-
tian workers and refusing to renew the 
contracts of others.

Dozens of Egyptians working in 
Qatar posted a video in late March to 
appeal to Egyptian authorities to help 
them return home after their contracts 
were terminated by Qatari companies.

Some of the workers said they are 
both unable to remain in Qatar or re-
turn to Egypt.

Egypt cut off trade and diplomatic 
ties with Qatar in June 2017, together 
with the United Arab Emirates, Saudi 
Arabia and Bahrain, in protest against 
Doha’s alleged interference in their af-
fairs and sponsorship of extremist 
groups.

On March 6, Egypt banned the en-
try of Qataris in retaliation for Qatar’s 
decision to ban the entry of Egyptians.

Around 300,000-350,000 Egyp-
tians work in Qatar.

In 2019, Egypt received $26  
billion in remittances from its workers 
in other countries. Around 10 million 
Egyptians work in other countries, es-
pecially the Arab Gulf.

However, Egypt is bracing for those 
workers to return home as the Qatari 
economy takes the hit from the coro-
navirus and the ensuing international 
economic slowdown.

Thousands of Egyptian workers are 
also preparing to return from Kuwait, 
where anti-expatriate sentiment is  
rising.

“Apart from depriving Egypt of the 
remittances they used to send, the 
return of these workers will swell the 
ranks of the unemployed in our coun-
try,” said Bassant Fahmi, a member of 
the Committee on Economic Affairs 
in the Egyptian parliament.

About 8% of Egypt’s workforce of 
29 million was unemployed in the 
fourth quarter of 2019.

In late March, Egypt’s planning 
minister, Hala al-Saeed, said the un-
employment rate could rise to 8.5% 
by the end of the 2020/2021 fiscal year 
in July.

On April 7, Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi appealed to private 
employers not to lay off their work-
ers as the crisis affects businesses and 
sparks a recession.

“I only ask the private sector to pre-
serve its labour,” Sisi said.

Sisi’s government offered tens of 
billions of Egyptian pounds to sup-
port the tourism industry and help 
the sector conduct needed upgrades 
and help investors preserve their  
labour.

Sisi also launched an economic 
stimulus plan on April 7 that includes 
tax exemptions for the private sec-
tor, a delay of the real estate tax and 
financial support to exporters.

There are fears, however, that an 
increase in the number of the unem-
ployed and a deterioration of eco-
nomic and living conditions would 
have a political backlash.

Hassan Abdel Zaher is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

So far, just one 
Palestinian and three 
Syrians, all of whom live 
outside camps, have 
tested positive for 
COVID-19 out of 609 
infections and 20 deaths 
across Lebanon.

Dire straits. Iranian President Hassan Rohani chairs a cabinet 
meeting on the latest updates about the spread of the coronavirus. (DPA)
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Ankara’s ‘deal with angel of death’ seen unfair 
to detained critics amid coronavirus crisis
Istanbul

T 

he Turkish government is 
coming under fire over a 
controversial plan to exclude 
jailed critics of President Re-

cep Tayyip Erdogan from an amnesty 
aimed at protecting prisoners from 
the coronavirus, in a move that critics 
call a “pact with the angel of death.”

After four days of debate in parlia-
ment in Ankara, the assembly decid-
ed on April 10 to extend the session by 
another three days through April 13, 
lawmakers said. Passage of the draft 
should be assured by the majority of 
seats held in the assembly by Erdog-
an’s Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) and its right-wing partner, the 
Nationalist Movement Party (MHP), 
but the debate of the bill, which con-
sisted of 70 different changes to exist-
ing laws, moved slower than expect-
ed because of opposition resistance.

The government argues the amnes-
ty bill complies with the rule of law 
but critics say Erdogan is using the 
threat posed by the virus to silence 
dissidents in politics, media and civil 
society.

According to the AKP, the amnesty 
will free about 90,000 of the 300,000 
inmates in Turkey’s overcrowded 
prisons that were built for a total of 
230,000 people. Under the bill, some 
prisoners will have parts of their sen-
tences waived and will be released 
while others, including pregnant 
women and elderly or sick inmates, 
will be placed under house arrest.

Turkey, which registered its first 

coronavirus case on March 11, is re-
porting more than 47,000 infections 
and over 1,000 deaths. The number of 
infections doubles roughly every five 
days, and experts have told Turkish 
media that the worst of the pandemic 
is still weeks away.

The government has closed schools 
and universities, banned communal 
prayers, curtailed domestic and in-
ternational travel and decreed a lock-
down for people under 20 years and 
over 65 years of age. 

In a surprise move that caught 
many citizens unprepared, the gov-
ernment ordered a 48-hour blanket 
curfew in Istanbul and 30 other big 
cities late on April 10, with only two 
hours before the lockdown took ef-
fect.

Following the announcement, 
thousands of people rushed out for 
bread, water and other supplies. 
Video posted on social media showed 
tightly packed crowds in front of 
some stores in Istanbul, prompting 
critics to comment that a step de-
signed to slow the spread of the virus 
might have increased the infection 
rate.

Government and opposition agree 
in principle that something must be 
done to prevent prisons from becom-
ing hotbeds of infection because of 
overcrowding and unsanitary condi-
tions.

But opposition officials, human 
rights groups and European politi-
cians say the amnesty plan is unfair 
because it would give freedom to 
thieves and even mobsters while 
keeping non-violent government crit-
ics such as journalists, writers and 
civil society leaders behind bars.

Veysel Ok, an Istanbul lawyer spe-
cialising in freedom of expression 
cases, said courts had the power to 
release suspects from pre-trial de-
tention even without a change of the 
law. “The constitution says this can 
be done to avert danger,” Ok said by 
telephone.

“But there is a problem with judicial 
independence,” Ok added. “The judi-
ciary does not want to do this without 

a wink from the government.”
The opposition and the Euro-

pean Union, which Turkey wants to 
join, say the Turkish judiciary has 
come under the influence of the  
government.

The government bill says convicted 
murderers, sex offenders, drug deal-
ers and terrorists must not benefit 
from the amnesty. Under Turkey’s 
draconian anti-terror laws, criticism 
and anti-government comments can 
be prosecuted as illegal acts of sup-
port for a terrorist organisation even if 
they do not include calls for violence.

Ahmet Altan, a 70-year-old writer 
who has been in jail since 2016 de-
spite calls by the European Court of 
Human Rights to set him free, is one 
of the prominent government critics 
who are set to remain in prison. Altan, 
a former editor of a newspaper critical 

of the government, is accused of hav-
ing supported the 2016 coup attempt 
by sending “subliminal” messages to 
the coup plotters in a TV chat show.

“To leave people who are behind 
bars for expressing their ideas ex-
posed to corona is like making a deal 
with the angel of death,” Mehmet 
Altan, brother of Ahmet Altan, said 
in a video message published by the  
Kronos news website.

Other well-known government 
foes in prison who are excluded 
from the amnesty are Selahattin 
Demirtas, a former leader of the pro-
Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party 
(HDP), and civil society figure Osman  
Kavala.

Omer Faruk Gergerlioglu, an HDP 
lawmaker, said many people were 
likely to die in prison because of the 
coronavirus. “If there will be no re-

leases, prisons will turn into scenes 
of #MASSACRES!” Gergerlioglu 
tweeted.

Claudia Roth, a deputy speaker of 
Germany’s parliament, and fellow 
Green Party member Cem Ozdemir, 
also slammed Erdogan’s plans. “Pres-
ident Erdogan is using the pandemic 
in a shameful way to silence critics 
in his own country,” they said in a  
statement.

The Council of Europe called on 
member states Turkey and Spain to 
include political prisoners in amnes-
ty plans triggered by the coronavirus 
pandemic.

Boriss Cilevics, the human rights 
rapporteur of the Council’s Parlia-
mentary Assembly, said in a state-
ment on April 2 he welcomed the in-
tention by member states to release 
non-violent prison inmates.

Amman

M 

ystery surrounds the fate 
of the current Jordanian 
parliament, which is ap-
proaching the end of its 

constitutionally ordained term as the 
kingdom also copes with the corona-
virus outbreak.

Besides political uncertainties, Jor-
danians have serious fears of cata-
strophic consequences that may af-
fect the country’s already exhausted 
economy and spark social unrest.

The House of Representatives’ con-
stitutional term ends April 30 and 
Jordanian King Abdullah II previously 
said that new elections would be held 
in a timely manner and that there is 
no room for postponement. However, 
the coronavirus pandemic has made 
it unlikely that this constitutional 
timeframe will be respected.

There are growing concerns in Jor-
dan about the government’s failure 
to meet the challenges imposed by 
the coronavirus pandemic, not just 
in terms of limiting the horizontal 
spread of the infection, but in terms 
of protecting the economy from a 
crippling fallout. Faced with a serious 
decline in international aid, the king-
dom’s economy was already going 
through very difficult times.

There have been rumours that Jor-
dan could resort to martial law or a state 
of emergency, during which a military 
council would manage the crisis.

Parliament Speaker Atef al-
Tarawneh said that the decision to 
impose martial law lies with King Ab-
dullah II alone.

Tarawneh pointed out that it is too 
early to talk of parliamentary elec-
tions in light of the coronavirus pan-
demic, especially since Article 48 of 
the constitution clearly stipulates 
that elections must be held within the 
four months preceding the end of par-
liament’s constitutional term. If elec-
tions are not held by the end of the 
parliament’s term or delayed for any 
reason, the current parliament would 
remain in place until a new legislative 
body is elected.

Jordan previously activated Chap-
ter 125 of the constitution in the 1950s 
and 1990s. Chapter 125 states that, in 
the event of a serious emergency, the 
king could use his powers to declare 
martial law throughout the country 
or in parts of it.

Economist and former Deputy 
Prime Minister Jawad al-Anani was 
the first to raise the idea of   imple-
menting these exceptional provi-
sions in an interview released by 
Jordan’s official news agency Petra, 
in what seemed to be an attempt to 
gauge public opinion. Reactions were 
mixed. There was strong opposition 
from some parties, such as the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, while others were 
more reserved.

Anani said that “the situation is 
treacherous and Jordan would need 
two years of martial law to be able to 
overcome the local economic after-
math of the coronavirus pandemic.”

The former government official 
also warned that “the government’s 
budget is going to suffer from a large 
deficit in addition to the pre-crisis 
deficit, which exceeded one billion di-
nars ($1.41 billion).” He added that the 
government is “going to have to resort 
to foreign debt and close its eyes on 
increasing the percentage of this debt 
to the GDP.”

Political observers say the govern-
ment is very likely to opt for martial 
law if its initial efforts to contain the 
crisis fail especially if restrictions are 
not respected by the public.

Reported breaches of curfew meas-
ures by two parliament members, 
Fawaz Al-Zobi and Habis Al-Fayez, 
have sparked a public outcry.

The incident forced the parliament 
speaker to come out and assert that 
“the rights of the parliament are pro-
tected by the constitution and that 
deputies continue to be protected by 
constitutional immunity until the end 
of their regular terms.”

He also stressed that, “when mem-
bers of parliament abide by the times 
of the curfew, it does not eliminate 
their role or restrict their prerogatives 
to monitor the performance of the 
government and the ministers.” 

Jordan’s parliament in the eye of the 
pandemic storm, martial law an option

Thomas Seibert

Double jeopardy. Turkish soldiers stand guard outside a courtroom at the Silivri Prison and 
Courthouse complex in Silivri near Istanbul, Turkey.                                                                                  (Reuters)

Opposition officials say 
the amnesty plan is 
unfair because it would 
give freedom to thieves 
and even mobsters while 
keeping non-violent 
government critics 
behind bars.

The Arab Weekly staff

Assassination of Hezbollah
commander in South
Lebanon sparks speculation

Beirut

T   he assassination of Hezbol-
lah commander Ali Moham-
med Younes on April 4 in 
southern Lebanon has un-

leashed speculation that the killing 
could be related to internal feuds 
with the militant pro-Iran party.

Younes was a known second-
rank figure in the party in charge of 
counter intelligence. He worked on 
the ground in south Lebanon and 
his main task was to hunt spies and  
infiltrators.

