
Proxy wars inflame the Middle East
Beirut

A key reason for the mobi-
lisation of Saudi Arabian 
and allied forces in Yem-
en is fear of Iranian im-
perialism and preventing 

Tehran, through its proxies, taking 
control of the choke point Bab el 
Mandeb strait that links the Red Sea 
to the Indian Ocean, a vital mari-
time corridor.

The Iranians, particularly since 
the Americans artlessly delivered 
Shia-majority Iraq into their hands 
and opened the way for an overland 
invasion corridor to the Gulf mon-
archies, have become increasingly 
open about their use of proxies, 
like Hezbollah in Lebanon and Shia 
militias in Iraq, to wrest control of 
other lands.

With everything seemingly going 
their way in the region these days, 
such naked displays of military 
reach point to a steady increase in 
Iranian power grabs.

The war in Yemen, a failed state 
that’s collapsing into the inferno of 
religious, ethnic and tribal conflicts 
that are ripping the Middle East 
apart, says everything one needs to 
know about how the Middle East is 
undergoing volcanic change.

Revolutionary Iran, under the 
charismatic Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, sought power across the 
region, a new Shia-led Middle East 
order, the fundamentalist regime 

in Tehran at its head, that would 
smash Western domination.

That process is now 
gathering momentum 

and the prospects of con-
flict with the long-dominant 
Sunnis are glaringly obvious 
– particularly to the adminis-

tration of US President Barack 
Obama.
The Saudis believe the Obama 

administration, no longer reliant 
on Middle Eastern oil, is leaving 
them in the lurch – a conclusion 
hardened by the April 2nd signing 
of an historic framework agreement 

between Iran and US-led world 
powers on curtailing Tehran’s nu-
clear programme in exchange for 
lifting crippling economic sanc-
tions on Iran.

The upshot of this is that US in-

fluence in the region will diminish, 
and probably quite quickly. This 
could have serious consequences 
for countries across the region, 
such as Yemen, Tunisia, Morocco 
and Egypt, at a time when they 
badly need Western economic as-

sistance.
Regionally, security is likely to 

take precedence over desperately 
needed socio-economic develop-
ment. That is likely to stir further 
unrest in countries like Algeria 
amid a new arms race that could 
well include Saudi Arabia acquir-
ing nuclear weapons to counter any 
Iran may get.

The regional conflicts have pro-
duced a major humanitarian crisis 
that the West has largely ignored. 
Some 220,000 people have per-
ished in the Syrian war, with 6.5 
million more displaced within the 
country.

The flood of refugees from Syria 
alone threatens the economic and 
social fabric of Lebanon and Jordan, 
precarious states that harbour an 
estimated 3 million, mostly Sunni, 

refugees. Lebanon, infected by the 
bloodbath, teeters on the edge of a 
new civil war. Oil-rich Libya disin-
tegrates amid conflicts over money 
and power in the messy aftermath 
of the blundering 2011 NATO inter-
vention.

The fearful uncertainty wrought 
by the region’s convulsions 
prompted Tammam Salam, Leba-
non’s prime minister, to lament 
that “the fall of Arabism as a unify-
ing identity will mark the start of a 
series of civil wars among brothers. 
And once those wars start, nobody 
knows when or how they will end.”

Ed Blanche has covered Middle 
East affairs since 1967. He is the 
Arab Weekly analyses section 
editor.

Ed Blanche

Danger zone

The Middle East 
is undergoing 
volcanic change

Oussama Romdhani

M
arch 18th is known as 
“Black Wednesday” by 
Tunisians. That day, 
two Tunisian jihadists 
stormed the world-

famous Bardo Museum, murdering 
21 foreign tourists and a security of-
ficer. The attack deeply shocked 
Tunisians since it was the first time 
home-grown terrorists had attacked 
a civilian target in the Tunisian capi-
tal since the 2011 uprising.

The attack highlighted the gap 
between the jihadist world vision, 
which considers Westerners to be 
mere “unbelievers”, and that of the 
majority of Tunisians, who regard 
tourists as guests and see tourism as 
a vital source of revenue. Tourism 
employs 400,000 out of 11 million 
Tunisians and provides no less than 
7% of the country’s gross domestic 
product (GDP).

Tunisians took ownership of the 
incident. They were shocked and 
grieving, but refused to admit de-
feat. On the very day of the Bardo at-

tack, a patriotic reaction was sparked 
by a headline in the web edition of a 
French newspaper. “Tunisia is fin-
ished. Tourism is finished,” declared 
the Paris-based newspaper Libéra-
tion. Tunisian media commentators 
and thousands of Tunisian social 
media users angrily replied, “Tuni-
sia and its tourism are not finished”. 

The government’s transparent, even 
if occasionally confused, process in 
relaying details of the attack helped 
build a sense of national solidarity 
in the face of a common enemy. The 
response of the anti-terror squad 
was broadcast live on public televi-
sion courtesy of a somehow-embed-
ded camera crew. On March 29th, 

thousands swarmed the streets of 
the Bardo district carrying Tunisian 
flags and signs saying “We are Bar-
do” in a mass demonstration timed 
to coincide with an international 
ceremony marking the tragic event.

But a more powerful, if unex-
pected, coincidence was the news 
of the night before: Nine suspected 
terrorists, including an al-Qaeda in 
the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) chief, 
were killed by special forces in the 
Tunisian southwest near the Alge-
rian border. It was the first time ji-
hadists suffered such a serious blow 
without the army or police suffering 
any casualties.

As the news spread, a sense of 
pride filled the air. Tunisia had de-
cisively struck back at terror and, for 
days to come, people celebrated the 
ability of the state to defend them. 
Enthusiasm only dampened when 
terrorists struck again in early April 
killing five soldiers. 

Opinion polls have consistently 
shown that what Tunisians want 
most from their elected government 
is to ensure security and put food on 

the table. This was not to say that 
Tunisians were sacrificing any of 
their dearly gained freedoms.

Two weeks after the Bardo attack, 
the government was still the butt of 
biting humour.

 A popular satirical radio pro-
gramme featured a skit about state 
leaders rolling out the red carpet to 
welcome the unprecedented flow 
of tourists since the attack. Accord-
ing to the spoof, three tourists from 
Botswana had landed at the airport 
and the president himself was there 
to welcome them.

In the roller-coaster days of Tu-
nisia, self-deprecation is the other 
side of pride.

Oussama Romdhani is the chief 
editor of the Arab Weekly.
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Saudi Arabia’s new strategic narrative
Washington

I 

t has become customary for 
prominent Saudis who write 
articles in the Western media 
or who give talks at think-tanks 
and academic institutions to 

stress one specific theme when 
speaking about Saudi Arabia’s cur-
rent foreign policy posture: The 
Saudis have adopted a new “doc-
trine”.

The Saudis present this change 
in foreign policy as their answer 
to confronting the multiple secu-
rity threats they are facing, as well 
as their attempt to adjust to what 
they see as another disconcerting 
new reality: The United States has 
elected to extricate itself from the 
turmoil of the region.

However, close observation of 
both traditional and new Saudi 
media, the kingdom’s publicly ac-
knowledged participation in the 
US-war against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and its launch of an unprec-
edented military operation against 
Houthi rebels in Yemen, suggests 
a much broader and deeper shift is 
taking place in Saudi thinking than 
a mere more “assertive” foreign 
policy.

The Saudis have modified their 
general ethos by propagating a 
national strategic narrative. This 
discernible change has manifested 
itself dramatically in how the Saudi 
public has responded to the war ef-
fort in Yemen and in how the gov-
ernment reacted to the Swedish 
foreign minister’s public criticism 
of its human rights record.

Saudi Arabia was taken aback 
by the “Arab spring”. Not only did 
the Saudis lose one of their most 
dependable allies – Egypt’s Hosni 
Mubarak – but the collapse of sev-
eral regimes made apparent a new 
reality: The world’s sole remaining 
superpower, the United States, was 
no longer willing or able to assume 

what some in the region consider to 
be its moral responsibility to try to 
stabilise it. The difficult transition 
that the “Arab spring” countries 
underwent also proved to be fertile 
ground for the most brutal Islamist 
terrorist organisation the world has 
ever known: the so-called Islamic 
State.

ISIS flourished in the carnage 
that Syrian President Bashar As-
sad inflicted on his own people and 
it has since not only taken over a 
large area spanning the Syrian-Iraqi 
border, it has vowed to expand its 
“state” to include Saudi Arabia. The 
post “Arab spring” turmoil has also 
provided Iran with an opportunity 
to widen its influence in the region.

In light of these new security 
challenges and new realities, the 
Saudis have changed the way they 
view themselves and reached new 
conclusions about how best to deal 
with their ascendant adversaries – 
ISIS and Iran – and their reluctant 
ally, the United States.

The new Saudi ethos stresses its 
independent decision-making and 
its confidence in the capability of 
its military forces. Saudi Arabia no 
longer feels beholden to the United 
States. The military action in Yem-
en – designated Operation Decisive 
Storm — is the culmination of years 
of Saudi innuendo, followed by 
warnings that it will not “stand by 
idly” as the region is convulsed by 
unprecedented violence.

