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Opinion

A
lmost 10 years ago, our 
chairman and pub-
lisher, Dr Haitham 
El-Zobaidi, broached 
with me the idea of a 

regional newspaper with a 
different approach to the Arab 
world. I found the notion fasci-
nating. There was a pressing need 
even then for a newspaper that 
could better explain the Middle 
East and North Africa to the rest 
of the world. But none of us at 
that time had any clue of how to 
transform that idea into a reality. 
The newspaper, which he tenta-
tively called then “The Middle 
East Observer”, remained just an 
idea.

A few months ago, however, 
when Dr El-Zobaidi again pro-
posed starting an English language 
newspaper about the Arab world, 
it was not just an idea anymore. 
This time around, his concept had 
all the requirements of a realistic 
project. It had the strength of a 
media publishing group with a long 
experience. 

More than ever, there was merit 
in the vision of a newspaper that 
could shed light on the political, 
social, economic and cultural dy-
namics of the Arab world beyond 
the shortcuts and the buzzwords. 
I was humbled by his suggestion 
that I serve as the newspaper’s 
editor-in-chief. I reached out to 
old friends with long regional and 
international media experiences, 

starting with Dalal Saoud, UPI’s 
former Middle East Bureau Chief. 
There was near consensus among 
us that the project was not only 
very timely but much needed.  

As we enlarged the circle of dis-
cussion, many legitimate questions 
arose however. What would be the 
added-value of the new publica-
tion compared to that of other 
regional newspapers? What kind 
of audience would it try to reach? 
And then, finally, what is going 
to be the editorial identity of the 
newspaper? 

The questions helped us clarify 
our vision to others and to our-
selves too. Our publication will 
try to reach a global audience, es-
pecially English-speaking readers 
in the West. Developments in the 
Middle East and North Africa have 
drawn a lot of attention but there 
is still insufficient understanding 
of the dynamics behind them. The 
region’s own people have them-
selves been often mystified by 
manifestations of endemic turmoil 
and extreme violence. It was there-
fore not surprising that outside 
audiences would find it difficult to 
fathom developments in the Mid-
dle East and North Africa.   

We also had to consider why 
very few people have been inter-
ested in launching new English 
language media in the Arab world. 
The unpredictable market for such 
a newspaper and the insufficient 
English language proficiency in the 

region could be daunting. In trying 
to identify local media talent, we 
realised ourselves how fluency 
in English is still lagging in the 
region. More than six decades after 
independence, the Arab world’s 
educational systems have yet to 
catch up in that regard. 

Our mission would have to 
encapsulate both the privileges 
and the burdens of a newspaper at-
tempting to report about the Arab 
world from within. While our pub-
lication cannot afford to become 
an actor in the region’s political 
maelstrom, it will not be an indif-
ferent messenger.  Our editorial 
line will be liberal, modernist and 
unapologetic about the region’s 
real problems and flaws. We will 
not condone extremism, whether 
religious or otherwise; neither 
will we  consider modernity as the 
monopoly of the West. 

After a trial phase which started 
last November, our project gradu-
ally began to take shape. We then 
all met in Tunisia in March. The 
strong determination and team 
spirit permeating the whole group 
were convincing enough to encour-
age us to set a launch date. Today, 
as we embark in this adventure, 
we will try to project our collective 
enthusiasm in the quality of our 
reports, viewpoints and analyses. 
Your support will mean a lot to us. 
But so will your scrutiny and criti-
cism. Only with that kind of input 
will we move ahead and grow. 

Message from the editor

Oussama Romdhani

T
he Arab Weekly is a 
long- overdue publica-
tion. It is hard to accept 
that Arabs have not 
ventured into present-

ing their versions of the events in 
the Middle East and North Africa 
to the West. But yet it is a fact. A 
fact we are trying and hoping to 
change now.

MENA is a difficult region. Most 
of the world’s dominant religions 
started there. It is close enough 
to Europe to have many common 
values, but not close enough to 
agree about a lot of polemic issues. 
The people of the region have not 
made enough effort to present a 
decent image of themselves. Many 
tried hard to present an anti-West-
ern image. The West for its part 
satisfied itself with a description 
that looks like a tourist impression 
rather than a true depiction of the 
realities of facts and events.

The polarisation on both sides 
persists. Colonisation, occupation, 
war and enmity became the norm, 
with a few exceptions. The West 
is too involved in the region to 
ignore the fluidity of dire events in 
MENA.

The region is in a true turmoil. 
Almost all MENA countries are 
involved in a war, a civil war, or 

a violent conflict. In the last 30 
years, the rise of political Islam has 
changed the face of societies and 
politics in the region. Wars and 
armed conflicts have displaced mil-
lions of people, some locally but 
many to the West. 