Younes was assassinated in an 
area entirely under Hezbollah’s con-
trol. Observers in southern Lebanon 
ruled out the possibility that outsid-
ers, including Israeli agents, would 
ambush a leading figure of Hezbol-
lah in that Lebanese location simply 
because Hezbollah knows exactly 
who is travelling in and out of the 
region.

While Hezbollah sought to steer 
suspicion for the killing of Younes 
towards Israeli intelligence, Leba-
nese political sources suggested 
that Younes could have been the 
victim of internal personal or finan-
cial feuds within the party. The fact 
that the Hezbollah commander was 
shot and stabbed with a knife made 
the attack look more like an act of 
revenge.

Hezbollah has always used the 
assassination of some of its cadres 
to paint itself as being constantly 
targeted by Israeli intelligence agen-
cies. Such reputation reinforces the 
stock of sympathy it enjoys in its 
strongholds in the southern suburbs 
of Beirut, the Bekaa Valley and the 
south.

Younes’s assassination came  
after the loyalty of party supporters 
was tested and shaken by the Amer 
al-Fakhoury scandal, for they had a 
hard time believing that the latter’s 
release had taken place without 
Hezbollah’s approval, even if im-
plicitly, knowing very well that the 
party controls all levers of power 
especially in security-related issues.

Well-informed Lebanese sources 
have also linked Younes’s assas-
sination to the killing of Anton al-
Hayek a few days ago in southern 
Lebanon. Hayek was considered a 
close aide of Fakhoury, a dual na-
tional with Lebanese and American 
citizenships who was referred to in 
southern Lebanon as the ‘Butcher 
of al-Khiam Prison Camp’ during 
the Israeli occupation of southern 
Lebanon.

Washington managed to air-
lift Fakhoury out of Lebanon only 
hours after the Military Court issued 
a decision to stop all prosecution 
procedures for treason against him. 
Hayek was assassinated in Sidon, 
just days after Fakhoury’s return to 
the United States.

The Arab Weekly staff

There have been rumours 
that Jordan could resort to 
martial law or a state of 
emergency, during which a 
military council would 
manage the crisis.
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F 

ollowing the announcement 
that Egypt will ban all congre-
gational religious activities, 
including prayers and iftar, 

during the upcoming holy month, 
Muslims are preparing for the pros-
pect of a Ramadan under lockdown.

Egypt’s Ministry of Religious En-
dowments announced that it will ban 
“all congregational religious activi-
ties” during Ramadan, which is set to 
start on April 23. The ruling will ban 
congregational prayers, including the 
taraweeh night prayers, as well as 
any congregational iftar — the even-
ing meal during which Muslims break 
their daily fast.

The ministry also confirmed it will 
ban all Mawaed al-Rahman gather-
ings, which are free congregational 
iftars held in public for Egypt’s poor. 
Many mosques, as well as other char-
ity and neighbourhood organisa-
tions, usually host daily Mawaed al-
Rahman for Egypt’s poor, as well as 
passers-by.

“Mosques are to remain closed un-
til no new coronavirus cases are reg-
istered across the nation and until the 
Ministry of Health certifies that gath-
erings would no longer pose a threat 
to public health,” the ministry said in 
a statement.

The ban will also apply to the reli-
gious practice of I’tikaf, or seclusion, 
when Muslims spend the last 10 days 
of Ramadan in mosques in religious 
contemplation, the ministry added.

Mosques in Egypt, along with al-
most every other Arab country, re-
main closed as governments in the 
Middle East combat the spreading 
coronavirus crisis.

The outbreak of the virus — of-
ficially known as COVID-19 — has 
been labelled a global pandemic by 
the World Health Organisation, with 
a majority of countries around the 
world imposing travel restrictions 
and advising people to stay at home 
in order to address the spread.

Even in countries where the adhan, 
the call to prayer, continues to ring 
out from mosques, the call has been 
changed to address new realities. 
Mosques have amended the word-
ing of the adhan, replacing the phrase 
“come to prayer” to “pray at home.”

Despite the lockdown, a committee 
of senior scholars at Cairo’s al-Azhar, 
the most senior religious authority in 
Egypt, confirmed that fasting should 
continue as usual, even if most Mus-

lims will be unable to pursue tradi-
tional activities such as praying in 
mosques or hosting iftars for friends 
and family.

Mosques in Tunisia, Morocco, Al-
geria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Bahrain, Qatar, Jordan, Iraq and the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) have 
been outright closed or seen their 
operations severely restricted as the 
region works to address the crisis.

Apart from mosque closures, the 
lockdown will also affect supplies of 
goods, with many Muslims fearing 
that goods, particularly food, could 
run low.

Saudi supply companies have be-
gun increasing their strategic reserves 
of consumer goods ahead of the holy 
month, according to local media. 
However, with curfews in place in the 
kingdom and many other Middle East 
countries, questions are being asked 
about how people will be able to shop 
safely and maintain stringent social 
distancing during this period.

In Egypt, all shops and malls are 
closed every day at 5pm, with a com-
plete shutdown on Thursdays and 
Fridays. This not only impacts shop-
pers but also vendors, who rely on 
increased traffic in the lead-up to and 
during Ramadan.

Even something as simple as tra-
ditional Ramadan television has not 
escaped the coronavirus crisis. Many 
people across the region watch Rama-
dan soap operas broadcast on a night-
ly basis over the holy month. How-
ever, according to industry insiders, 
many scheduled television dramas 
saw filming curtailed and eventually 
cancelled, likely leaving many chan-
nels short of a full schedule.

However, the lockdown could 
also be an opportunity, with Egypt’s 
Islamic educational institute and  
government body, Dar al-Ifta, ad-
vising people to reconnect and rec-
oncile with family members during  
quarantine.

“We must look to the positive as-
pects during these exceptional times 
that have compelled many people 
to be quarantined in their homes 
and turn this into an opportunity for 
bonding and forgiveness and restor-
ing the spirit of serenity and coop-
eration,” said Egypt’s Grand Mufti  
Shawki Allam in a fatwa.

“[We should] repair what can be re-
paired in terms of relations between 
family members… Homes are built on 
love and forgiveness,” he said, “and 
we are all in the same boat.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is The Arab 
Weekly East-West section editor.

Middle East prepares 
for Ramadan under 
coronavirus lockdown

Abu Dhabi

E 

xperts called out shortfalls 
in how the coronavirus pan-
demic is being addressed 
around the world during an 

e-symposium broadcast from Abu 
Dhabi.

Organised by the Abu-Dhabi-
based think-tank Trends Research 
and Advisory on March 31, the e-
symposium gathered geostrategic, 
geopolitical, security and medi-
cal experts from the Emirates, the 
United States, China and the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) to dis-
cuss strategies needed to defeat the 
novel coronavirus.

“It is not just the peak of the 
epidemic but also the bumps on 
the way and the re-entry into soci-
ety that will have to be managed,” 
said Maurizio Barbeschi, adviser to 
the executive director of the WHO 
Health Emergencies Programme. 
“It is obvious that the shutdown of 
travel did not work well – it was late, 
not smart nor selective enough, so 
the first weaponry of governments 
so far was not quick, smart nor large 
enough to stop the exponential 
move of the virus.”

He argued that countries should 
tackle the crisis from a different an-
gle in anticipation of a second wave.

Gulfaraz Khan, professor of viral 
pathology at UAE University, said 
the scientific community is united 
against COVID-19 but warned of a 
lack of preparedness. “The current 
crisis has affected all of us in one 
way or another,” he said. “The emer-
gence of infections is not new; they 
have been happening for thousands 
of years.”

Citing the 1918 Spanish Flu, the 
1957 Asian Flu, the 1968 Hong Kong 
Flu as well as the 1997 Bird Flu, 2002 
Sars epidemic, 2012 Mers coronavi-
rus and 2014 Ebola outbreak, he said 
the “historical narrative gives you a 
perspective that emerging and re-
emerging infections aren’t new and 
COVID-19 isn’t going to be the last 
one.

“It may sound pessimistic but 

these viruses have been happening 
for thousands of years and even af-
ter we overcome them, we would be 
naive to think COVID-19 is the last 
pandemic outbreak we would get. 
So we need to be better prepared, 
it’s not a matter of if a pandemic 
happens, it’s when,” said Khan.

Coronavirus has reshaped virtu-
ally every aspect of life, including 
in the international relations and 
security fields. Hussein Ibish, a sen-
ior resident scholar at the Arab Gulf 
States Institute in Washington, said 
the transformation has caused an 
adrenaline rush for insularity and 
parochialism promoted by pop-
ulism that is “not helping” the cri-
sis. “When it comes to international 
competition and cooperation, I fore-
see the need to revive multilateral-
ism because it’s going to be neces-
sary for countries to work together 
to defeat this,” he said.

While Ibish noted that greater 
cooperation is taking place among 
global powers and multilateral or-
ganisations, he is not optimistic that 
“bad actors” will change their ways 
and work as a positive force.

He named countries such as North 
Korea and Iran as having “destabi-
lising policies” that have added an-
other layer of uncertainty to the cri-
sis. “Despite COVID-19, Iran has not 
changed its ways and, in fact, has 
carried out more attacks in Iraq,” he 
said.  “And Turkey’s hegemonic pro-
jects in the Mediterranean haven’t 
stopped.”

Several conflicts were seen as 
having been exacerbated due to the 
virus. According to David Meyer, 
associate professor of security and 
global studies at the American Uni-
versity in the Emirates, the crisis 
will likely continue to fragment so-
cieties. He pointed to the ongoing 

dispute between the United States 
and China, which have each blamed 
the other for either creating the vi-
rus or failing to stop it through con-
cealing information or inefficient 
management.

“There has been some increase in 
international cooperation, such as 
in research, which will probably in-
crease,” he said. “But it won’t be in 
many areas, especially in sensitive 
information, which is perhaps the 
most important amount for sharing. 
But, now as ever, knowledge is still 
power, virus or not.”

Speaking of China’s experience 
with COVID-19, Yong Wang, associ-
ate professor of economics at Pe-
king University, said the country 
responded well by introducing strict 
measures early on, such as lock-
ing down Wuhan, where the virus  
originated.

He expressed cautious optimism 
and called on countries to put their 
differences aside and work togeth-
er. “International cooperation is 
needed to fight the virus,” he said. 
“A global crisis needs global solu-
tions. We need to conduct an effec-
tive dialogue among civilisations, 
governments and systems [because] 
with dialogue, we can find common 
grounds between individuals.”

Wang said countries in the Gulf 
could help promote peace and pros-
perity in the region and globally. 
“We must fight the virus together, 
no matter where we are from be-
cause all us humans will be affect-
ed,” he concluded. “I hope the UAE 
can be a bridge to continue such a 
conversation; we have a lot of things 
to discuss. But we have to try to be 
more neutral and not biased.”

Caline Malek is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Abu Dhabi e-symposium addresses
global impact of COVID-19
Caline Malek

A view from the e-symposium broadcast from Abu Dhabi.         (AFP)

Fallout of pandemicFocus

“Despite COVID-19, Iran has 
not changed its ways and, in 
fact, has carried out more 
attacks in Iraq,” said 
Hussein Ibish.  “And 
Turkey’s hegemonic 
projects in the 
Mediterranean haven’t 
stopped.”

Morocco revives ‘Berrah’ tradition to get people’s attention amid pandemic

Casablanca

“P 

lease stay home” and 
“Do not go out unless it 
is really necessary” have 
been recurrent messages 

uttered through loudspeakers as 
Morocco revived the old tradition 
of “Berrah,” usually implemented 
around neighbourhoods during the 
holy month of Ramadan to wake 
people for the “suhoor” meal before 
starting their fast at dawn.

Morocco’s civil society and au-
thorities have resurrected this old 
method to urge people to stay at 
home and raise awareness about the 
danger of the outbreak among resi-
dents of different neighbourhoods 
across several cities, since the North 
African country’s number of COV-
ID-19 infection cases started to rise.

Videos of some members of the 
security forces urging people to 
stay at home and respect the public 
health state of emergency enforced 
on March 20 went viral.