The urge to go it alone has been 
aggravated by the United States’ 
negotiations with Iran over its nu-
clear energy programme. At a time 
when Saudi Arabia viewed Tehran 
as a source of instability in the re-
gion, the United States tried to re-
habilitate Iran from its internation-
al pariah status.

The Saudis have long spoken 
about being a blessed nation, en-
dowed with the world’s largest 
proven reserves of crude oil but, 
more importantly in their eyes, cus-
todianship of the two holiest sites 
in Islam.

While Saudi Arabia has tradition-
ally preferred to use its eminent 
status in the Muslim world and 
wealth to quietly mediate between 
regional rivals, the turmoil that 
has gripped the region since 2011, 
and United States’ unwillingness 
to stem it, has compelled the Sau-
dis to adopt more assertive foreign 
policies to confront head-on the 

sources threatening their security. 
This outward posture has been bol-
stered by a concerted effort that has 
included not only political leaders 
and opinion-makers in the media 
but even Saudi clerics, who have 
played a role in advancing this new 
strategic national narrative. Many 
mosque imams used the Friday 
sermons on April 3rd to rally sup-
port for the Yemen operation and to 
warn about the “machinations” of 
Iran in the region.

The strong Saudi response to 
public criticism levelled by Swe-
den’s foreign minister against the 
kingdom over its human rights re-
cord, which included stopping issu-

ing business visas for Swedes, was 
yet another indication that the Sau-
dis had reached a point where they 
felt it was necessary to draw their 
own “red lines”. The Saudis made 
it clear that they were implement-
ing Sharia and that they would not 
allow others to interfere in their 
domestic affairs, nor would they be 
pressured to change their political, 
social or religious institutions.

This religious fervour is begin-
ning to show itself in the Yemen 
campaign as well, as King Salman 
was recently quoted as saying that 
Saudi troops are protecting “our re-
ligion”. The overwhelming support 
the Saudi public has shown for the 

Yemen campaign suggests that the 
notion that the Saudis are morally 
justified to put a stop to the trans-
gressions of a violent aggressor has 
resonated widely.

The Saudis have repeatedly said 
that the Houthis’ intransigence left 
them no choice but to resort to mili-
tary force. They have also made it 
clear that this is a defining moment 
for them that is meant to send a 
message to both their allies and ad-
versaries.

Fahad Nazer is a terrorism analyst 
at JTG Inc. and a former political 
analyst at the Embassy of Saudi 
Arabia in Washington.
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Pakistan turns down request for participation
Beirut

T
he Pakistani parliament’s 
unanimous rejection of 
a request from long-time 
ally Saudi Arabia to con-
tribute troops for an offen-

sive war in Yemen is a major blow 
to the kingdom’s drive to build a 
broad-based Sunni alliance against 
Shia Iran.

The absence of Pakistan’s army, 
battle-hardened fighting jihadist 
insurgents in mountainous terrain 
similar to Yemen, could well pre-
clude launching the major ground 
operation that military analysts in-
creasingly see as the only way the 
Saudis can crush Houthi rebels, 
whom most analysts believe are 
armed and backed by Tehran.

Saudi Arabia, along with its key 
allies the United Arab Emirates and 
Egypt, apparently accepts it will 
need Pakistan’s military might if it 
wants to avoid seeing Operation De-
cisive Storm become bogged down 
in a protracted war of attrition 
against tribesmen fighting on their 
home ground.

As the kingdom casts off its long-
held strategy of international diplo-
macy in favour of building a broad 
alliance of Sunni states to contain 
an expansionist Shia Iran, its most 
important ally in its confrontation 
with Iran is Pakistan, the sole Mus-
lim nuclear power.

With US forces disengaging in the 
Gulf, the kingdom and its Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) allies and 

beyond are having to stand up for 
themselves against myriad security 
threats.

Given the differing military doc-
trines, equipment and operational 
capabilities among the major Arab 
powers, including Egypt, this strat-
egy may have only limited value.

Most Western military analysts 

do not rate the combat capabilities 
of the Saudis and their friends as 
high, despite the tens of billions of 
dollars spent on advanced weap-
onry since the 1970s.

If Tehran does take off the gloves, 
the GCC monarchies are the most 
likely target of an Iranian assault 
that could be backed by nuclear 

weapons if the Islamic Republic 
were to attain such a capability.

The only way Riyadh could coun-
ter that would be to fall back on Pa-
kistan’s nuclear armoury, which the 
Saudis are widely believed to have 
financed. The Saudis have repeat-
edly warned that if Iran acquires 
nuclear weapons they would be 
forced to do so too.

It has long been felt likely that 
the Saudis would either buy nuclear 
warheads outright from Pakistan to 
arm its Chinese-built ballistic mis-
siles, or possibly bombs for their US-
built combat jets, or would shelter 
under Pakistan’s nuclear umbrella.

This scenario has never been con-
firmed. If there is such an arrange-
ment, the Saudis would have to rely 
almost entirely on Pakistani sup-
port to get their nuclear force opera-
tional quickly in the face of likely US 
opposition.

But the dismay of the Saudis and 
their partners at what they see as 
being left in the lurch by the Ameri-
cans should not be underestimated. 
Nor should the April 10th decision 
taken by Pakistan’s parliament, in-
cluding the entire opposition.

Pakistan, confronting long-time 
rival India, has sought to stay neu-
tral in Islamic conflicts. But it is 
increasingly concerned about the 
growing sectarian conflicts between 
Sunnis and Shia, an offshoot of 
which is Iranian support for seces-
sionists in Pakistan’s restive Balu-
chistan province.

Pakistani politicians fear the 
army will be overstretched by any 
foreign adventure. “Forty percent 
of the army is engaged in the war on 

terror,” explained Mushahid Hus-
sain, chairman of Pakistan’s Senate 
Defence Committee.

An estimated 20% of Pakistan’s 
population of 182.6 million is Shia, 
the largest concentration outside 
Iran, and Shia-Sunni violence is al-
ready rife.

There is speculation Pakistani 
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, a 
long-time Riyadh ally sheltered by 
the Saudis for eight years after he 
was deposed in a 1999 army coup, 
promised the Saudis military sup-
port.

He is by nature a cautious deci-
sion-maker and, since his return 
to power in 2013, has been at odds 
with Pakistan’s powerful generals.

He has also visited Riyadh three 
times this year. He flew to Riyadh 
on January 23rd after being given 
advance notice that ailing King 
Abdullah was near death and was 
personally welcomed at the airport 
by the future king, Prince Salman. 
That is something Saudi monarchs 
rarely do and it underlined the im-
portance of Saudi-Pakistani rela-
tions.

The two countries have a long 
and close military relationship. In 
the 1970s, thousands of Pakistani 
soldiers served in Saudi forces fol-
lowing the Islamic Revolution in 
Iran. During the 1990-91 Gulf war, 
Pakistan sent troops to protect the 
Muslim holy shrines of Mecca and 
Medina.

“Asking the Pakistanis to resume 
a role they played in the past – guar-
antors of the Saudi regime inter-
nally, and of Saudi Arabia’s borders 
externally – makes a great deal of 
sense, and given Sharif’s relation-
ship with the Saudis, it is logical,” 
observed the US security consul-
tancy Stratfor. “Even if nothing 
comes of it immediately, we are 
seeing moves by the Saudis to try to 
cope with the new reality.”Limited involvement: Ensuring evacuation from Yemen

UAE jet, part of Decisive Storm
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Decisive Storm raises Arab self-confidence
Beirut

O
peration Decisive Storm 
has been planned and ex-
ecuted by Arab militaries 
with limited support from 
the United States and will 

seek to achieve its objectives short 
of a land offensive if possible, ac-
cording to a senior commander from 
one of the Arab Gulf air forces par-
ticipating in the military coalition.

That coalition is led by Saudi Ara-
bia and aims to defeat the Iranian-
backed Houthis and restoring the 
government of the internationally 
recognised Yemeni President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

However, a land invasion would 
be inevitable if the strategic bomb-
ing campaign fails to force the Hou-
this to concede to the demands of 
the Arab coalition, according to the 
commander who asked to remain 
anonymous.

The Saudi-led coalition of nine 
countries, which included regional 
power Egypt started attacks on 
March 26th and gradually intensi-
fied over the past two weeks. The 
coalition imposed an air, land and 
sea embargo on Yemeni border out-
lets to prevent the Houthis from re-
ceiving supplies and arms from out-
side forces, especially Iran.

“The coalition’s air operations are 
being controlled from a command-
and-control (C&C) facility in Ri-
yadh that is very similar to the one 
the Americans have built at the Al 
Udeid Air Base near Doha in Qatar,” 

the official said. “The C&C room has 
about 200 officers running it and 
each of the participating countries 
has a representative in it who takes 
part in on-the-hour planning and 
execution of operations,” he added.