With the advent of the internet, 
cuts in budgets of Western media 
organisations, and the reduction in 
interest of the common man in the 
troubles of MENA region, fewer in-
depth articles are published in the 
Western media about the region. 

That changed recently with the 
sporadic events and attacks that 
stemmed a renewed interest in 
Islam, MENA and its people and 
politics. The sketchy understand-
ing of the region led to disastrous 
involvement of Western powers in 
the conflicts of the region in the 
last decade. The people and the 
politicians of MENA did not do 
much to rectify the situation. In 
most cases, the West looked baffled 
at events and developments there. 
More interestingly, the policy mak-
ing machine in the West is not fed 
with sufficient information and can 
be contradictory in dealing with 
similar symptoms in different parts 
of MENA.

Hence this publication. The 
Arab Weekly will strive to provide 

a better understanding of MENA, 
its people, its aspirations, as well 
as the region’s religious, sectarian, 
social, political and economic is-
sues and conflicts. The West will be 
present in most of the process, by 
necessity and by choice. It needs 
to know what is going on from the 
region’s perspective. This may help 
to forge better policies and better 
practices.

The Arab Weekly is part of an 
ongoing media project that started 
in London back in 1977. Al Arab 
Daily, a sister publication, was 
established by the late Haj Ahmed 
El-Huni, a visionary media veteran, 
as the first pan-Arab daily. In 2000, 
we launched Middle East Online, 
the first bilingual news portal 
devoted to MENA. More recently, 
we published a cultural monthly, 
Al Jadeed, dedicated to Arab 
intellectuals. The Arab Weekly is a 
publication that targets the West-
ern audience in Europe, the US and 
the expats in the Arab World. There 
is also a potential readership of 
Arabs and Muslims who were born 
in the West and do not master their 
parents’ mother tongues.

We accept that The Arab Weekly 
will not be an easy ride, neither for 
us nor for the audience. It is a chal-
lenge we are keen to take.

Letter from the publisher

Haitham El-ZobaidiT
he announcement on April 2nd of the “framework” 
agreement between Iran and six world powers — the 
United States, Russia, Britain, France, China and 
Germany — was welcome news. The agreement 
commits Iran to abstain for 15 years from the level of 
enrichment it would need to produce nuclear 
weapons. Daniel Serwer, a US nuclear proliferation 

expert, called it “as good an agreement as anyone had any hope 
of achieving”, and said that failure to reach a deal “would have 
left Iran free to generate enough highly enriched uranium to 
build at least one nuclear weapon within a few months”.

This agreement may be better than nothing. But it is mislead-
ing to say that the choice was between this agreement or war. 
With Iran’s expansionist designs in the region left intact, 
enduring peace is still a long way off.

Even after this agreement, many in the Arab world remain 
concerned about Iran’s long-term goals. The deal offers no 
restrictions on Iran’s missile programme and other conventional 
arms efforts; nor does it dissuade Tehran from attempting to 
impose its political and sectarian dominance on the region.

In recent months, voices emanating from Tehran have boasted 
of Iran’s regional designs and its unabashed goal of achieving 
greater influence through local proxies. Beyond the organic 
relationship they maintain with Hezbollah in Lebanon and Syria, 
the Iranians have made no secret of their support to like-minded 
militias and Shia rebel groups in many trouble spots of the region 
including Iraq, Syria and Yemen.

The Saudi-led campaign in Yemen has been motivated to a 
large extent by reports of arms shipments and other forms of 
assistance extended by Iran to allied Houthi rebels in Yemen.

Many critics of the Iran deal also express concern that this 
agreement will empower Iran’s radical zealots. The vague 
conditionality linked to the lifting of economic sanctions will 
hardly convince Tehran to ease its grip over its oppressed 
population. The Iranian authorities are already hard at work to 
further weaken that conditionality.  They see very well how the 
removal of sanctions will provide them with new resources to 
pursue their adventures abroad. 

In negotiating the deal, the objective should not have been 
limited to resolving the dispute over Iran’s nuclear programme. 
A key goal should have been to pressure Iran to give up its 
destabilising activities outside its borders. Between now and the 
finalisation of the agreement in June, the Obama administration 
will have many opportunities to show that it was not, as its allies 
in the region fear, simply forging a separate entente with Iran at 
the expense of peace and stability in the Middle East. In recent 
statements, Washington has tried to be reassuring,  reflecting a 
growing awareness that the regional threat posed by Iran goes 
beyond the nuclear. 

Editorial

The limits of the Iran 
nuclear deal
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