Caida Houria in the city of Safi 
used a serious tone to drive home 
the need to abide by the state of 
emergency rules and order teen-
agers and children wandering the 
streets to go home, warning that 
disobedience would result in severe 
legal consequences.

“Ladies, keep your children at 
home. Stay home. Children, take 
out your books and study. Visit the 
websites where your lessons are 
available and study. Learn new lan-
guages!” said Houria.

“Why are you laughing? People 
die and you laugh. Go home!” she 
shouted.

Mourad Alami, a columnist and 
university professor specialising in 
languages, told The Arab Weekly 
that the notion of Berrah has been 
well established in the collective 
consciousness of Moroccan citizens 
for a long time.

“Moroccan authorities’ decision 
to use the Berrah means was fair and 
appropriate, although it was con-
veyed instinctively and emotionally. 
If we want to win hearts and minds, 
we must use a living language that 

unites, more than another language 
that would sow discord and remain 
misunderstood,” said Alami.

Houria’s video flooded social me-
dia and free internet messaging apps 
as Moroccans praised her bravery 
and plain speech to impose law and 
order in a populated district of the 
western city of Safi.

“She deserves a royal medal! Who 
agrees with me?” wrote YouTuber 
Wissam Maria.

Alami said Houria opted for the 
Moroccan dialect to make her mes-
sage clear and unambiguous.

“Only the Moroccan language is 
able to play this role. As for the se-
verity and frankness of her jargon, 
this is normal. The truth of the po-
tential thousands of deaths from 
coronavirus is often bitter, and for 
that we cannot use a conciliatory 

language,” said Alami.
In a densely populated neighbour-

hood of Casablanca, a police officer 
delivered a tearful message to the 
public in a more conciliatory tone.

“We are in the streets to protect 
you… if we respect the authorities’ 
decisions and protect ourselves, 
we will protect society,” said the 
police officer from a loudspeaker 
to a densely populated neighbour-
hood in Casablanca, which is the  
Moroccan epicentre of the pandemic.

“Today, you will harm yourself, 
your family and loved ones if you 
disrespect these decisions,” warned 
the officer as tears were falling down 
his face in an emotional scene that 
has been viewed more that 2 million 
times on social media.

Atika Hamoun Aicha, a retired 
78-year-old teacher, recalled the 
dark days of the contagious disease 
of leprosy that hit Morocco in the 
1950s when she was a child.

“I remember quite well when lo-
cal authorities were roaming the 
streets of the ancient medina of Me-
knes, shouting to demand people 
stay home during the contagion,” 

said Hamoun Aicha.
“Very few people had radios in 

their houses. Berrah was the most 
efficient way for the authorities 
to pass the message and warn us 
against the disease unlike today, 
when technology is facilitating the 
flow of information,” she added.

Morocco was one of the first 
countries in the world to implement 
strict measures to fight the pandem-
ic, shutting down its airspace, clos-
ing its border with the two Spanish 
enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla and 
enforcing a public health state of 
emergency.

It also closed schools, universi-
ties, businesses, mosques and clubs 
and cancelled all sports and cultural 
events.

The number of people infected 
with the coronavirus in Morocco 
stood at 1,527, according to the lat-
est figures provided by the Ministry 
of Health as of April 11. There have 
been 110 deaths so far.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.

Morocco’s civil society and 
authorities have 
resurrected this old method 
to urge people to stay at 
home.

Saad Guerraoui

Mahmud el-Shafey
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O
pinion polls provide useful indicators 
of how the coronavirus pandemic is 
playing out across the world and the 
Arab region.

Interesting insights can be gleaned 
from surveys conducted by Gallup 
and Pew Research Center in the US, 

IFOP in France and Sigma Conseil in Tunisia.
The common denominator seems to be anxiety 

about the disease. The IFOP survey showed that 61% 
of the French were worried about themselves and 
their families.

In Tunisia, the Sigma survey showed that 98% felt 
COVID-19 was “dangerous.” The pandemic evoked 
fear among 59% of respondents.

The pandemic is provoking anguish in all socie-
ties. But reactions towards containment measures 
vary from one public to the other.

There remains an issue of lack of trust in the 
authorities in France, with 57% of the French 
thinking their government has not been totally 
honest with them about the pandemic. Their 
distrust could explain, at least in part, their initial 
reluctance to abide by instructions for confinement.

In Tunisia, excessive trust in the government 
might help explain the complacent attitude of 
sections of the public. No less than 84% of the Sigma 
poll respondents said they were confident the 
government was “doing a good job” and more than 
70% of them expressed optimism about the 
authorities’ ability to fight the pandemic. This 
seems to have led too many Tunisians to act as if 
they did not have to play their part in implementing 
the confinement and social distancing measures. 
The Tunisian government’s messaging might have 
been too reassuring. Other countries chose to 
emphasise the most dire of scenarios to convince 
their populations of the need to accept stringent 
restrictions.

The feeling of being faced with a common enemy 
seems to have bridged the usual divide between host 
societies and migrants and ethnic and religious 
minorities. The bonds of commonality are being 
buttressed by the role played by migrants or 
nationals of recent migrant origin as healthcare 
professionals on the frontlines of the fight against 
the pandemic. Empathy for the huge number of 
COVID-19 patients has also overtaken most consid-
erations in the way the Middle East looks at the West.

Still, there was a level of political polarisation in 
the way the COVID-19 threat was initially perceived. 
In the early weeks of the pandemic, conservative 
and right-wing politicians in the West tended to 
underplay the seriousness of the peril. Their 
attitude carried over to their political  
constituencies.

A Gallup poll conducted in March in the US 
showed that while 73% of Democrats felt worried 
about the virus, only 42% of Republicans shared the 
feeling.

There was also a tendency among conservative 
audiences in the US and Europe to believe in 
conspiracy theories about the origin of the pan-
demic. If 26% of the French said they believed that 
COVID-19 was created in a laboratory, no less than 
40% of the far-right Rassemblement National (The 
National Rally) felt that way.

Marine Le Pen, the French far-right leader, saw 
logic in the conspiracy theories. “Throughout 
history, there were diseases which escaped from 
labs. These things happen,” she said.

In the US, 23% of the general public backed the 
conspiracy theory that the virus originated in a lab. 
The percentage was nearly 40% among US audi-
ences of the Fox News group.

As in France and the US, a substantial section of 
the public in Tunisia believes the pandemic 
originated in a lab, with 46% agreeing that it was the 
result of a US strategy to “weaken China” while 30% 
thought it had a natural origin.

The shock and fear created by the unprecedented 
nature of the pandemic in its global scope, rapid 
contagion and lethal effect, can explain the propen-
sity of some segments of the public to seek far-
fetched explanations. High rates of access to the 
internet, especially in these times of confinement 
and work stoppages, have helped spread conspiracy 
theories.

Such theories have traditionally been more rife in 
far-right circles with a carry-over effect on other 
conservative segments of the public. On far-right 
social media sites, suspicion regarding the origin of 
the pandemic was not limited to China; it also 
included 5G communications technology.

Public opinion is also revealing when it comes to 
the weaknesses of anti-COVID-19 strategies in 
various countries. In Tunisia, 57% said they could 
tolerate a month or less of lockdown; only 15% were 
willing to bear more than six months. The reason 
may be that, as the survey showed, 56% were not 
working and that only 9% were working from home.

In the US, where public-health authority is 
devolved to the states, three-quarters of the country 
has been advised to stay at home and public 
opinion, for now, largely supports tough measures 
to contain the virus. But that may change, along 
with attitudes to the pandemic.

Editorial
Opinion polls are a 
useful indicator of 
attitudes towards 
the pandemic

The face of the world is bound 
to change after COVID-19

What is certain is that there will be no place in the 
new order for regimes like the one in Iran.

W 

hat did not hap-
pen by the end 
of the Cold War 
and the dissolu-
tion of the Soviet 
Union will defi-

nitely happen after the end of the 
war on the coronavirus pandemic.

But it is going to be a long war, of 
many months to come.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 
1989 and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union at the beginning of 1992, 
there was this impression that the 
world had entered a new era which 
had nothing to do with the preced-
ing period that had extended from 
the Yalta Conference in 1945 to the 
fall of the Berlin Wall.

The United States won the Cold 
War, but it wasn’t a decisive vic-
tory, as it became clear that other 
powers would emerge and exert 
influence in parts of the world.

Indeed, East European countries 
joined the European Union one by 
one, but the United States could 
not have full control of the fate of 
the world for long.

In Russia, the star of Vladimir 
Putin, who still dreams of restoring 
the former glory of the ex-Soviet 
Union and its global role, was on 
the rise.

If truth must be told, the new 
Russian “Tsar” has succeeded, 
in part, in demonstrating that 
Russia is still a military power to 
be reckoned with. He went ahead 
and recaptured Crimea, which 
is of strategic importance to the 
Russian fleet, from Ukraine. In 
fact, Crimea was originally Russian 
land that former Soviet premier 
Nikita Khrushchev had abandoned 
to Ukraine. At the time, it did not 
matter if the Crimea was Ukrainian 
as long as Ukraine was a republic of 
the Soviet Union.

Next you have China, which 
has transformed into the second-
largest economy in the world and 
which now has its own internation-
al strategy, especially after its re-
gime succeeded in suppressing the 
popular uprising that accompanied 
the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
The whole world still remembers 
the tragic events of Tiananmen 
Square in Beijing in 1989.

The repressive machine of the 
Chinese regime was able to quell 
the massive revolt when the Chi-
nese wanted to emulate the East 
Germans who have had enough of 
the wall of shame that had divided 
Berlin for a long time.

In the post-coronavirus era, there 
will be a new world order based on 
the idea that every country in the 
world, including the United States, 
is going to be interested in one 
thing only: taking care of its health-
care system. The coronavirus pan-
demic took the world by surprise 
and spread dramatically, especially 
in Europe and the United States. 
So, each country will have to adjust 
to and prepare for the possibility of 
new epidemics.

Europe has discovered that it 
cannot be a truly unified entity. 
Italy found out at its expense that it 
cannot rely on the European Union 
in times of crisis. Its healthcare 
system was simply and suddenly 
overrun by the consequences of 
a health catastrophe never envi-
sioned before and so were the pub-
lic healthcare systems in Spain and 
France. There is no doubt that the 
state of political chaos in Italy dur-
ing the past few years has played a 
role in bringing down the country’s 
health system to where it is now. 
Italy used to enjoy some political 
stability with well-established po-
litical parties competing for power; 
but now, with the emergence of 
extreme right-wing and secession-
ist parties with no clear political 
or economic agendas to offer, the 
Italians have become polarised by 
political amateurs.

Furthermore, the chaos in Italy 
was happening while the European 
Union itself was living under the 
shadow of internal conflicts due 
to several reasons. Among those 
reasons is the expansion of the Un-
ion to include poor countries with 
fragile economies, on the one hand, 
and Britain’s exit, on the other. 
Britain had played a role in sabotag-
ing the European Union from the 
inside by first agreeing to expand 
the Union, thinking that would un-
dermine the growing influence of 
the German-French duo, and then 
suddenly deciding to leave it in 
largely mysterious circumstances. 
The reasons given for Brexit are still 
unconvincing.

In any case, relations between 
members of the Union are bound 
to change towards more independ-
ence for the EU’s members. What 
is almost certain is that there will 
be no new steps towards more 
integration between the countries 
of the European Union. The dream 
of a unified, united Europe is now 
much farther away than expected. 
The United States will remain 

the largest and most developed 
economy in the world but many 
questions still persist about its 
ability to face new challenges. It 
has simply turned out that even 
this unique global superpower is 
unable to confront the coronavirus 
pandemic. Even worse, the virus 
can quickly paralyse a good portion 
of its military might.

American scientists have been 
able to decipher the mysteries of 
human genes, make great leaps 
in medical sciences and be at the 
forefront of artificial intelligence — 
until the coronavirus outbreak. The 
whole world has found itself back at 
square one. Now, it is time to take 
stock of what has been achieved on 
a global level so far and start work-
ing to beat the pandemic.