He pointed out that the only assis-
tance from Washington is through 
“vital satellite images that show the 
movements of the Houthis and their 
hideouts and enable the coalition of-
ficers to plan their strikes and con-
duct post-operations assessment”.

The military operation in Yemen 
enjoys strong legitimacy, which 
prevented any major reaction from 
Iran or other UN members. The Hadi 
government officially requested 
Arab military intervention and a 
blockade of the country’s outlets 
to counter the Houthi military on-
slaught that overran all of the coun-
try’s provinces and was about to 
capture the strategic southern port 
city of Aden.

The Houthis, a militia made up of 
the Zaydis – a Shia offshoot sect – al-
lied with the Yemeni regular forces 
loyal to former President Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh – also a Zaydi 
– deposed the 
Hadi govern-
ment and was 
in the process of 
instating its own govern-
ment to rule the country.

“The ultimate 
objective of Op-
eration Decisive 
Storm is to restore Presi-
dent Hadi and his govern-
ment to power and to expel the 
Houthis from the capital Sana’a 
and other major cities they occu-
pied since their major offensive that 
swept through most of the country 
last September,” the commander 
said, noting that the decision to 
carry out the military operation and 
planning for it started soon after the 
Houthis captured Sana’a. Arab Gulf 
countries say the Houthis are con-

trolled by the Iranian Revolution-
ary Guards and thus were extend-
ing Tehran’s control all over Yemen, 
which would give Iran access to Bab 
el Mandeb strait, the main southern 
passage from the Indian Ocean into 
the Red Sea.

The participation of a large num-
ber of Arab countries and the readi-
ness expressed by Turkish leaders 
to join the coalition has sent a very 
strong message to Tehran: Iran’s 
export of the Islamic revolution via 
the militarisation of Shia communi-
ties in Arab and Islamic countries is 
a threat to all Islamic countries and 
will no longer be tolerated.

Some Iranian officials had over 
the past few months bragged about 
the success of the Islamic revolution 
in controlling four Arab capitals: 
Beirut, Damascus, Baghdad and 
Sana’a.

Iranian officials have condemned 
the Saudi-led operation and de-
ployed a couple of frigates to the 
Red Sea on a patrolling mission but 

did not attempt to intervene mili-
tarily or break the blockade against 
the besieged Houthis. It is unlikely 
that Tehran will risk a direct mili-
tary confrontation with the coali-
tion, which could drag it into war 
with major regional powers, which 
could possibly include Pakistan and 
Turkey.

However, Tehran is likely to be 
re-evaluating its situation on vari-
ous fronts of the Middle East and 
wondering whether a success for the 
Saudi-led coalition in Yemen would 
encourage the Arabs and the Turks 
to join hands in another alliance to 
topple the pro-Iranian Syrian re-
gime.

Arab Gulf countries and Ankara 
have been supporting Syrian re-
bels in a showdown with the forces 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad 
backed by Iran’s Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC) and Hez-

bollah fighters for the control of the 
country. But it will not be as easy to 
form such a coalition without legal 
grounds that would be provided via 
a clear resolution by the UN Security 
Council or at least the Arab League.

Assad is still regarded as the le-
gitimate ruler of the country and 
the Syrian opposition parties have 
failed to unite under one leadership 
recognised internationally as the 
legitimate representative of the Syr-
ian people.

Nevertheless, the Saudi-led coa-
lition represents the rise of the 
Arab-Sunni giant in the face of the 
Persian-Shia push to expand control 
in the Arab and Islamic world. The 
Arab military capability is displayed 
with strong confidence and other 
Sunni powers like Pakistan and 
Turkey have a strong partner to ally 
with to fill the vacuum caused by 
the shrinking footprint of the United 
States in the region.

This move could either lead to 
further instability and pos-

sibly regional war or 
to serious discussions 
between Iran and its re-

gional rivals to peacefully 
resolve their differences.

Riad Kahwaji is the founder 
and CEO of the Institute for 

Near East and Gulf Military 
Analysis (INEGMA) based in 

Dubai and Beirut.
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Yemen campaign sparks patriotic wave in Saudi Arabia

Riyadh

A  

strong sense of national 
pride has consumed 
Saudi Arabia since the 
start of the Yemen mili-
tary campaign. In the 

evenings, cars and SUVs carrying 
the Saudi flag or posters of King Sal-
man bin Abdul Aziz, with slogans 
like “May God grant us victory”, 
are everywhere on the streets of Ri-
yadh and Jeddah.

Cafés, where Saudis usually con-
gregate to meet friends and watch 
football matches, are filled with 
spectators fixated on the large-
screen plasma TVs to hear the lat-
est developments of Operation 
Decisive Storm. “In their homes, 
Saudis are watching both the pro-
GCC media and the media organs af-
filiated with Iran, which are mostly 
Lebanese-based news channels like 
Hezbollah’s Al-Manar TV,” said Tur-
ki al-Dossary, a Saudi health-care 
worker in the Eastern province.

Additionally, and as a conse-
quence, a good number of Saudis 
are defending Operation Decisive 
Storm on social media platforms 
such as Twitter and Facebook, and 
in many occasions the exchanges 
are ugly.

The Saudi official who has seen 
his popularity skyrocket courtesy 

of Decisive Storm is new defence 
minister and son of King Salman, 
Mohammed bin Salman. The king-
dom’s airwaves have been domi-
nated with coverage of the events in 
Yemen, with a significant amount 
of attention allocated to the new 
defence minister. Images of Prince 
Mohammed meeting with soldiers, 
army officers and international of-
ficials have been a staple of Saudi 
news reports since the start of mili-
tary operations in Yemen.

Moreover, the prince’s popular-
ity has spread to social media, with 
memes of the prince, juxtaposed 
with the Saudi flag or Saudi sol-
diers, traded by Saudi users. Fur-
thermore, the hashtag “Decisive 
Storm” saw more than 2 million 
tweets on the day the operation 
started.

“Although the majority of Sau-
dis are overwhelmingly support-
ive of the operation in Yemen, I 
think most of them are hoping for 
a quick and decisive victory,” said 
Ahmed al-Tunisi, a Jeddah-based 
businessman. “Generally, people 
are supportive of their country, 
however this is a bit different for 
Saudi youth. The last time Saudi 
Arabia participated in a war was in 
the early ’90s and you have an en-
tire generation that were too young 
to remember those events, or were 
not even born.”

Saif al-Mutairi, a 31-year-old doc-
umentary filmmaker in Jeddah sees 
the current situation in Yemen as 
an international failure. “After the 
‘Arab spring’ where was the inter-
national community? Where were 
the United Nations, NATO, any-
body? What’s happening in Yemen 
did not happen overnight and the 
only country that has to deal with 
the fallout is Saudi Arabia.”

Al-Mutairi echoed a popular 
sentiment among Saudis, accord-
ing to whom there is no difference 
between the Houthis, the Islamic 
State (ISIS) or al-Qaeda. “They all 
have the same agenda, which is to 
destabilise the region and Saudi 
Arabia in particular. Many at home, 
in fact, view Ali Abdullah Saleh as 
another Saddam Hussein,” he said.

It is too early to tell what kind 
of economic impact the events in 
Yemen will have on Saudi Arabia. 
At the start of military operations in 
Yemen, oil prices, which had been 
steadily on the decline due to in-
creased Saudi oil production, saw 
a 6% spike, but have since returned 
to their previous levels.

Furthermore, the kingdom’s 
stock market tumbled 5% on the 
first day of military operations and 
fell more than 4% on the morning 
after. But analysts quoted by the 
Reuters news agency say that even 
a drawn-out conflict will have lit-
tle fundamental impact on Gulf 
economies if it remains confined 
to Yemen’s territory.

Speculating about the short- and 
long-term effects of the conflict on 
the Saudi economy, Robin Mills, an 
analyst at the Dubai-based Manaar 
Energy Consulting, told The Arab 
Weekly: “There are possible risks 
of interruption of the transit of oil 
and other commodities through 
the Bab el Mandeb, although such 

fears have not yet materialised. 
Also, there is the wider deterrent 
effect to foreign direct investment 
of a war in the region.”

Asked whether a quick and de-
cisive war would be a likely best-
case scenario for the Saudi econo-
my, Mills said, “I am not a military  
expert, but a short and decisive 
war seems unlikely given the situ-
ation in Yemen – more likely a 
drawn-out conflict, or a negotiated 
solution.”

“The Houthi situation is not 
new and Saudis have been worried 
about it for quite some time,” Mo-
hammed Al-Harbi, a Saudi politi-
cal scientist and commentator told 
The Arab Weekly.

 “You have the situation on the 
Yemeni border, while on the Iraqi 
border you have a potential secu-
rity problem with ISIS, courtesy of 
the failure of the Iraqi security ap-
paratus. When you take these vari-
ables into consideration, you un-
derstand why Saudis consider the 
issue of security as paramount.”