So, what kind of world order will 
we see after defeating the pandem-
ic? What is certain is that there will 
be no place in this order for regimes 
such as the one in Iran. The corona-
virus has ravaged the country but its 
leaders are still convinced that they 
can control the fate of the entire 
region. Their evidence is a vague 
theory of providential protection 
but their tool is sectarian militias in 
need of continuous funding.

It is also certain that many values   
are going to change. Each country, 
small and large alike, will have to 
take care of its internal security, so-
cial discipline and matters related to 
its healthcare system. But, most im-
portant of all, the average person on 
this globe has learnt the value of life. 
People are going to rediscover the 
importance of life and its fragility 
in the face of a disaster such as the 
coronavirus pandemic. The United 
States was able to land a person on 
the moon and send a probe to Mars, 
but it finds itself powerless in the 
face of COVID-19. If he wants to 
ensure his re-election, US President 
Donald Trump has no choice but to 
address his fellow citizens on a daily 
basis and reassure them of his lead-
ership in the war on the virus.

Yes, the concerns of Americans 
have changed to the point that the 
battle for the US presidency has 
become intimately linked to the 
battle against the virus and not to 
the economy or to politics or to 
relations with other countries. How 
is that for evidence that the corona-
virus pandemic is going to give birth 
to a new world order?

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly
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T 

hese are definitely 
not the best days of 
Hezbollah’s life in 
Lebanon. The party 
is fighting on several 
fronts, at home and 

abroad. It is winning some rounds 
but mostly losing some battles and 
certainly not winning any of its 
wars. It is facing several “wars of 
attrition” at the same time which, 
when combined, constitute a real 
“existential war.” In short, the 
party is struggling to survive.

The biggest challenge to the 
party was to move from taking 
security and military control of 
power to controlling the politi-
cal system and the state and its 
institutions. It achieved that with 
the election of Michel Aoun to the 
presidency of the country in 2016. 
It was a mission that could be 
described as securing the control 
of the “deep state” in Lebanon, 
and Hezbollah was not used to 
conducting such missions.

Moving to the stage of taking 
complete control of the state in 
Lebanon is what has led Hezbollah 
to its current crisis, in which noth-
ing less than its survival is at stake. 
The party has found itself unable 
to continue to rely on security and 
military force alone, on one hand, 
but unable to integrate into the 
state system, on the other. The 
very nature of the process requires 
Hezbollah to abandon its mini-
state or, at least, abandon that 
mini-state’s ideology regarding the 
management of social affairs, the 
management of the political and 
economic life and the manage-
ment of diplomatic relations.

Hezbollah’s predicament 
was made worse by the loss of 
momentum of the Iranian project 
and by the political, economic 
and financial breakdown of the 
Lebanese state. The party is in a 
state of confusion. It had invested 
tremendous effort in order to tame 
the political forces in Lebanon 
or, at least, most of them. Now 
that they are tamed, it has to face 
a new predicament — how to 

manage the state of economic and 
financial collapse surrounding it, 
with the risk of a total social col-
lapse looming.

Still, the threat of a potential 
meltdown has not led Hezbollah 
to reconsider the origin of the 
problem, which in fact lies in the 
party’s local and regional role, a 
role that cost Lebanon its Arab and 
international support systems.

Instead, Hezbollah has contin-
ued gnawing at official institutions 
in order to consolidate its absolute 
authority and end political life in 
Lebanon. The amusing thing is 
that Hezbollah has the ambition of 
concluding a settlement with the 
Americans that would give legiti-
macy to its role in Lebanon and 
the region, in exchange for Hezbol-
lah’s recognition of Washington’s 
role in Lebanon. In fact, these 
exact sentiments were explicitly 
and publicly expressed by Hezbol-
lah’s Secretary-General, Hassan 
Nasrallah, in his speech following 
the release of Israeli agent Amer 
al-Fakhoury three weeks ago. 
“Washington has an old influence 
in Lebanese institutions and this 
influence existed during the time 
of the Syrian presence (in Leba-
non) and still exists to this day,” 
he said. 

It must be noted that, in his 
speech, Nasrallah did not call 
for confronting this influence 
but alluded to the possibility of 
Washington’s recovering its expe-
rience of cooperating with Syria in 
Lebanon, but this time it would be 
with Iran.

The coronavirus pandemic has 
added to Hezbollah’s predicament. 
The spread of the infection can-
not be dealt with militarily and 
requires a different approach that 
would test its mini-state’s more 
general capabilities. So far, the 
party has been very discreet about 
the repercussions of the pan-
demic, and for good reason. It was 
accused of being responsible for 
bringing the infection to Lebanon 
by refusing to cancel international 
flights from Iran, where the coro-

navirus infection was spreading 
rapidly. In fact, squadrons of 
Iranian planes had continued to fly 
to Lebanon, bringing in thousands 
of Lebanese citizens and some 
Iranians. Among the arriving pas-
sengers, there were a significant 
number of Hezbollah members. 
The party has been suspiciously 
silent about the whole operation 
and it has been reported that it 
whisked away infected cases to 
undisclosed locations.

Hezbollah’s trials and tribula-
tions are set against the backdrop 
of Washington’s painful sanctions 
against it and against its sponsor, 
Iran. The tough restrictions and 
Lebanon’s financial crisis have 
made living conditions increas-
ingly hard for all Lebanese and 
especially for Hezbollah’s host 
community, which is used to 
receiving financial and economic 
aid from the party. With these 
advantages currently gone and 
unlikely to be regained in the near 
future, Hezbollah’s people are 
starting to worry.

Today, as the funds continue to 
dry out all around, the party is fac-
ing multiple tremors, even within 
its party structure that is subjected 
to the various social and economic 
crises.

Caught between the scarcity 
of funds and political confusion 
resulting from dealing with the liv-
ing, economic and monetary crises 
in Lebanon, Hezbollah is trying to 
find the right balance. It is trying 
to do it by preserving the thread of 
the relationship with Washington, 
on the one hand, and preserving 
its security and military structure 
and renewing its role, on the 
other. A few days ago, a Hezbollah 
member of parliament, Hassan 
Fadlallah, criticised what he called 
America’s intervention to impose 
the appointment of a certain 
person as deputy governor of the 
Bank of Lebanon. Regardless of 
whether the accusation was valid, 
it still marks the beginning of a 
verbal escalation against the US 
role in Lebanon but without rising 

I 

n Iran, scientists must use 
precious time and efforts 
to compete with herbalists 
and charlatans in the strug-
gle against the coronavi-
rus. For the time being, 

the scientists appear to have 
the upper hand and reputable 
herbalists help the cause of sci-
ence, but their combined effort 
is systematically undermined by 
charlatans and Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s obscu-
rantist propaganda.

Few believe the accuracy of 
the Islamic Republic’s official 
coronavirus statistics but, even 
if we take the numbers at face 
value, with 4,000 fatalities and 
67,000 confirmed infections, 
Iran remains one of the coun-
tries hardest hit by the virus.

Turning the pandemic to 
profit, some herbalists were 
quick to offer cupping therapy, 
or drinking a mixture of thyme 
essential oil, lime juice and 
honey, among many other rem-
edies, to cure the coronavirus 
patients. Clerical claimants of 
medical knowledge prescribe 
the “elixir of Imam Kazem,” 
which is a mixture of black my-
robalan, Arabic gum and brown 

sugar. A certain Ayatollah Abbas 
Tabrizian, the self-proclaimed 
“father of traditional medicine,” 
who earned notoriety in Janu-
ary 2020 by publicly burning 
the standard medical textbook 
“Harrison’s Principles of Inter-
nal Medicine,” offered a remedy 
of his own: Application of violet 
essential oil to the rectum to 
prevent infection.

Terrified and desperate 
for a cure, some Iranians are 
now following these strange 
recommendations, but serious 
practitioners of traditional 
medicine are understandably 
disgusted by the shameless 
profiteering of the charlatans. 
Dr. Hossein Rezaei, dean of the 
Faculty of Iranian Medicine at 
Tehran University of Medical 
Sciences, openly admits there 
is no traditional cure for the 
coronavirus. “The Chinese 
are the most experienced in 
this regard, and there is no 
herbal or traditional medicine 
available to counter it,” he said 
at a recent press conference. 
Ali-Reza Qahroudi, head of the 
herbalists’ guild, went as far as 
warning the public against the 
promise of miracle cures for the 

coronavirus: “Don’t be deceived 
by online advertisement for 
herbal medicine for COVID-19. 
No reputable offers such cures.”

Saeed Eskandari, head of 
The Herbalists’ Association 
in Khorasan province, also 
condemns the use of the “elixir 
of Imam Kazim” and the like 
and begs the public to listen to 
the Health Ministry rather than 
to the profiteers of traditional 
medicine.

In the hour of need, moral 
support from the herbalists 
is important in the struggle 
against ignorance and profiteer-
ing and boosts the prestige of 
the Health Ministry and Iran’s 
extremely competent medical 
professionals. However, those 
same professionals face opposi-
tion from Khamenei.

For the past ten years or so, 
Khamenei has been one of the 
strongest proponents of what 
he calls “Islamic” or “Iranian” 
science, oblivious to the fact 
that the achievements of Irani-
an scholars and scientists such 
as Abu Ali Sina and Muhammad 
ibn Zakariya al-Razi lay the 
foundations of modern medi-
cine. Science has no nationality 

to the level of a direct clash, since 
that anti-American position was 
preceded by responding to the 
American pressure on Lebanon 
that led to Fakhoury’s release and 
by Nasrallah’s message inviting 
the Americans to prepare to find 
an understanding in managing 
influence between Tehran and 
Washington in Lebanon.

It must be noted that Iran’s 
influence in Lebanon, namely 
through Hezbollah itself, has so 
far succeeded in taking control 
of the Lebanese state institutions 
after years of constant nibbling. 
Pro-Iranian public officials have 
been appointed to most key 
positions in the government, in 
public administration, in security 
positions and in most military 
positions. So when Hezbollah 
raises a fury about American inter-
ference in some appointments, it 
is trying to cover up its own direct 
interference in and capturing the 
significant positions of the state 
apparatus.

Still, gaining an international 
and American cover for the le-
gitimacy of Iranian influence in 
Lebanon — through Hezbollah, of 
course — remains a problem. Such 
cover does not seem to be avail-
able right now despite the party’s 
direct and indirect messages 
to Washington. To this day, the 
American administration seems 
adamant it will reject this influ-
ence and confront it with tougher 
sanctions against Hezbollah and 
Iran.

Be that as it may, Hezbollah’s 
greatest challenge now is to re-
main able to “stand and fight” in a 
“survival war” that is bound not to 
end this time in a “neither winner 
nor loser” outcome. Few believe 
the accuracy of the Islamic Repub-
lic’s official coronavirus statistics, 
in light of the radical changes that 
have imposed themselves on its 
sponsor, just like on the rest of 
the world, a world anticipating 
dramatic transformations.

Ali Al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.

or religion, yet Khamenei has 
tried to put herbalists and prac-
titioners of modern medicine at 
odds with each other.

More recently, delving into 
conspiracy theories, Khamenei 
claimed the coronavirus is “spe-
cifically built for Iran using the 
genetic data of Iranians.” He also 
initially resisted President Has-
san Rohani’s pleas to provide 
funding for the fight against the 
virus, but on April 6 reluctantly 
authorised the government 
to withdraw €1 billion ($1.08 
billion) from Iran’s National 
Development Fund. Iran has 
also asked the International 
Monetary Fund for $5 billion 
to fight the coronavirus but the 
United States is expected to 
block the request.

Had Khamenei the same 
sense of responsibility of tradi-
tional and serious practitioners 
of medicine, he would extend 
support to Iranian doctors and 
health providers who need 
facts and funding instead of 
conspiracy theories.

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

Hezbollah is fighting wars 
of survival on all fronts

Charlatans and conspiracy theorists undermine 
Iranian scientists’ fight against pandemic

Today, as the funds continue to dry out all around, the party is 
facing multiple tremors, even within its party structure.

Few believe the accuracy of the Islamic Republic’s 
official coronavirus statistics.

Ali Al-Amin

Ali Alfoneh
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Views and Analysis

T 

urkey’s recent 
measures to curb the 
spread of the corona-
virus pandemic pre-
sent a major logistical 
quandary for those 

subjected to them.
Under the new rules, people 

aged 65 and older and youths un-
der 20 will have to abide by night-
ly 12-hour curfews. Access in and 
out of 31 major cities, including Is-
tanbul and Ankara, will be halted 
for a minimum of two weeks.

But the measures also bring 
into sharp focus a critical ques-
tion about power and control. 
Because the Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) government has 
an unparalleled record for locking 
up hundreds of thousands of al-
leged opponents, measures such 
as curfews sit very uncomfortably 
for swathes of the Turkish popula-
tion.

Ankara has placed millions of 
Turks under the equivalent of a 
night-time house arrest. But the 
fact that the curfew singles out 
young and elderly people shows 
the government has no qualms 
about stigmatising sections of so-
ciety that it views as potentially 
troublesome to the wider popula-
tion and, by extension, a threat to 
its own control. This partial cur-
few is particularly strange as peo-
ple are still expected to go to work 
every day.

Many observers believe this bit-
part strategy is an attempt by the 
AKP to keep the economy from 
shutting down and thus diving 

into a recession. It’s no surprise, 
then, that around 60% of the re-
corded coronavirus cases have 
come from Istanbul, where shops 
and businesses remain open.

Economic considerations aside, 
the curfew is a huge challenge for 
those whom it affects, since it is 
denying millions of Turks a ba-
sic human right: the freedom of 
movement.

For the country’s 17 million 
Kurds, this new way of life is all 
too chillingly familiar. In 2015 and 
for years before, lockdowns and 
wholesale restrictions of move-
ment were the norm for people 
throughout swathes of the Kurd-
ish-majority southeast.

Amid a series of military opera-
tions against dozens of agitating 
Kurdish towns and cities such as 
Cizre and Nusaybin and the Sur 
district of Diyarbakir in 2015-16, 
thousands of Kurdish civilians 
were subjected to curfews that 
went on for months. Many went 
without electricity and water for 
weeks, according to eye-witness 
reports documented by Amnesty 
International.

“I am particularly concerned by 
reports that no credible investiga-
tion has been conducted into hun-
dreds of alleged unlawful killings, 
including women and children,” 
said UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad Al-Hus-
sein in March 2017.

The mistreatment and subjec-
tion of the Kurds by Ankara is one 
of the most underreported major 
human rights abuses of the past 
half century. While authoritar-
ian governments and the likes of 
Bashar Assad and the deceased 
Muammar Qaddafi were rightly 
lambasted by the Western me-
dia and by governments for their 
brutal silencing of dissent and 
independent civil society, when 
it comes to its treatment of its 
Kurdish minority, NATO member 
Turkey appears to have had a free 
pass.

Nor is that where the contro-
versy ends. Turkey’s parliament 
has been debating — and brawling 
over — a bill that would see thou-
sands of prisoners released in or-
der to help reduce the spread of 

the virus in jails. The bill, howev-
er, would not apply to imprisoned 
opposition journalists, academics 
and others accused of trumped 
up terrorist offences against the 
state.

 Furthermore, the likes of jailed 
Kurdish politician Selahattin 
Demirtas and journalist Ahmet Al-
tan would not be eligible for tem-
porary release, while gangsters 
and criminals are.

 “The more we call for public 
health, the more the government 
attacks the people, ignores the 
will of the people and sets out to 
eliminate their will — instead of 
eliminating the condition that 
threatens the health of the peo-
ple,” said Mithat Sancar, co-chair 
of the Kurdish-rooted Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP) on March 

23. His comments followed the 
arrests of mayors in five Kurdish-
majority municipalities in the 
southeast of the country.

For Kurds today, the coronavi-
rus pandemic may even mean a 
return to the kind of restrictions 
that shaped their lives in the past. 
Istanbul Republican People’s Par-
ty (CHP) mayor has called for a full 
lockdown due to the rapid spread 
of the virus among “shantytown” 
districts of the city. “Just 15% of 
Istanbul’s residents amounts to 
2.5 million people. That’s why we 
insist on a full lockdown,” Istan-
bul Mayor Ekrem Imamoglu told 
Fox TV on April 8.

 The problem for many Kurds is 
that those shanty towns — neigh-
bourhoods such as Okmeydani, 
Gazi and Demirkapi in the Bagci-

lar district — are home. For the 
same reason that African Ameri-
cans have been experiencing dis-
proportionately high incidences 
of COVID-19 infections in the US, 
poorly treated minorities such as 
Kurds can expect to bear the brunt 
of the pandemic in Turkey, too.

 Still, with such a rapid surge in 
cases, Turkish society as a whole 
may ready itself for a broader 
lockdown regime. Would that 
make Turks more sympathetic to 
the difficulties successive govern-
ments have enforced upon their 
Kurdish neighbours? In such un-
certain times, few would bet on it.

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

P 

eacekeeping is never an 
easy business, certainly 
in the ever volatile Middle 
East.

Two organisations 
created in the aftermath 

of the October War in 1973 stand out 
for their longevity and effective-
ness. The Sinai-based Multinational 
Force and Observers (MFO) recently 
celebrated its 38th anniversary and 
UNDOF’s (United Nations Disen-
gagement Observer Force) mandate 
in the Golan Heights will be renewed 
without opposition for six months 
by the UN Security Council in June.

 Recent upheavals in the region 
— the war in Syria and Egypt’s grind-
ing campaign against a stubborn 
popular and ISIS insurgency in Sinai 
— transformed the context in which 
these organisations operated for 
decades without serious incident, 
raising questions not only about 
their operational ability to perform 
their respective missions but indeed 
whether their respective mandates 
themselves any longer made sense.

 UNDOF was established by the 
UN Security Council to monitor 
Israeli and Syrian compliance with 
their 1974 Disengagement Agree-
ment.

 Confounding the odds, UNDOF 
has risen from the dead and is now 
back in business along the Israel-Syr-
ia frontier. The most recent report 

of the UN secretary-general noted 
violations of the agreement by both 
parties, but nonetheless observed 
that “the overall security situation 
in the UNDOF area of operations re-
mained [generally calm and] stable.” 

 UNDOF is slowly but resolutely 
reclaiming positions along the 
Syrian (Bravo) side of the ceasefire 
line abandoned when the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad lost 
control of the border area early in 
the war to an assortment of opposi-
tion and jihadist forces.

 Even during the most violent 
periods, despite its virtual absence 
on the ground, UNDOF continued 
to chronicle both Israeli and Syrian 
violations of their agreement. Israel 
and the government in Damascus, 
notwithstanding its loss of all con-
trol along the frontier, continued to 
be held formally accountable by the 
international community for their 
continuing commitment to the Sepa-
ration of Forces Agreement.

 Today, the Assad government has 
defeated its opponents and its forces 
have reclaimed the border region. 
UN forces have followed in the 
regime’s wake, returning to almost 
all of their positions on the Bravo 
(Syrian) side of the separation of 
forces line, where the sovereign writ 
exercised by Damascus is no longer 
contested.

The complexion of the area, how-
ever, has changed in one important 
respect. Both Israel and Syria sup-
port the extraordinary presence of 
Russian forces, which today operate 
eight observation posts in Syria 
along the border area, complement-

ing the internationally mandated 
forces of UNDOF.

 Even in its darkest days, UNDOF’s 
mandate continued to win the unan-
imous support of the international 
community. Israel and Syria, despite 
their ongoing confrontations else-
where, value UNDOF’s presence and 
effectiveness. More broadly, both 
continue to support UNDOF, almost 
half a century after its founding, as a 
key feature of the relatively peaceful 
standoff along the ceasefire line.

 Sinai, however, continues to be 
a battlefield, with the MFO in the 
crossfire between insurgents and 
Egyptian military forces.

 In October 2014, the Egyptian 
government established a curfew 
and state of emergency in North 
Sinai. A paper prepared for the US 
Army’s General Command and Staff 
College notes that to deal with the 
insurgency, “the Egyptian Army 
deployed as many as 22,000 addi-
tional soldiers with tanks in ancient 
infantry fighting vehicles as well as 
Apache helicopters and F-16 jets to 
the north Sinai government. During 
this period the MFO moved its force 
headquarters from North camp 
(near the Gaza-Egypt border) to 

South camp (Sharm al-Sheikh) they 
removed all nonessential personnel 
from North Camp.”

Since then, MFO has been forced 
to devote considerable resources to 
force protection and to increasingly 
adopt technical means for verifica-
tion and observation instead of 
deploying vulnerable forces on the 
ground.

 But unlike the Golan Heights, 
where a large measure of the status 
quo ante has been restored, the on-
going revolt in Sinai shows no sign 
of abating. In addition, the security 
measures in Sinai employed by 
Egypt represent material violations 
of the force limitations agreed to in 
the peace treaty — limitations which 
the MFO was established to observe 
and verify.

 To defeat the insurgency, Egypt 
and Israel have established unprece-
dented security cooperation — a cen-
tral feature of which is the routine 
deployment to Sinai of considerable 
Egyptian military forces far beyond 
those established by the peace 
treaty. These represent significant 
violations of the treaty, albeit viola-
tions agreed to by Israel.

 What then of the MFO’s central 
operational mission — to observe 
and verify compliance with the 
treaty — when the signatories them-
selves have agreed to breach it?

 Adding to its problems on the 
ground, the MFO is under increasing 
pressure from the Pentagon, which 
has grown disenchanted with the 
mission and is trying to reallocate 
scarce resources to “pivot” towards 
China.

 US Defence Secretary Mark Esper, 
since his days as secretary of the 
Army, has not been counted among 
the MFO’s enthusiastic supporters, 
who reside across the Potomac at 
Foggy Bottom (The State Depart-
ment).

 Today as part of Washington’s 
“blank slate review” of US deploy-
ments, the MFO is in the limelight.

 In recent testimony before the 
House Armed Services Commit-
tee, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff General Mark Milley asked: 
“Is [the MFO] still a valid military 
mission for US forces? Yes [or] No. 
Arguments are being made by both 
sides. … If [it is] not, then we delete 
it.”

 In contrast to UNDOF, the MFO 
was established bilaterally by Israel 
and Egypt as part of their peace 
treaty, and headed by the US official 
as a demonstration of Washington’s 
leadership and status in the region.

 Egypt and Israel continue to sup-
port the organisation, if not for its 
actual contributions on the ground 
then because it attests more broadly 
to Washington’s continuing power 
in the region.

 However, while other nations 
provide significant contributions to 
the organisation in both staffing and 
budget support, the MFO will stand 
or fall on continuing patronage by a 
US administration, whose sights to-
day appear set beyond the parochial 
battles of the Middle East. 

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

Lockdown gives Turks a taste of life in Kurdish regions

Washington casts sceptical eye on Sinai-based MFO

Stephen Starr

Geoffrey 
Aronson

For Kurds today, the 
coronavirus pandemic 
may even mean a 
return to the kind of 
restrictions that 
shaped their lives in 
the past.

 Today as part of 
Washington’s “blank 
slate review” of US 
deployments, the 
MFO is in the 
limelight.

Behind bars. A woman holds pictures of jailed former leader of Turkey’s main pro-Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party Selahattin Demirtas.                                                                                                                                      (Reuters) 
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Cairo

T 

urkey’s growing presence in 
Yemen, especially in the res-
tive southern region, is fuel-
ling concern in Egypt over 

security in the Red Sea and the Suez 
Canal.

Turkey has taken a greater political 
role in southern Yemen through the 
country’s local branch of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, which is helping Turk-
ish charities gain influence.

“The Islah (Reform) party is instru-
mental in giving Turkish institutions 
and the Turkish government, all mas-
querading as charity organisations, 
access to Yemeni cities,” said Yemeni 
political analyst Mahmud al-Tahir. 
“Turkey has interests in abetting the 
Muslim Brotherhood and giving it 
more power on the Yemeni stage.”