Al-Harbi emphasised that Saudi 
Arabia is looking for stability and 
to protect its interests and that in 
2009 the Houthis transgressed into 
Saudi territory and ambushed and 
killed some of its people. “That 
incident within itself underscores 
their intentions, and until to-
day their own tribal leaders have 
trouble maintaining control over 
them,” he said.

“This is a war on a militia trying 
to take over the country on behalf 
of a foreign entity and a vengeful 
ex-dictator who cannot let go of 
power,” said Al-Harbi.

Mosaed Al-Bogami is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Saudi 
Arabia.

War room rising star

Mosaed Al-Bogami

In their homes, 
Saudis are watching 
both the pro-GCC 
media and the media 
organs affiliated 
with Iran

In Yemen, Egypt balancing its interests 

Washington

E
gypt’s decision to inter-
vene in the Yemeni crisis 
against the Houthis re-
flects President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi’s need to protect 

Egypt’s economic and political in-
terests.

Intervention has been limited to 
the deployment of naval ships and 
air strikes. Although Egypt has sig-
naled that it might deploy ground 
troops in Yemen, it will be extreme-
ly wary of doing so given its unhap-
py military experience in Yemen in 
the 1960s, an experience it does not 
want to repeat.

Egypt’s economic interests in this 
crisis are two-fold. First, to under-
score to the Saudis, who have gen-
erously backed the Sisi government 
with billions of dollars of aid since 
the ouster of Mohammed Morsi in 
July 2013, that Egypt has Saudi Ara-
bia’s back. Because the Saudis see 
the Houthi advance in Yemen as 
threatening to its interests, Egypt 
needs to demonstrate that it will 
come to the aid of its friend in time 
of need.

The Saudis’ substantial support 
to Cairo (along with assistance from 
the UAE and Kuwait) has helped 
keep the Egyptian economy stable 
and allowed Sisi to undertake diffi-
cult economic reforms, such as the 
reduction of energy subsidies.

Second, Egypt must ensure that 
the strategic Bab el Mandeb strait 
(the entrance to the Red Sea), which 
borders southern Yemen and east-
ern Africa, is kept open to ship-
ping. A Houthi threat to the strait 

is a threat to Egypt’s lucrative Suez 
Canal operations, which generate 
about $5 billion annually in tolls.

Moreover, given Egypt’s construc-
tion of a parallel canal in the west-
ern Sinai, the aim of which is to 
increase shipping — and tolls — the 
protection of the Bab el Mandeb has 
become even more important.

The deployment of Egyptian na-
val ships signals to the Houthis that 
vital Egyptian interests are at stake.

Politically, the Yemen crisis has al-
lowed Egypt to resume an Arab lead-
ership role that has been in abeyance 
for several years because of its tur-
bulent domestic situation. Sisi used 
the recent Arab League summit in 
Sharm el-Sheikh to demonstrate the 
importance of Egypt by announcing 
the creation of a joint Arab military 
force to respond to regional crises, 
such as the threat from extremists 
like the Islamic State (ISIS) as well as 
the Houthis’ advance in Yemen.

“The Arab nation has passed 
through many phases,” Sisi said, 
“none of which has posed as much 
of a threat as the one we’re experi-
encing now.”

Although the details of such a 
force have yet to be fleshed out, the 
fact that Egypt is taking the lead in 
its development has enhanced its 
regional role and status.

Resuming an Arab leadership role 
also has domestic benefits for Sisi. 
Much of the Egyptian intelligentsia 
favours such a role and this helps 
to dissipate the intelligentsia’s dis-
may over some of Sisi’s repressive 
policies at home against journalists 
and secular oppositionists who have 
criticised his regime.

Intervening in the Yemeni crisis 
also shows the Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) that Egypt is on their 
side in the proxy war against Irani-
an-backed forces such as the Hou-
this, who follow the Zaidi branch of 
Shia Islam.

Although Egypt is not as paranoid 
about Iran as is the Saudi leader-
ship, perhaps because Iran is not as 
geographically close to Egypt as it 
is to the Gulf, Sisi has declared that 
Arab problems should be handled 
by the Arabs themselves, an indirect 
swipe against Iran for its involve-
ment in Iraq and Yemen, among 
other places.

At the same time that it is show-
ing fellow Arabs that it is coming 
to their defence, Egypt will try to 
avoid putting boots on the ground 

in Yemen. Although the Egyptian 
foreign minister said his country has 
not ruled out ground troops, and 
would consider their deployment if 
asked (presumably by the Saudis, 
the main backer of ousted Yem-
eni President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi), bad historical memories will 
render this option a very last resort.

Egypt fought a long and bloody 
war in Yemen in the 1960s, help-
ing Yemeni republican forces battle 
against the Yemeni royalist forces of 
the Zaidi Imamate. Egypt deployed 
as many as 55,000 ground troops 
and suffered thousands of casual-
ties. This history is not lost on ei-
ther the Egyptians or the Houthis. 
Houthi official Deif Allah al-Shami 

was quoted as saying “history will 
repeat itself” if the Egyptians de-
ploy ground forces.

As a military man, Sisi undoubt-
edly understands this history and 
these risks. Even the Saudis, who 
are eager to defeat the Houthis, in-
dicated on March 31st that there 
would be no automatic ground of-
fensive in Yemen. This defensive 
posture, if it lasts, would relieve 
Egypt of a very difficult decision to 
make.

Gregory Aftandilian is an associate 
of the Middle East Center at the 
University of Massachusetts-Lowell 
and a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.

Gregory Aftandilian

Egypt must ensure 
that the strategic Bab 
el Mandeb strait is 
kept open to 
shipping

The Yemen crisis has 
allowed Egypt to 
resume an Arab 
leadership role that 
has been in abeyance 
for several years

The Yemen Campaign
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News & Analysis

Obama’s Yemen: 
From ‘success model’ to a terrorism nightmare
Washington

I 

f US former President George 
W. Bush’s most infamous gaffe 
was in complimenting his for-
mer staffer Michael Brown for 
doing “a heck of a job, Brown-

ie” in the aftermath of Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005, Barack Obama’s 
was last September in citing Yemen 
as a “success model” for his coun-
ter-terrorism strategy.

Ever since Obama’s statement, 
Yemen has been on a rapid down-
ward spiral as the Houthis took 
over Sana’a last September, dis-
solving the country’s government, 
dismissing its draft constitution, 
forcing President Abd Rabbo Man-
sour Hadi out of his residence and 
expanding their reach from the tra-
ditional stronghold of Saada to the 
gates of Aden.

The Houthis’ expansion, the 
breakdown of the central govern-
ment and the near-collapse of the 
military was an ideal recipe for cha-
os, according to a senior US official 
who spoke to The Arab Weekly. It 
not only eroded the country’s cen-
tral government but also fuelled 
the resurgence of al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and in-
vited the spectre of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) a new foothold on the 
Red Sea.

The events of last eight months 
have created a nightmare for the 
Obama administration, forcing it 
to close the embassy in Sana’a in 

February and evacuate its special 
forces unit in March. Such meas-
ures throw a wrench into US coun-
ter-terrorism efforts in a country 
that harboured Anwar Awlaki and 
trained scores of jihadists, some of 
whom took part in the Paris attack 
in January.

Yemen’s collapse triggered “Op-
eration Decisive Storm”, led by 
nine Arab countries and supported 
logistically by the United States. 
The intervention, in the form of 
air strikes, was “expected,” accord-
ing to the US official. The Houthis, 
he said, “overreached by going to 
Aden and Saudi Arabia has to pro-
tect its long border”.

For Washington, supporting the 
Saudi-led intervention is its last 
hope at avoiding a total collapse in 
Yemen that would split the coun-
try between the Houthis, AQAP 
and separatists. Washington hopes 
the Arab intervention will pressure 
the factions into a political solu-
tion and protect strategic security 
assets, such as the Bab el Mandeb 
strait and US drone operations over 
Yemen.

The departure of US special forc-
es creates a dangerous intelligence 
void for the United States in Yem-
en, prompting the House Home-
land Security Committee Chair-
man Michael McCaul (R-Texas), to 
warn, “We will have no intelligence 
footprint or capabilities to monitor 
what AQAP and ISIS and the Shiite 
militants are doing in the region.”

The chaos around the Houthis’ 
advance caused Washington to lose 
track of more than $500 million 
worth of military aid it had provid-
ed the Yemeni government; some 
of which may have ended up in 
the hands of AQAP. The rebels also 
looted files on US spy operations 
and AQAP freed 300 prisoners from 
a prison in Hadramoot. If the status 
quo continues, the chaos in Yemen 
will only compound US losses in a 

key battle front against al-Qaeda.
By supporting Operation Deci-

sive Storm, the Obama administra-
tion is seeking to both reassure its 
Arab allies and prioritise its securi-
ty goals in Yemen. While announc-
ing the operation on March 25th, 
Saudi Ambassador to the United 
States Adel al-Jubeir emphasised 
the close consultations with and 
support from the Obama adminis-
tration.