Founded in 1990, the Reform Par-
ty, the Muslim Brotherhood’s local 
branch, has long been an important 
player on the country’s political stage. 
The party has gained more power in 
recent years, filling a political vacuum 
left by the downfall of the Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh regime in February 2012 
and then by a coup staged by the 
Iran-backed Houthi militia against 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
in March 2015.

The party is represented in the gov-
ernment of Prime Minister Maeen Ab-
dulmalik Saeed, which is based in the 
south-eastern port city of Aden.

Brotherhood-affiliated officials and 
ministers have taken trips to Ankara 
to lobby officials with Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) to be 
more active in Yemen, particularly by 
investing in the country’s transport 
sectors and ports.

ln mid-January, Turkey’s deputy 
interior minister, Ismail Catakli, vis-
ited Aden and held talks with Saeed. 
He revealed that Erdogan had asked 
a team of aides to prepare a report 
about humanitarian needs in Yemen.

This came two months after former 
Yemeni Transport Minister Saleh al-
Jabwani, a Reform Party affiliate, vis-
ited Turkey to discuss cooperation in 
managing Yemeni ports.

Cairo has not spoken publicly on 
the development, but political ana-
lysts in Cairo say the government is 
concerned that Turkey’s efforts to 
increase their presence near the Bab 
el-Mandeb Strait, through which Gulf 
oil is transported before reaching the 
Suez Canal, will threaten the security 
of Egypt and Gulf Arab states.

“Turkey sets its eyes on Yemen’s 
Red Sea ports and ports close to the 

strait only with the aim of putting 
pressure on Egypt,” said Yemeni po-
litical analyst Abdel Karim al-Medi.

Turkey’s efforts to increase its pres-
ence near the Bab el-Mandeb Strait 
are part of a larger campaign to shore 
up influence in the southern entrance 
of the Red Sea.

With a military base in Djibouti and 
repeated efforts to gain a foothold in 
Somalia and the Sudanese Red Sea 
island of Suakin, Ankara is working 
hard to become a force in the Red Sea.

Egypt is at odds with Turkey due to 
Ankara’s support for political Islam, 
including the international Muslim 
Brotherhood movement, and com-
petition for resources in the Eastern 
Mediterranean.

“Turkey was hoping that the post-
Arab spring political rise of this Islam-
ist movement would serve its inter-
ests in the region,” said independent 
Egyptian analyst Abdelmonem 
Ahmed. “This was why it threw its 
full weight behind the movement 
everywhere: in Egypt, in Sudan, in 
Libya and in Yemen.

On top of Turkey’s involvement in 
Yemen, Ankara has also lent support 
to Libya’s Islamist-leaning Govern-
ment of National Accord (GNA).

Egypt, reacting to the Houthis’ 
takeover of Yemeni territory in 2015, 
built up its military presence in the 
southern entrance of the Red Sea.

It now deploys naval units near 
the coast of Yemen and the Bab el-
Mandeb Strait and has constructed a 
naval/air base near its border with Su-
dan on the Red Sea.

The Egyptian military buildup 
in the Red Sea aims to protect the 
maritime movement in the sea, se-
cure international oil supplies and 
safeguard the security of the Suez  
Canal.

In August 2018, Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said his country 
would not allow non-Arab powers to 
gain a foothold in Yemen.

“We will not accept Yemen to 
turn into a springboard for threat-
ening the security and stability of 
Arab countries or the freedom of 
navigation in the Red Sea or the 
Bab el-Mandeb Strait,” Sisi said 
at a press briefing with Hadi in  
Cairo.

It remains unclear how Egypt will 
react to Turkey’s recent activities in 
Yemen. “Turkey harbours a lot of 
animosity to Egypt on economic, 
ideological and political grounds,” 
Ahmed said. “Cairo needs to urgently 
step up coordination with the Yem-
eni government to trim Turkish influ-
ence in Yemen.”

Amr Emam is a regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly.

Growing Turkish 
interference in Yemen 
stirs concern in Cairo
Amr Emam

Special powers
offer Tunisian PM
opportunity to tackle
crisis, show mettle

Many challenges. Tunisian Prime Minister Elyes Fakhfakh speaks during a news conference in Tunis, 
last January.                                                                                                                                                          (Reuters)

Tunis

A 

fter a parliamentary vote 
allowing him to govern by 
decree for the next two 
months, Tunisian Prime 

Minister Elyes Fakhfakh will be 
able to push ahead with the govern-
ment’s efforts to combat the spread 
of the coronavirus pandemic and as-
sume his true political mantle.

According to experts, the legisla-
tive mandate will test Fakhfakh’s 
leadership and crisis management 
skills as he strives to pull the coun-
try out of the health crisis and stop 
devastating social and economic 
consequences. He must also work 
under the backdrop of a heavily in-
debted economy and the persistent 
threat of jihadism.

Receiving a huge endorsement 
from Tunisia’s 217-member parlia-
ment April 4, Fakhfakh can now 
focus on mobilising the country’s 
meagre financial resources and en-
suring the synergies of business and 
civic elites to combat the  spread of 
the virus.

The vote of support by an over-
whelming majority of 178 MPs was a 
rare moment of consensus and uni-
ty amid a fractured political class. 
It showed the waning influence 
of Islamist leader and Parliament 
Speaker Rached Ghannouchi, whose 
reservations about a special powers 
bill showed his willingness to block 
emergency action by the govern-
ment in order to preserve power.

Fakhfakh will now use his special 
powers for two months to issue de-
crees needed to mobilise financial 
resources, including loan agree-
ments, without consulting with 
parliament, authorise import deals, 
release prisoners from crowded jails 
or toughen the legal penalties for 
speculators in times of crises.

The vote of approval will give the 
prime minister the opportunity to 
be the leader of the country in its 
“war against an invisible enemy.”

Ghannouchi and his allies in par-
liament initially tried to cut the time 
during which Fakhfakh is author-
ised to use special powers in half, a 
sign of a deepening power struggle 
between the country’s main leaders 
—  the prime minister, the parlia-
ment speaker and the president.

But Fakhfakh deftly navigated 
the strained relations between the 
country’s leaders, reassuring the 
speaker that “no one is out there to 
grab the power of anyone else.” He 
also said his work will continue to 
be “monitored” by parliament and 
he would be willing to relinquish his 
special powers if they are no longer 
needed in the fight against the pan-
demic.

At the same time, Fakhfakh clear-
ly asserted his role as the govern-
ment’s leader during the emergen-
cy. He will assume that leadership 
for at least two months starting in 
mid-April.

If he demonstrates his ability to 
lead, Fakhfakh is likely to emerge 
as the leader needed by the coun-
try at a time of crisis and beyond, as 
Ghannouchi increasingly loses the 
trust of most political parties and 
the public at large while President 
Kais Saied has a difficult time dem-
onstrating his own leadership skills, 
even if his ratings remain high.

Fakhfakh has no significant par-
tisan support base or strong sup-
port in the parliament but his calm 
demeanour and frank tone has 
won him support of Tunisians of all 
backgrounds.

“The war against coronavirus and 
its impact will be waged by a unified 
leadership,” said Fakhfakh, who has 
imposed a national lockdown and 
called for aid packages for those af-
fected by the shutdown.

In reference to Ghannouchi 
and his allies who opposed the 
special powers, he added: “It 
has become clear that, for those 
sitting in the parliament, the 
only task is to erect obstacles in  
front of the government.”

The prime minister’s standing 
is also bolstered by the expertise 

of his ministers, especially Health 
Minister Abdellatif Mekki, whose 
hard work and compassionate 
outreach have boosted his stand-
ing within the Islamist Ennahda 
Movement, where he is the most 
senior figure at loggerheads with  
Ghannouchi.

“Everyone knows the deficien-
cies of the health structures of our 
country but they are standing out 
in this time of crisis like a famished 
mother who provides everything 
she can to her children,” Mekki told 
parliament as he defended Fakh-
fakh’s request for special decrees 
during the crisis.

In coping with the pandemic, 
Tunisia has to rely on a largely ill-
equipped public healthcare sys-
tem that is often underfunded and  
understaffed.

Political writer Kamel Zaiem 
said that Fakhfakh had emerged 
from the parliamentary showdown 
as the most powerful actor. “The 
prime minister escaped unscathed 
from the grips of the parliament 
which caused him some scratches 
but failed to tame him at the end,” 
said Zaiem. “He emerged from the 
showdown with the least damage to 
be able to focus on the primary and 
fundamental task of fighting the 
disease.”

“The confrontation between the 
two branches of government vy-
ing for control of the government’s 
powers underlined the lack of trust 
between the leaders,” Zaiem said.

“This political battle revealed the 
truth of those who tried to make the 
population believe that the parlia-
ment works for the welfare of Tuni-
sians,” he argued.

Lamine Ghanmi is a correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly in Tunis.

The vote of support by an 
overwhelming majority 
of 178 MPs was a rare 
moment of consensus 
and unity.

Lamine Ghanmi
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Will Europe now 
remember it has 
potential partners 
closer than China?

A 

quarter of a century ago, 
the Barcelona Process 
was launched with great 
fanfare. Promoting hu-
man rights and democ-
racy was one of its three 

pillars; the other two were cultural 
exchanges and, last but not least, 
economic cooperation. European 
policy towards southern shore Medi-
terranean countries suddenly seemed 
more ambitious. The ambitions of the 
first pillar were, from the very start, 
more honoured in the breach than in 
the observance. As for the third, its 
ambitions were more modest than 
the often extravagant claims made 
by its promoters, as the economist 
Alfred Tovias was quick to point out. 
Stripped of its glitz, the European Un-
ion offered the south the same kind 
of mercantilist policy its members 
had done unilaterally for decades.

The brave words of Barcelona did, 
however, carry some political weight. 
The Israeli Palestinian peace negotia-
tions were still alive and the collapse 
of the Soviet Union had imbued west-
ern leaders with a sense of optimism. 
That soon turned into hubris as some 
US intellectuals gambled on the End 
of History and the final triumph of 
western liberal capitalism and demo-
cratic norms.

In the Mediterranean and the 
broader Middle East, initial opti-
mism quickly evaporated. A peaceful 
outcome to the Israeli Palestinian 
crisis was buried at the same time as 
the murdered Israeli Prime Minister 

Yitzhak Rabin. The second intifada 
soon followed and then 9/11. The End 
of History turned into the Conflict of 
Civilisations as the prism of radical Is-
lamism, much used by policy makers 
in the West, soon reduced the south-
ern shore of the Mediterranean to a 
bed of nails. That required a hammer: 
stability and combating Islamism, 
not just in its terrorist expression, 
became of paramount importance. 
The US and European states took to 
praising Arab dictators for their stated 
democratic credentials, which were 
usually thin veils disguising repres-
sion. The West closed its eyes to tor-
ture, capital evasion and repression.

The Arab revolts further compli-
cated the situation after 2010. The 
rise of political Islam in Egypt and 
Tunisia hardly heralded democracy. 
In the European Union, some feared 
Islamism would pave the way for ter-
rorism; others wanted to believe the 
narrative, promoted notably by the 
Tunisian Islamist Ennahda party that 
their creed was no more than a local 
variant of Christian Democracy as 
practised by parties in Italy and Ger-
many. Islam, however, had not yet 
gone through the confrontation with 
secular ideas, which the Catholic 
Church had, since the 16th century in 
Europe, and Islamists were quick to 
parade their democratic credentials 
in western capitals. On the ground, 
in Tunisia notably, another story was 
unfolding. Complacency with radical 
Salafists and sheer ineptitude led 
to a flow of jihadists to Middle East 
conflict zones.

Europe and America funded any 
number of NGOs which promoted 
democracy. Some provided helpful 
advice on how to run free elections 
but many proved very naive and un-
willing to grasp the sheer complexity 
of the anthropology and socio-polit-
ical systems they confronted. People 
in North Africa were struggling to 
achieve their own form of democrati-
sation, which were often unexpected 
as Tunisia since 2011 and Algeria 
since 2019, amply demonstrate. The 
last thing they need was prescrip-
tions written out in London, Paris or 
Berlin, let alone Washington.