The White House promptly au-
thorised “the provision of logistical 
and intelligence support to GCC-led 
military operations”, and Obama 
has called Saudi King Salman 
twice. In addition, the Obama ad-
ministration restored full military 

aid to Egypt, including F-16 fighter 
jet deliveries that had been put on 
hold for two years, and Obama dis-
cussed the Yemen situation with 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi in an hour-long telephone call.

A US expert with close ties to 
the administration tells The Arab 
Weekly, on condition of anonym-
ity, that the decision to release the 
F-16s to Egypt was meant as a boost 
for Cairo’s role in regional stabil-
ity in both Yemen and Libya. As 
Obama eyes a lighter military foot-
print in the region, his strategy is 
more dependent on US allies in pro-
tecting mutual interests in Yemen 
and other trouble spots.

Nevertheless, officials in Wash-

ington remain deeply concerned 
about events in Yemen. The senior 
US official warned Yemen cannot 
be allowed to become another So-
malia or Afghanistan and said that 
for the military operations to suc-
ceed they have to be complement-
ed with a political strategy under 
the Gulf Cooperative Council (GCC) 
initiative “with changes to dates 
and deadlines” as they roll back the 
Houthis advances.

For now, all eyes in the Obama 
administration are on the Saudi-led 
military operation and whether it 
can be a model of success.

Joyce Karam is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Trying to see eye to eye

The Houthis 
overreached by 
going to Aden and 
Saudi Arabia has to 
protect its long 
border

Joyce Karam

Yemen conflict deepens Palestinian sense of isolation

Ramallah

W 

ith attention on the 
Middle East focused 
on a nuclear deal 
with Iran and the 
conflicts in Syria, 

Iraq and Yemen, many Palestinians 
feel the world has abandoned them 
and put their quest to end Israel’s 
prolonged occupation of their land 
on the backburner.

Some Palestinians grew frus-
trated when predominantly Sunni 
Muslim Arab governments hastily 
formed a force to answer to a call 
from regional heavyweight Saudi 
Arabia to fight the Houthis, a Shia 
rebel force in Yemen backed by Iran.

“Why aren’t Arab armies in the 
Holy Land of Palestine?” screamed 
a banner at a demonstration in the 
West Bank city of Ramallah earlier 
this month.

“We’ve been under occupation 
for decades. Where is the Arab mili-
tary force to liberate our lands and 
defend Gaza?” asked Baraa Qadi, 23, 
a university student.

Gaza has been the target of sev-
eral Israeli military offensives that 
killed thousands of Palestinians, 
mostly civilians, and resulted in 
widespread destruction of the 
coastal strip.

Qadi scoffed at Arab armies, de-
scribing them as “the arms of the 
United States in the region”.

Despite popular frustration, Pal-
estinian politicians said they un-
derstood Arab priorities. But with 
war and instability rife across the 
region, the best thing Palestinians 
can do for now is to resolve their 
own internal divisions, said politi-

cal analyst Ahmed Rafiq Awad.
Most significantly is a long-antic-

ipated reconciliation between mili-
tant Hamas rulers in Gaza and Fa-
tah, headed by President Mahmoud 
Abbas, in the West Bank.

“The internal reconciliation be-
tween Fatah and Hamas is a must 
and both parties must pay a price 
for that,” Awad told The Arab Week-
ly, underlining the need also for “re-
shaping the relationship with Israel 
and internationalising the Palestin-
ian issue”.

In the wake of the nuclear deal 

with Iran, Awad said he expected 
Islamist factions in the Palestinian 
territories sympathetic to Iran to re-
main quiet.

“Iran will be interested to main-
tain a lull after the initial deal, un-
til the end of June, so would those 
groups,” he said.

A senior Palestinian politician 
suggested it “may be the time for a 
diplomatic Palestinian campaign at 
international platforms” —  a refer-
ence to Palestinians seeking a UN 
Security Council resolution calling 
for an end to Israel’s occupation 

and taking Israel to court for crimes 
they say the Jewish state commit-
ted against Palestinians.

“We need to reserve a place be-
fore the deal is finalised in June,” he 
told The Arab Weekly on condition 
of anonymity, citing political sensi-
tivities. Iran and six world powers 
have pledged to finalise their deal 
over Tehran’s nuclear programme 
by June.

Palestinians feel isolated and are 
struggling to remain on the growing 
list of Arab priorities. A deepening 
sense of isolation and desperation 
from the peace process with Israel 
arguably triggered the Palestinian 
Authority’s latest effort to push its 
cause further in international plat-
forms and join UN bodies, such as 
the International Criminal Court.

Still, Arab disengagement is a 
stumbling block. “The occupation 
is a main factor of breeding terror-
ism in the region, yet Palestine was 
not invited to the counter-terrorism 
conference in Jeddah last Septem-
ber,” recounted PLO Executive 
Committee member Ahmed Majda-
lani.

Majdalani said the Palestinian 
issue remained part of the Arabs’ 
political rhetoric but that verbal 
commitment failed to translate into 
tangible support.

“Since the first Gulf War in 1990, 
the world system changed from 
multi to unipolar, mainly domi-
nated by the US,” he told The Arab 
Weekly, explaining that the change 
posed a new agenda and limited 
the traditional role of Arab heavy-
weights.

At the Arab Summit in Sharm el-
Sheikh in late March, the Palestin-
ian president cautiously supported 
the Saudi-led coalition’s air strikes 
on Yemen, clearly to be in line 

with a unanimous consent among 
oil-rich Gulf Arabs, his traditional 
bankrollers.

Fresh in his mind was when late 
Palestinian president Yasser Arafat 
supported Iraq in the wake of its 
invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, 
and because of this support, his 
people, politics and treasury suf-
fered from being blackballed by the 
Gulf Arabs.

Majdalani said Israel was not 
necessarily seen as a direct threat 
to the Arabs these days. Instead, 
he charged, “Arab countries deem 
Iran and Turkey a threat to their na-
tional security, which explains their 
waning interest in the Palestinian 
issue.”

The senior Palestinian politician 
emphasised his leadership believes 
it should move ahead with its own 
plans, including the freedom to de-
cide on future negotiations with Is-
rael, including redefining the shape 
of security coordination between 
them. “The best thing we can hope 
for is to avoid pressures from Arab 
states,” Majdalani said.

The Palestinians often say Arabs 
repeatedly preached at them about 
self-restraint in the face of Israeli 
intransigence in peacemaking.

Palestinian-Israeli peace talks, 
which began in 1993, stalled over 
fateful issues, primarily the right of 
Palestinian refugees to return home 
and the status of traditionally Arab 
East Jerusalem.

Nida Ibrahim is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in the West Bank.

Fighting irrelevance

We need to reserve a 
place before the deal 
is finalised in June

Nida Ibrahim

The Yemen Campaign
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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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The Salman doctrine is 
based on “deterring 
aggression and restoring 
security through a 
political process”

The Americans, appear 
to be increasingly 
banking on Iran as a 
stabilising force...Such a 
strategy is wishful 
thinking

Washington

I
n February the US White 
House presented Congress 
with its National Security 
Strategy for the final two 
years of President Barack 
Obama’s presidency, 

revealing the doctrine of “Strate-
gic Patience”.

This doctrine is based on the 
premise outlined in the docu-
ment’s introduction that, while 
the United States leads from a “po-
sition of strength… this does not 
mean we can or should attempt to 
dictate the trajectory of all unfold-
ing events around the world”. The 
doctrine also tells of limited US 
resources and influence.

This modest approach to world 
leadership was met with a storm 
of criticism by commentators, 
including US News and World Re-

port which said the 
strategy provided 
proof that Obama 
“is unwilling or un-
able to take decisive 
action”.

The Obama 
doctrine has been 
put to the test in 
Yemen, a nation 
that the US presi-
dent had touted 

as a successful counter-terrorism 
model only a few months earlier.

The Houthis and the forces 
of former President Ali Abdul-

lah Saleh, after seizing control of 
Sana’a last September, are threat-
ening Aden and what is left of the 
legitimacy of Yemen’s govern-
ment, as well as threatening the 
counter-terrorism infrastructure 
in the southern part of Yemen 
against al-Qaeda where US and 
British forces were working with 
Yemeni security forces. The United 
States and United Kingdom with-
drew their personnel and the US 
embassy in Sana’a was closed and 
“Strategic Patience” was stretched 
to the limit in the southern Arab 
state.

The Saudis might have been 
hoping for something like the 
1950s-era Eisenhower doctrine, 
under which “a Middle Eastern 
country could request American 
economic assistance or aid from 
US military forces if it was being 
threatened by armed aggression 
from another state”.

The Saudis and the Gulf coun-
tries, however, knew well that this 
is not 1957. The region and the 
world learnt from the lesson of 
Syria that waiting for the Ameri-
cans to lead an effort to change the 
military balance on the ground is 
like waiting for Godot.

Enter the Salman doctrine, 
named after the new Saudi king 
and coined by respected Saudi 
journalist Jamal Khashoggi. The 
Salman doctrine is based on 
“deterring aggression and restor-
ing security through a political 

process”, hence Operation Deci-
sive Storm. Khashoggi noted that 
King Salman has introduced a new 
principle in international relations 
and a new reality by implement-
ing a doctrine without the United 
States.

The Salman doctrine indicated 
that Saudi Arabia and its allies in 
the Arab world have run out of pa-
tience with Iran and its meddling 
in Arab affairs and the expansion 
of its influence. But most impor-
tantly it indicates that they have 
no patience anymore for American 
inaction in the face of what they 
see as an existential threat.

There is also a perception that 
the United States does not share 
their assessment of what con-
stitutes a mortal threat to their 
countries because they see the 
American administration more 
concerned with “appeasing” Iran 
in their negotiations over the 
nuclear issue than confronting 
Iran’s threat to its neighbours or 
restraining Tehran’s hegemonic 
ambitions in the region.

US Senator John McCain (R-
Ariz.) questioned the US Central 
Command chief, US Army General 
Lloyd Austin, on whether the Sau-
dis gave the United States advance 
notice of their campaign against 
the Houthis. The general said he 
was notified shortly before the 
operation. McCain saw this as an 
indication that “our closest allies 
in the region no longer trust us. 

That is because they believe we 
are siding with Iran”.

The fact that Obama called 
the Saudi king directly after the 
announcement of a framework 
agreement with Iran and invited 
the Gulf leaders to a summit with 
him at Camp David in Maryland 
shows the level of attention he 
is paying to allay the fears of the 
Arabs.

The Obama doctrine, though, 
has accomplished something new 
and positive in the Arab world: It 
forced the Arabs to rely on them-
selves.

The unanimous agreement in 
the Arab summit just concluded 
in Sharm el-Sheikh to form a joint 
military force is a case in point. It 
also emphasised Obama’s ap-
proach to intervention: the United 
States will provide support but it 
is up to the local powers to do the 
job; the United States will not do 
it for them anymore. The United 
States will “have your back” but it 
will not be in front of you.

The American president with 
his doctrine has helped the Arabs 
come together, develop their own 
doctrine and rally around their 
own leadership. This is unheard of 
in the region. If this succeeds the 
Arab world would have turned a 
corner and made history. Yemen is 
the test.

Amal Mudallali is a foreign 
policy analyst in Washington.

Amal Mudallali

Mona Alami

Obama doctrine yields to Salman doctrine in Yemen

Opinion

An expansionist Iran and Obama’s ‘wishful thinking’
Beirut

T 

he war against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) has 
allowed a détente 
between the United 
States and Iran, who are 

now fighting a common enemy 
on Iraqi soil. In parallel, Iran and 
the United States, which broke 
off diplomatic relations after the 
1979 Islamic revolution, secured 
on April 2nd a framework 
agreement to curtail Iran’s 
nuclear programme that may lead 

to what US Presi-
dent Barack Obama 
calls a “better 
path” for Iran.

But these devel-
opments will not 
put an end to the 
entanglements cre-
ated by the Islamic 
Republic in the 
Middle East.

In the past five 
years, Iran has 

sought to fill the vacuum left 
by the US withdrawal from the 
region. The Americans, struggling 

to understand the chaos that has 
become the Arab world, appear to 
be increasingly banking on Iran 
as a stabilising force. However, 
such a strategy is wishful thinking 
as the Islamic Republic can only 
bring further turmoil in countries 
mostly inhabited by Sunni majori-
ties, in Yemen or Syria and large 
Sunni minorities in Iraq.

In Yemen, Iran supports the 
Houthis, who belong to the Zaidi 
community, a religious strand of 
Shiism, which shares some com-
mon beliefs with Sunnism. Iran 
saw a golden opportunity when 
the region inhabited by the Zaidis 
underwent political and economic 
marginalisation, using the political 
ambitions of Hussein al-Houthi, 
the leader of the rebel movement 
in Yemen, who was killed by 
the army in 2004, to advance its 
agenda.

Following the 1990-91 Gulf war, 
Iraqi Shias fled to Yemen, where 
they started proselytising among 
the Zaidis, and Iran took over 
the training and arming of the 
Houthis, setting up “revolutionary 
camps” for children.

The rise of the Shia rebels from 
Yemen’s northern mountains be-
gan to pick up momentum in Au-
gust 2014, when thousands of sup-
porters took to the streets against 
the central government, accusing 
it of corruption and cancelling 
fuel subsidies. The Houthis also 
demanded a more representative 
form of government. After sign-
ing a peace deal brokered by the 
United Nations with President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi, tensions 
flared again with the Houthis.

Heavily armed Houthi fight-
ers, who in late March reportedly 
received 185 tons of weapons from 
Iran, progressively took over the 
capital Sana’a and the strategic 
port city of Hodeida, marching on 
Aden, despite a week of air strikes 
by a Saudi-led coalition.

As in Yemen, Iran’s influence in 
Syria has grown since the begin-
ning of the “Arab spring”. The 
country, which once proclaimed 
itself the beating heart of the Arab 
world, has practically become 
a “protectorate” of the Islamic 
Republic, relying on Iran’s elite 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) along with their 
Lebanese and Iraqi proxies. In May 
2014, General Hossein Hamedani, 
a senior IRGC commander, was 
quoted by Iran’s semi-official 
Fars News Agency as saying that 
President Bashar Assad “is fighting 
in Syria as our deputy”. The report 
was later removed from the Fars 
website.

Iran has been able to impose its 
will on Syria by propping up As-
sad’s minority Alawite regime. Ac-
cording to a note by former diplo-
mat Ignace Leverrier in France’s Le 
Monde newspaper, Shia mercenar-
ies fighting in Syria are being given 
Syrian nationality. The diplomat 
said Iran has thus adopted in Syria 
a policy of “unprecedented intru-
sion in the military and security 
sectors”. That is an opinion shared 
by the Washington-based Institute 
for the Study of War, which said 
the expansion of Iran’s influence 
has challenged the cohesion of 
remaining state forces in Syria.

Iran’s most important area of 
focus nonetheless remains its 
western neighbour, Iraq. “Iran is 
an empire once again at last, and 
its capital is Baghdad,” Ali Younu-
si, an adviser to Iranian Supreme 

Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei, declared. Iran’s proxy Shia 
militias, totalling some 120,000 
men, greatly outnumber the Iraqi 
army battalions considered to be 
combat-capable which number an 
estimated 48,000. These militias 
receive training and weapons 
from Iran and are directed by 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
commander of the IRGC’s external 
operations wing, the Quds Force.

The rise of sectarian Iranian 
proxies in countries where Shias 
do not constitute an overwhelm-
ing majority increases the long-
term threat of instability in Yemen, 
Syria and Iraq. These groups are 
useful pawns in the Islamic Re-
public’s regional chess game, but 
ones that can also be quite self-
defeating in the end, as they have 
not been encouraged to establish a 
true dialogue or partnership with 
other communities.

Without engaging other local 
players, Iran cannot win the war 
it has waged in these countries 
because demographics are simply 
not in its favour: Yemen’s Zaidi 
minority represents 30% of the 
population and Alawites represent 
12% of Syria’s population. Iraq is 
the only exception, with Shias 
comprising about 55% of the popu-
lation, according to Pew Research 
Center.

The rise of supercharged Iranian 
proxies in these countries will 
also advance Iran’s position at the 
international bargaining table, as 
evidenced by the April 2nd deal 
with the United States and other 
world powers.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
analyst and a fellow at the Rafik 
Hariri Center for the Middle East 
of the Atlantic Council. She lives in 
Beirut.Anti-Houthi demonstration: “Yemen is no ward of Iran”

The Islamic 
Republic can 
only bring 
further turmoil 
in countries 
mostly inhabited 
by Sunni 
majorities
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Missing in the Arab world:
Compromise and reconciliation

Alongside 
compromise comes 
reconciliation, 
another concept not 
very popular in this 
part of the world

Claude Salhani

T
he multiple fratricidal 
wars tearing the Arab 
world apart have 
provided ample proof, if 
any were needed, that 

two vital concepts are missing in 
the Middle East: compromise and 
reconciliation.

Indeed these concepts, make 
that these necessities, in a modern 
and forward-moving environment, 
seem entirely absent in the major-
ity of present day Arab societies.

Rather, the philosophy of most 
governing systems in the Arab 
world, a turbulent and troubled 
patch of the planet, seems to 

favour authoritarian 
rule, where power 
is the monopoly of 
a single voice and 
where power-shar-
ing is not really an 
option.

In Syria, the gov-
ernment is insistent 
on holding on to that 
power come what 
may, even if it means 
the country’s entire 

infrastructure is destroyed, whole 
cities are turned into rubble, some 
300,000 of its citizens are killed, 
and millions more turned into 
refugees. And yet the government 
is still not in the least bit remorse-
ful.

A compromise in Syria is simply 
out of the question. That word 

does not exist in the Syrian re-
gime’s lexicon.

Yet compromise is a very im-
portant word that describes a vital 
endeavour that is central to the 
proper functionality of a modern 
society where a majority – often a 
majority by only a handful of votes 
– has to navigate through shallow 
political channels as they go about 
conducting affairs of state. It is a 
delicate affair.