In North Africa, where links with 
France and Europe are centuries old, 
western intervention in Iraq and 
Libya explains why nobody believes 

a single word western leaders utter 
when they speak to them. They 
resent what they see as western con-
tempt for people deemed incapable 
of modern thought. They note also 
that EU leaders have long abandoned 
any pretence of helping the Palestin-
ians, paying more attention to lucra-
tive arms deals with Middle East and 
North African countries.

After 2011, Tunisia saw its security 
and military costs soar from 5% to 
20% of its budget, following presi-
dent Sarkozy’s ill-advised military 
campaign in Libya. The West offered 
Tunisia military training but not the 
weapons it needed to contain the 
threat of terrorism born in no mean 
way by the NATO-backed western 
intervention in Libya. Algeria has 
helped Tunisia as much as the West 
since 2011 where security is con-
cerned. Meanwhile in Europe, back-
seat drivers raised concerns about 
neo-authoritarianism in Tunisia 
when the real problem was a state 
getting weaker by the day. For most 
Tunisians and not a few seasoned 
observers of Tunisia, western and EU 
officials often seemed more interest-
ed in fulfilling their own blueprint for 
democracy than in helping Tunisia 
achieve growth and stability.

A pre-condition to that is a country 
more at peace with itself, where the 
private sector is not demonised and 
there is less score settling between dif-
ferent factions. The World Bank ac-
knowledged it had misread Tunisia’s 
economic achievements before 2011. 
In a landmark report in 2013, the EU 
never did own up to the extravagant 
praise it heaped on the economic 
achievements of the Ben Ali regime. 
Maybe the EU simply lacks geopoliti-
cal ambition and imagination.

If it wants to show real com-
mitment to its long-term strategic 
interests, the EU could do worse than 
to offer the three leading Maghreb 
countries a much more substantial 

economic partnership than it has to 
date. That would encourage their 
southern neighbours to reform and 
strengthen their educational, health-
care and broader economic systems. 
North Africans watch with disbelief, 
particularly Tunisians, northern 
Europe’s lack of support for Italy. 
Surely, argue many Tunisians, we are 
closer to Italy, France and Spain than 
to Hungary’s current leader. France, 
in particular, but also the UK and 
Germany trumpet their credentials 
on human rights and democracy but 
their hypocrisy fuels a broader dis-
trust in Europe and offers ammuni-
tion to radicals in North Africa.

Europe’s economic policy is hardly 
more generous. It has remained 
deeply driven by mercantilism. 
France in particular has always 
refused to consider de-localising 
certain industries as Germany did, 
massively, to eastern Europe after 
1992. Granted there are differences 
but an ambitious offer might well 
have encouraged Morocco and Tuni-
sia — and maybe Algeria if a low price 
for oil forces it to reform one day — 
to enact bold reforms in economic 
management and judicial affairs. The 
European Union regularly publishes 
lists of countries where money laun-
dering is deemed to be a problem as if 
Luxembourg and the City of London 
were squeaky clean. Denouncing 
such grey money is easier than help-
ing North African countries escape 
the pitfalls of youth unemployment 
and the informal economy.

The COVID-19 pandemic has 
reminded Europe just how depend-
ent it is on China, where 80% of the 
active ingredients in the medicines 
it manufactures are made. Why not 
relocate some of this activity to the 
Maghreb, in particular Tunisia which 
boasts some remarkable privately 
owned modern pharmaceutical com-
panies? Why manufacture all masks 
in Germany and France when Tunisia 

has the know-how? Other parts of the 
value chain could be based in Tunisia 
which has a well-educated workforce 
and lies an hour’s flight from south-
ern Europe. That would also reduce 
the carbon footprint.

Tunisia is a key piece on the 
regional chessboard. Nine years 
after Messrs Sarkozy and Cameron’s 
grotesque proclamation of victory 
in Libya, turmoil in that country not 
only holds back Tunisia’s economy 
but is a constant security threat. 
Tunisia’s industrial policy has, since 
its inception in the early 1970s, been 
based on cooperating with France. 
As the dean of Tunisian economists, 
Hachemi Alaya points out, in sectors 
such as textiles, automotive and 
aircraft spare parts, not to mention 
pharmaceuticals “Tunisian entre-
preneurs should be associated much 
more closely with the fast changes 
occurring in northern shore Mediter-
ranean countries than hitherto.”

A strong political signal to Maghreb 
countries is needed at a time when 
more weapons are flowing into Libya, 
thus further destabilising the coun-
try. To the threat of terrorism spilling 
over into Tunisia from Libya has been 
added that of refugees infected by 
COVID-19 should the fighting around 
Tripoli get worse and force large 
numbers of civilians to flee. Libya’s 
crisis has deeply destabilised the 
Sahel countries to Tunisia’s south 
while the flow of refugees and illegal 
immigrants from Africa have caused 
acute political pain in Italy and 
elsewhere in Europe. Africa is, to a 
greater degree than most observers in 
Europe care to acknowledge, lost to 
Europe. Do France and its European 
partners wish to lose Tunisia and 
its neighbours to an expanded Silk 
Road?

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

Parts of the value chain 
could be based in 
Tunisia which has a 
well educated 
workforce and lies an 
hour’s flight from 
southern Europe. That 
would also reduce the 
carbon footprint.

Too far for comfort. A Chinese employee working on a battery production line at a factory in Huaibei in 
China’s Anhui province.                                                                                 (AFP)

Francis Ghilès

I 

t is sobering to think that the 
United Nations Security Coun-
cil (UNSC) held its first meeting 
on COVID-19 only on April 9, 
nearly a month after a pandem-
ic was officially declared by the 

World Health Organisation (WHO). 
That the world’s most powerful 
multilateral instrument has been 
ineffective so far, despite a global 
crisis of unprecedented magnitude, 
underlines the true state of affairs 
today: we live in a leaderless world.

Never mind the United Nations, 
this is the first global crisis in more 
than 50 years where no country is 
looking towards the US for  
leadership.

If there’s anything that’s needed 
in a global pandemic it is a vaccine 
and leadership. A vaccine is not ex-
pected for at least a year, but what 
about leadership?

Trump-led America is an empire 
in decline and it can do little to help 
itself or anyone else. In the end, it 
will matter little whether Donald 
Trump is a symptom or the cause 
of America’s loss of moral clarity, 
executive efficiency and the will to 
lead. What may be clear with the 
hindsight of history is that when the 
US elected Trump its 45th presi-
dent, it was sealing its fate as a wan-
ing power with neither the ability 
nor the authority to lead the world.

America’s abdication of the lead-
ership role it solidly assumed for 
nearly 80 years has been startlingly 
complete in the pandemic. Not 
only has the Trump administra-
tion stymied any chance of strong 
collective action from the Group of 
Seven industrialised countries, it 

did the same for the G20 and even 
for something so anodyne as a UN 
Security Council joint resolution 
on the pandemic. It’s all part of the 
Trump administration’s propagan-
da battle to force China to take re-
sponsibility for the viral outbreak.

That the US thinks it more im-
portant to wage this particular war 
with China, while the world fights 
a pandemic, is further evidence 
it is unfit and unwilling to even 
participate in, let alone lead, a joint 
global collaborative vision and 
programme to deal with massive 
economic and political upheaval. 
While a ceasefire has been called by 
the Saudi-led coalition fighting the 
five-year war in Yemen, and rebel 
groups from Columbia to Cam-
eroon have laid down their arms in 
response to the gravity of the global 
situation, America’s president con-
tinues to pick petty fights at home 
and abroad.

The hubris of the Trump admin-
istration’s vision is apparent from 
its request to Congress in recent 
weeks — while the pandemic rages 
— for billions of dollars to develop 
a Pacific Deterrence Initiative that 

would signal a broader shift in se-
curity focus away from the Middle 
East and towards China and Russia.

Henry Kissinger, former US 
secretary of state and one of the 
giants of America’s years of global 
pre-eminence, recently wrote that 
“no country, not even the US, can 
in a purely national effort overcome 
the virus.” And he suggested the US 
undertake “a major effort in three 
domains.” He listed these efforts as 
follows: Shoring up global resil-
ience to infectious disease, striving 
to heal the wounds to the world 
economy and safeguarding the 
principles of the liberal world order.

It sounds like an eminently sen-
sible plan — if there were someone, 
anyone, to lead it. The UN would 
be a suitable candidate for the job, 
first by passing a declaration similar 
to the one six years ago during the 
Ebola outbreak, that the coronavi-
rus pandemic represents a threat to 
peace and security. Such a desig-
nation carries the force of inter-
national law and would allow for 
collective effort as well as a nodal 
organisational point.

The UNSC’s paralysis over the 

coronavirus until now has clearly 
shaken many countries, so much 
so that the ambassadors of Ghana, 
Indonesia, Liechtenstein, Norway, 
Singapore and Switzerland sought a 
UN General Assembly resolution on 
a strong and unified response to the 
pandemic. The 193-member body 
subsequently called for “interna-
tional cooperation” and “multi-
lateralism” in this extraordinary 
moment in history. Then, Tunisia, 
which has a non-permanent seat on 
the UNSC, put forward a  resolu-
tion expressing concern about the 
outbreak, supporting UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres’s appeal 
for a global ceasefire to all armed 
conflicts and for the UN to declare 
the pandemic “a threat to  
humanity.”

It’s obvious that the gap in 
enlightened global leadership and 
shared resolve is uniting the world 
in a remarkable way. But it may not 
be enough to fill the void.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. She 
blogs at www.rashmee.com and is 
on Twitter @rashmeerl

United Nations struggles in a leaderless world

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall

Tunisia, which has a 
non-permanent seat 
on the UN Security 
Council, put forward a 
resolution expressing 
concern about the 
outbreak.
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OPEC, Russia reach tentative deal 
to reduce global crude supplies

T 

he prospects of stem-
ming an oil price col-
lapse exacerbated by a 
coronavirus-led drop in 
global crude demand and 
the Riyadh-Moscow price 

war brightened with energy ministers 
from OPEC and independent produc-
ers agreeing, during a teleconference 
summit April 9 and a virtual G20 
summit April 10 on a tentative deal 
to reduce global crude supplies by 
a whopping 15 million barrels a day 
(bpd).

A phone call between US President 
Donald Trump, Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin during the 
April 9 deliberations ensured the 
world’s three biggest oil producers 
were on the same page about the 
need for a large-scale agreement.

The groundbreaking agreement 
reached by the 23-member alliance 
of OPEC members and independ-
ent producers producers stipulates 
OPEC+ initially cutting its collective 
output by 10 million bpd – equal to 
10% of global supplies with — an 
expectation of up to 5 million bpd of 
production cuts from outside OPEC+.

The pact calls for OPEC+ to reduce 
output by 10 million bpd in May and 
June, easing that volume cut to 8 mil-
lion bpd between July and December, 
with a final adjustment to a 6 million 
bpd reduction between January 2021 
and April 2022. In putting aside their 
differences and ending their month-
long price war, Saudi Arabia and 
Russia committed to each slashing 
its current production levels by 42.5 
million bpd, with Russia accepting 
a 2 million bpd cut. OPEC+ member 
Mexico had balked at being assigned 
a 400,000 bpd reduction, which 
threatened to scupper the entire 
agreement, but Trump announced 
that the US would absorb 250,000 b/d 
of Mexico’s allotment with Mexico 
reimbursing Washington at a later 
date.

How effective the groundbreaking 
agreement will be depends on the 
commitment of the world’s biggest 
oil producers in the coming weeks 
and months but the price war has 
already strained Saudi Arabia’s politi-
cal and economic relationships with 

Moscow and added potential wrin-
kles in its ties with the United States.

Proud of its unparalleled role as 
the swing producer that alone could 
moderate market instability through 
sizeable crude output cuts or boosts, 
Riyadh had demanded that the cur-
rent burden be shared by other large 
producers, including Russia, the 
United States, Canada and Norway.

Moscow had insisted that its partic-
ipation in a major reduction agree-
ment was contingent on the United 
States joining in.