Compromising means accept-
ing the fact that yours is not the 
only point of view and, hate it as 
you may, nevertheless you have to 
give and take. You have to negoti-
ate with your opponents in a civil 
manner and express yourself not 
through weapons, insults and civil 
wars but through dialogue, civility 
and understanding that the other 
may have legitimate fears, wants 
and needs.

Compromising becomes all the 
more important in a democratic 
society because without compro-
mise there would be chaos. An-
other word for compromise could 
very well be diplomacy.

Daniele Varè, the renowned 
20th Century Italian diplomat and 
author, said it eloquently when he 
stated that “diplomacy is the art 
of letting someone else have your 
way”.

Indeed, as long as there are 
two human beings left living 
on this planet, it is a given that 

there will be two very different 
points of view regarding just about 
every topic under the sun. The 
challenge is to find the right mid-
dle ground where you can have 
your way to a certain extent, while 
not alienating the other side.

Without compromise the world 
would be trapped in a constant 
state of war, turmoil and instabil-
ity. In short, the world would be 
comparable to the state that much 
of the Arab world is living through 
today.

Alongside compromise comes 
reconciliation, another concept 
not very popular in this part of 
the world. The two ideas are often 
closely associated. For example, 
the war in Iraq could be contained 
if the parties concerned would 
agree to reconcile and accept 

compromise, rather than engage 
in violence and the systematic 
murder of tens of hundreds of its 
youth solely because they belong 
to a different branch of the same 
religion.

The modern Arab world, nations 
that won their independence in 
the post-World War II era, today 
suffer from an acute lack of the 
culture of reconciliation and 
compromise, and have adopted a 
“winner-take-all” attitude.

Traditions of power-sharing 
are indeed rare, as are demo-
cratic transitions that could have 
encouraged the sharing of power, 
or allowing segments of society to 
co-exist instead of forever engag-
ing in zero sum games.

The choice for the majority of 
Arabs today is clear: adapt to the 
changes demanded by a modern 
society or revert to pre-medieval 
times as the Islamic State (ISIS) 
says it wants to do. To claim 
to want to live life in a manner 
similar to that of the Prophet, yet 
to do so selectively, by adopting 
the internet, the cellular telephone 
and the laptop computer, the car, 
the airplane and television while 
rejecting the rest is somewhat 
duplicitous to say the least.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
section editor of The Arab 
Weekly. You can follow him on 
Twitter @Claudesalhani.

Arab leaders should 
know by now they 
ignore the United 
States and its wildly 
erratic foreign policy 
swings at their 
peril

The multiple 
fratricidal wars 
tearing the Arab 
world apart have 
provided ample 
proof, that two 
vital concepts 
are missing in 
the Middle East: 
compromise and 
reconciliation

US mood swings could boost Iran

Martin Sieff

Washington

A
rab leaders should 
know by now they 
ignore the United 
States and its wildly 
erratic foreign policy 

swings at their peril. They should 
also remember that US policy-
makers, pundits and news outlets 
appear incapable of focusing on 
more than one issue at the same 
time. That is especially the case 
when US policy bungling created 
the awful mess in the first place.

The latest wild swings in US 
public opinion – and policymak-
ers’ obsessions with Iran and the 
Islamic State (ISIS) — are a classic 
demonstration of this phenom-
enon.

For most of the past year, the 
US media followed the rise of ISIS 
like terrified – and mesmerised – 
spectators. ISIS and its fighters 
were credited with superhuman 
powers. The collapse of the main 
Iraqi army exposed the bank-
ruptcy of then-Iraqi Prime 

Minister Nuri al-Maliki’s eight 
years of corruption, vicious 
anti-Sunni bias and general 
incompetence from 2006 to 2014.

It should have come as no 
surprise. It was obvious the new 
Iraqi army was an artificial 
construct put together by US 
“experts” who did not have a clue 
how to go about it and that it 
would collapse as soon as US 
forces scaled down.

Sure enough, that happened. 
Yet the Obama administration 
was taken totally by surprise 
when the Iraqi regular army 
literally disintegrated last 
September. After six years in 
power, it still had not developed 
serious plans to deal with this 
contingency.

In fact, the crisis should have 
been obvious to anyone familiar 
with the 94 years of Iraqi history 
since Winston Churchill artifi-
cially created the state at the 1921 
Cairo Conference. Churchill was 
then the British Empire’s Colonial 
Secretary. That made him the 

direct ruler of one-quarter of the 
land territories of the Earth and 
of one-quarter of the human race.

Obama policymakers franti-
cally sought a quick fix. They 
thought – and still believe – they 
had found it in mobilising the 
Shia militia of Iraq against ISIS.

In many respects this was an 
obvious and sensible move. The 
murderous extremism of ISIS has 
been relentless against all 
innocent Sunni Muslims caught 
in its path but even more against 
Shias of Iraq. And the principle of 
playing different potential 
enemies off against each other 
has been a staple of US policy-
making in the Middle East for at 
least 35 years.

US President Jimmy Carter and 
his national security adviser 
Zbigniew Brzezinski applied it 
when they quietly approved 
Saddam Hussein’s idiotic decision 
to invade Iran in 1980 to seize its 
oil-rich provinces. The Reagan 
administration consistently 
supported Saddam in the strong-
est possible way through the 
following eight years of the 
Iran-Iraq War. It remains the 
bloodiest and longest war in the 
modern history of the Middle East.

However, the Obama adminis-
tration has been willfully blind to  
the way its support of the Shia 
militias against ISIS has built up 
the power of Iran and its close 
allies, the Mehdi army, the Badr 
Brigades and Hashd al-Shabi, aka 
the Popular Mobilisation Com-
mittee of Shia groups, in Iraq. The 
leader of the Iranian Revolution-
ary Guard’s elite Quds Force, 
General Qassem Suleimani, has 
been directly involved in advising 
and coordinating them.

The cynical skill of the rulers 
in Tehran thus created a growing 
perception among Obama 
policymakers that Iran was a 
“responsible player” in the 
region. This prepared the way for 
the negotiations over Iran’s 
nuclear deal.

Efforts by supporters of Israel 
in the US Senate to block that 
agreement with a new legislative 
measure appear doomed, thanks 
to the bungling of Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu. 
His gratuitous efforts to humili-

ate US President Barack Obama by 
addressing a joint session of 
Congress without first consulting 
the president outraged most of 
the 13 Senate Democrats that the 
American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC) were hoping 
to line up. AIPAC and the Israelis 
needed those 13 Democrats to 
ensure a veto-proof majority of at 
least 67 out of 100 Senate votes so 
Obama could not block any bill to 
sink the Iran nuclear deal.

So the greatest achievement of 
ISIS, now badly on the defensive 
in Iraq, has been the enormous 
strengthening of Shia Iran at the 
expense of the Sunni Arab 
nations of the Middle East. A 
grateful Obama, US Secretary of 
State John Kerry and national 
security adviser Susan Rice now 
believe Tehran has bailed them 
out twice.

First, Tehran approved the 
Iran-backed Shia militias in Iraq 
to take the field against ISIS, and 
defeat it. Second, they gave 
Obama’s people the nuclear deal 
they craved so badly. Early 
opinion polls show the American 
public strongly supports the 
agreement.

Saudi Arabia, the Gulf Arab 
states, Egypt, Jordan, Turkey and 
Pakistan have been left out in the 
cold. It is they who will have to 
survive the consequences of this 
latest bout of crazed US policy-
making and try and clean up the 
carnage that American idealists 
and so-called experts have left 
behind in the region. Nothing 
new about that.

Martin Sieff is a Senior Fellow of 
the American University in 
Moscow and former Managing 
Editor, International Affairs at 
United Press International. 
(www.martinsieff.com.)Filling the void
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Hatem ben Salem

Tunisia deserves better

T
he European Union’s 
foreign policy has always 
been its Achilles’ heel, 
largely due to its incoher-
ence and its inability to 

outline proper strategic priorities.
As a result, Europe is finding 

itself going against the flow of 
international relations. It may 
also be missing out on a historic 
opportunity to contribute to 
peace and prosperity on its 
southern Mediterranean shore.

One significant example of 
Europe’s out-of-step and chaotic 
reaction is in the face of what has 
been called the “Arab spring”. 
After four years of pure anarchy 
and social economic regression, 
as pointed out by the emir of 
Kuwait during the latest Arab 
summit, the Arab world has taken 
an unprecedented leap backward, 
prompting some to secretly wish 
for a new Sykes-Picot Agreement 

for the Middle East 
and North Africa.

The Arab coun-
tries of the Mediter-
ranean basin 
constitute the only 
structural defence 
against the threats 
of international 
terrorism and 
illegal immigration 
that increasingly 
face Europe.

If Europe’s reluctance to 
become involved in the morass of 
Libya and Yemen, and its fear of 

being dragged into armed 
conflicts are understandable, 
nothing explains the irresponsi-
ble attitude taken by Europe vis-à-
vis Tunisia.