The price war erupted after Russia 
rejected Saudi-led efforts in early 
March to increase OPEC+ production 
cuts by 1.5 million bpd to combat an 
oil-price plunge resulting from the 
coronavirus-led drop in global energy 
demand.

Moscow wanted to take a “wait 
and see” approach in response to the 
rapidly growing impact of the virus 
on global demand.

Following Moscow’s reaction, Ri-
yadh immediately slashed its official 
selling prices to its key markets and 
said it would quickly ramp up its oil 
production by more than 2 million 
bpd.

Moscow retaliated by saying it 
would boost its output by as much as 
500,000 bpd.

The deterioration in relations 
between Moscow and Riyadh came 
after a three-year period of surpris-
ingly strong cooperation between the 
two countries in co-managing OPEC+ 
agreements. The Saudi-Russian 
alignment on global oil production 
appeared to be a natural outgrowth 
of the political and economic ties that 
Riyadh and Moscow had begun de-
veloping after King Salman ascended 
to the Saudi throne in January 2015.

The Saudi government made 
it clear in June of that year that it 
was shedding decades-long Saudi 
antipathy towards Russia when then 
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
made a surprise visit to St Peters-
burg. That visit was followed by the 
two nations’ sovereign wealth funds 
developing a partnership for invest-
ments in Russia, with the Saudi fund 
agreeing to contribute $10 billion. 

Riyadh has reportedly only anted up 
$2.5 billion of its commitment, irritat-
ing Moscow.

Some 15 agreements between the 
two countries were signed dur-
ing King Salman’s historic visit to 
Moscow in October 2017, including 
the kingdom expressing interest in 
purchasing Russian S400 missile 
defence systems valued at $2 billion. 
That agreement remains in limbo.

Similarly, some 20 Russian-Saudi 
deals were inked during Putin’s visit 
to the kingdom last October, but a 
number of those agreements may 
well have been for public show. State 
oil firm Saudi Aramco had already 
stepped away from negotiations 
with Russian gas producer Novatek’s 
Arctic liquefied natural gas project 
earlier in 2019.

Washington has held a long-stand-
ing position that OPEC is a cartel and 
that market forces should determine 
oil prices instead of manipulation by 
a group of producers on coordinat-
ing output levels. Yet, US President 
Donald Trump demanded that Saudi 
Arabia and Russia end their price war 
and that OPEC+ agree to 10 to 15 mil-
lion bpd of output reductions. The US 
leader even threatened to slap “very 
substantial tariffs” on Saudi and 
Russian oil imports if the price war 
continued and no reduction agree-
ment was reached.

The US government and American 
oil firms are prevented from formally 
joining any OPEC+ agreements due 
to antitrust and sovereignty reasons, 
although US output cuts could be 
legally made if state regulators or 
the federal government set lower 
production levels.

US Energy Secretary Dan Brouil-
lette, in remarks during the G20 
virtual meeting, indicated that US oil 
production will likely fall as much as 
2 million bpd by the end of this year 
due to low oil prices. Brouillette also 
said that the Trump administration 
will open up the country’s Strategic 
Petroleum Reserve to “store as much 
oil as possible” in an effort to take 
surplus US crude off the market. Ac-
cording to some estimates, that could 
remove as much as 850,000 bpd of 
US crude from the market in the next 
few months and could be seen as part 
of the US’ contributions to output 
cuts.

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

Jareer Elass

Under pressure. Russian President Vladimir Putin attends a meeting on global energy markets via a video 
link at his residence outside Moscow, April 3.                                                                                                                   (Reuters)

Algeria wavers 
between containing  
pandemic and 
preventing 
economic paralysis
The Arab Weekly staff

Algiers

T 

he Algerian government 
has lifted some corona-
virus-related restrictions 
on commercial activities 

to stop the threat of economic  
paralysis.

In a statement made public by 
the Algerian News Agency, the 
prime minister’s office said: “Prime 
Minister Abdelaziz Djerad decided 
on April 4 to extend the permis-
sion to remain active to certain 
categories of economic activities 
essential to citizens, while strictly 
observing the rules of hygiene and 
social distancing dictated by the 
health authority.”

The source pointed out that 
“the Prime Minister’s decision was 
transmitted to the ministerial de-
partments with notifications sent 
to district governors of the repub-
lic who are in charge of supervising 
and guiding the quarantine opera-
tion dictated by the health crisis. 
The new measures aim to curb the 
excesses and behaviours observed 
in a number of commercial activi-
ties related to providing goods and 
services to citizens.”

The same source added that it 
was left up to the governors to 
extend similar permissions to 
other commercial activities that 
they deem essential in meeting 
the basic needs of the population 
and thus avoid any risk that may 
paralyse the country’s economic  
activity.

The Algerian government decid-
ed to extend the curfew it imposed 
to curb the spread of the new  
COVID-19 pandemic starting  
April 5, as confirmed cases of in-
fection continue to rise.

In Algiers and eight other gover-
norates, the curfew applies from 
3pm to 7am, and from 7pm to 7am 

in the rest of the country, except 
for the two southern governorates 
in the Sahara Desert where no cas-
es of infection have been recorded.

The COVID-19 crisis in Algeria is 
likely to exacerbate and accelerate 
the country’s impending financial 
crisis after years of large budget 
deficits and the recent collapse in 
oil prices.

Moreover, a team of new figures 
and personalities are at the helm 
of the Algerian state now, follow-
ing months of mass protests that 
forced former President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika out of power. The popu-
lar demonstrations have contin-
ued even after elections that were 
rejected by protesters who are call-
ing for a complete overhaul of the 
system.

Protests in the centre of the capi-
tal, which attracted tens of thou-
sands each week, did not stop un-
til a month ago, when the scope of 
the coronavirus outbreak began to 
unfold.

In an effort to mobilise finan-
cial resources to combat the virus, 
Algerian President Abdelmadjid 
Tebboune and employees of the 
presidency of the republic decided 
to donate a month’s salary to the 
national COVID-19 campaign.

The gesture was aimed at “con-
tributing to national efforts to 
reduce the effects of the health 
crisis on citizens,” the presidency 
said. Earlier, the prime minister 
announced that all members of 
the government had decided to 
donate one month’s salary to this 
campaign.

The government set up postal 
and banking accounts dedicated 
to receiving contributions and 
donations by citizens to the na-
tional campaign to counter the 
consequences of the COVID-19  
pandemic.

For its part, the Presidency of 
the Parliament also announced 
the decision of members of both 
chambers of the parliament to 
donate part of their salaries to the 
campaign, without specifying the 
amount. A number of businessmen 
and personalities from various sec-
tors have also made contributions 
to the campaign.

According to data released by 
the Algerian health ministry, there 
have been some 1,666 cases of 
COVID-19 infection and 205 deaths 
as of April 10.

The COVID-19 crisis is 
likely to exacerbate and 
accelerate the country’s 
impending financial 
crisis after years of large 
budget deficits and the 
recent collapse in oil 
prices.

Viewpoint

Russia, Saudis bury 
differences but new 
deal remains at risk.
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ebanese Christians’ cele-
bration of Easter this year 
was different from any 
previous Easter celebra-

tion. The COVID-19 lockdown 
meant there was no one going to 
church, no family reunions and 
no Easter egg hunts for children.

All churches have been closed 
since March 15 and Christian 
shrines that are normally visited 
by the faithful are shuttered, as 
authorities seek to forestall the 
spread of the deadly respiratory 
disease.

The restrictions deprived 
Maronite Christians from carry-
ing out the usual rituals preced-
ing Christ’s resurrection on East-
er Sunday. These include walking 
the passion trail of Jesus on his 
way to crucifixion and the after-
noon service commemorating his 
death on Good Friday.

According to the tradition, a 
man posing as Jesus carries a 
cross and walks the street in vil-
lages and towns escorted by wor-
shippers enacting Christ’s jour-
ney on Good Friday.

Also, worshippers were told 
not to congregate for the Easter 
service on Sunday April 12, or 
a week later on April 19, for the 
Greek Orthodox Easter. Mass was 
scheduled instead for broadcast 
on television and social media 
platforms including Facebook 
and YouTube.

“We have strict instructions. 
Each priest should celebrate 
mass in his church alone with-
out audience but with live trans-
mission to worshippers,” says 
Maronite priest Father Gaby 
Khairallah. “In my case, I will 
film the service and mix it with 
chants of the chorus then upload 
it on YouTube.”

“This year we are celebrating 
Christ’s resurrection on a back-
ground of corona deaths. Hu-
manity is in a phase of awaiting 
rebirth. Nonetheless, it is a beau-
tiful Easter of solidarity. I am 
sure that something positive will 
come out, especially the growing 

solidarity among all the Leba-
nese,” Father Khairallah said.

His parish has been distribut-
ing daily food portions and meals 
to the most needy across Leba-
non, be they Christians or Mus-
lims.

For Myrna Helou, a mother of 
two in her fifties, Easter under 
COVID-19 lockdown is a time for 
reflection and contemplation.

“Christ’s crucifixion and res-
urrection is somehow like the 
death of our world that is no 
longer viable, but something else 
will be reborn, hopefully a new 
world order where there will be 
more equality, less selfishness 
and less greedy politicians ruling 
the world,” Helou said.

“Confinement has, in a way, 
stopped the fast wheel of life that 
we have been leading and now 
we have time to meditate and 
look deeper inside our souls,” she 
said.

While her children live abroad, 
Helou and her husband will 
have the lunch feast alone in  
confinement.

“I did not prepare any of the 
pastries that we usually have for 
Easter. It will be just the two of 
us without family and friends, 
but we are happy to have time to-
gether as a couple like we never 
did before,” Helou said.

Attending church on Good Fri-
day and visiting churches as part 
of the religious rituals during the 
Holy Week is a duty that faith-
ful churchgoer Joumana Komati 
never missed before.

“My husband and I insisted on 
touring churches but could not 
go inside. We just prayed outside 
the front door and attended the 
Good Friday mass online,” Koma-
ti said.

“We will be assisting in the East-
er service on YouTube. My son 
and daughter used to come home 
especially to celebrate Easter 
with us. But this year’s celebra-
tion will be limited to a video call 
during which we will say a prayer  
altogether.”

However, for Paula Naaman, 
a housewife and mother of two, 
maintaining Easter traditions 
and keeping up a good spirit is vi-
tal to overcoming the difficulties 
of living in confinement, a way, 
she says, “to have fun and diffuse 

a positive vibe in this very diffi-
cult period.”

“The feast this year is about 
hope although we will not be 
able to share the celebration with 
the people we love. We are living 
with lots of humility. All over the 
world we are experiencing the 
same anguish.  But it is Easter 
and spring is here which means 
revival is coming,” Naaman said.

Despite the gloomy conditions 
under which Easter is celebrat-
ed this year, people are hopeful 
about a better tomorrow.

“It is a very particular Easter 
because, despite everything, the 

Easter spirit is even stronger,” 
says Komati. “I believe that after 
every calamity there is resurrec-
tion. The fact that Ramadan is 
starting shortly after Easter is a 
sign that things will change for 
the better.”

“The pandemic should be a les-
son learned,” Helou said. “The  
virus does not discriminate be-
tween people and I believe that 
there is a universal message that 
should be learned from this cri-
sis.”

Lebanon has 609 cases of coro-
navirus infections which have 
killed 20 people so far.

Subdued celebration of Easter as Lebanon’s 
Christians cope with COVID-19 lockdown
Samar Kadi

A Lebanese Maronite Christian priest accompanied by a scout, 
celebrates the Holy Friday mass, in an almost deserted church in 
the capital Beirut, Aprli 10.                                                                    (AFP)

Despite the gloomy 
conditions under which 
Easter is celebrated this 
year, people are hopeful 
about a better tomorrow.

A Lebanese Maronite Christian priest leads a procession in a street on Good Friday, in the predominantly Christian suburb of Dekwaneh, east of the capital Beirut, April 10. 
(AFP)

A Lebanese woman wearing a protective mask holds flowers as 
she takes part in a re-enactment of the crucifixion of Jesus Christ 
during Good Friday, April 10.                                                                   (Reuters)