The laconic statement issued at 
the end of the 11th session of the 
EU-Tunisia Association Council, 
held on March 17th, is a perfect 
example. At the very moment that 
Tunisians are going through a 
unique democratic experiment, 
the European Union is nowhere to 
be seen.

Regarding the financial aid 
requested by Tunisia to overcome 
its catastrophic economic situa-
tion, which is at the root of the 
country’s multidimensional 
crisis, the European Commission 
has been parsimonious and 
ineffective in its help.

The EU Commission’s assis-
tance to the Tunisian government 
dropped from $98.7m in 2011-12 to 
$71.3m in 2013-14. That assistance 
is subject to the same political 
conditionality as before 2011, the 
year the Ben Ali regime fell. Such 
assistance is utterly negligible 
when you bear in mind that 
Tunisia had to allocate no less 
than $200m in defence-related 
expenditures as part of its 2015 
budget.

Federica Mogherini, the top EU 
representative for foreign affairs 
and political security, has 
recognised that, in the case of 
Tunisia, “the opportunities and 
the challenges are evenly 

stacked.” But she has offered no 
concrete solutions to demonstrate 
the solidarity of the European 
Union with Tunisia in its rebuild-
ing efforts, even if Europe is the 
North African country’s top 
international partner.

For reasons that are difficult to 
fathom, Europe is not taking 
concrete steps towards forging 
the partnership of substance it 
needs to establish with all 
Mediterranean nations. Tuni-
sians are expecting Europe to 
commit itself on its side with as 
much vigour and determination 
as it did when handling the 
Iranian nuclear dossier, espe-
cially when Europe can be much 
more immediately affected by the 
fallouts of Tunisia’s type of 
challenges.

On the plane of regional 
security, it is vital and urgent to 
establish close inclusive coopera-
tion within the European Union 
but confusion continues to 
dominate European ranks. 
Instead of a single coherent policy 
that would allow cooperation 

among all countries of the 
Mediterranean, confusion and 
mayhem prevail. This provides 
terror groups with greater 
opportunity to destabilise the 
already fragile countries of the 
region.

Europe is not however solely 
responsible for the deteriorating 
security climate. Lethargy and 
the lack of coordination between 
countries of the Middle East and 
North Africa themselves have 
contributed to the failure of the 
anti-terrorism effort. The recent 
call by the Arab League for the 
creation of a joint Arab force is 
nonetheless a signal in the right 
direction.

Arab civil society also shines by 
its amateurism at the level of 
strategic and prospective think-
ing. There are not enough 
independent think-tanks that 
make pertinent proposals and 
explore future prospects of the 
region.

When they meet in Barcelona 
soon, Europeans should examine 
the future of their Neighbour-
hood Policy. Hopefully, they will 
take the necessary steps to 
identify their geostrategic 
priorities.

Hatem Ben Salem is a former 
Tunisia minister of education 
and deputy minister of foreign 
affairs. He is an international 
affairs analyst and a legal 
scholar.

At the very moment that 
Tunisians are going 
through a unique 
democratic experiment, 
the European Union is 
nowhere to be seen

Air strikes can 
degrade an enemy’s 
forces, they obviously 
cannot take and hold 
territory

The problem of fighting ISIS with limited boots 
on the ground

N
early everyone — from 
US military experts to 
Middle Eastern 
leaders and political 
commentators 

— believes that the battle against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) will not 
be won by air strikes alone. 
There needs to be sufficient 
“boots on the ground” to 
dislodge ISIS from its control of 
large swathes of territory in Syria 

and Iraq and defeat 
it militarily.

But who will pro-
vide such boots con-
tinues to be a thorny 
political issue.

Recent polls sug-
gest the American 
public, perhaps 
because of the bru-
tality of ISIS against 
US citizens and 

foreign nationals, is supportive of 
US ground operations. Nonethe-
less, the Obama administration 
continues to rule out any ground 

combat mission.
Air strikes, primarily by the US 

military but also by some Arab 
coalition forces, have certainly 
caused ISIS to lose hundreds, 
if not thousands, of fighters in 
recent months. However, because 
of its appeal to radical elements in 
the region and beyond, ISIS prob-
ably has been able to make up for 
these losses with new recruits.

Moreover, while air strikes can 
degrade an enemy’s forces, they 
obviously cannot take and hold 
territory. Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi recently told the 
Washington Post that “for the US 
military to carry out their mission 
[against ISIS], they need boots on 
the ground”.

On the Iraq side of the ISIS 
question, the “boots on the 
ground” question has been an-
swered temporarily by Shia mili-
tiamen, under the command of an 
Iranian Quds Force commander, 
taking the offensive against ISIS 
forces in Tikrit. Although some 

regular Iraqi armed forces and 
Sunni tribesmen are also involved 
in this battle, the 20,000 Shia 
militiamen in this operation far 
outnumber these other forces, ac-
cording to recent public testimony 
by the chairman of the US Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, US Army General 
Martin Dempsey.

He acknowledged that while 
such assistance from Iran “was a 
positive thing in military terms 
against [ISIS], we are all con-
cerned about what happens after 
the drums stop beating.”

In other words, there is a fear 
that the large number of Shia mi-
litiamen moving into Sunni areas 
could inflame an already volatile 
sectarian problem inside Iraq. 
Moreover, the prominent Iranian 
role in this operation has alarmed 
Sunni states in the region like 
Saudi Arabia.

On the Syrian side, no signifi-
cant ground forces are taking the 
fight to ISIS except for some Kurd-
ish forces in the north and these 
fighters have been largely geared 
to protecting some Kurdish-
populated cities and towns like 
Kobane along and near the Turk-
ish border.

The plan to create and train a 
moderate Syrian rebel force that 
would go on the offensive against 
ISIS has been plagued by logistical 
and political problems; the latter 
involving disputes over whether 
this new force would be able to 
take the fight to the Assad govern-
ment as well, which the rebels 
want to do.

In any event, even if such a 
moderate rebel force comes into 
being, the numbers being touted 
— about 5,000 fighters — are likely 
to be insufficient in combating 
ISIS.

This situation leaves only two 
alternatives — an Arab force or 
an American force — to fight a 
ground operation against ISIS.

Although Sisi has called for a 
joint Arab force, there seems to 
be no serious movement in the 
region to create one, nor is it clear 
which Arab country would lead 
it. Even Jordan, whose citizens 
have turned decisively against 

ISIS in the aftermath of the brutal 
killing of one of its pilots, has only 
resorted to air strikes, not boots 
on the ground.

While the Obama adminis-
tration continues to rule out a 
combat ground operation, and 
its new war authorisation legisla-
tion that was sent to Congress for 
consideration only mentions a po-
tential role for US Special Forces, 
the American public seems more 
hawkish than the administration. 
The respected Quinnipiac Univer-
sity poll released in early March 
showed that 62% of American 
respondents said they favour 
sending US ground troops to fight 
ISIS.

Some potential Republican 
presidential candidates, such as 
former Texas Governor Rick Perry 
and US Senator Lindsey Graham 
(R-SC), undoubtedly sensing this 
strong anti-ISIS sentiment among 
the American people, have called 
for US ground troops in this fight. 
But the Obama administration 
continues to believe that the 
public is war weary and will not 
countenance even a limited com-
bat ground operation.

In the meantime, the anti-ISIS 
operation will continue to be 
more of the same: a largely mili-
tia-led offensive in Iraq with deep 
concerns about the campaign’s 
political ramifications and a slow 
and problematic training mission 
for moderate Syrian rebels outside 
the country, with air strikes, pri-
marily conducted by the United 
States, overhead.

Until some country or a com-
bination of countries commit 
to boots on the ground, the ISIS 
menace will likely remain for the 
foreseeable future.

Gregory Aftandilian

Iraq’s boots on the ground

Until some country 
or a combination of 
countries commit to 
boots on the ground, 
the ISIS menace will 
likely remain for the 
foreseeable future

The European 
Commission 
has been 
parsimonious 
and ineffective 
in its help
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What’s next for Libya?
Washington 

U 

N Special Envoy to 
Libya Bernardino Leon 
has been trying to herd 
the scattered Libyan 
politicians of all politi-

cal shades around the table in or-
der to negotiate a peace treaty of 
sorts, put an end to the fighting 
and establish a unity government 
that can keep the country together 
and enable it to serve as a credible 
member of the international com-
munity.

We have all been there before 
with, of course. Depending on 
how they are counted, there have 
been as many as six temporary 
and transitional prime ministers 
and governments since 2011 — two 
of which were elected but did not 
take office.

The problem, however, has al-
ways been not so much forming a 
government, but rather the ability 
of any government to actually rule 
and exercise power and a monopo-
ly on the use of force in a country 
with hundreds of militias that form 
temporary and transient alliances 
only to turn around and fight each 
other.

In this Libyan circus, no one is 
holding their breath in the hope 
that the UN-sponsored meetings 
in Morocco will actually produce 
anything more than something 
that the United Nations can claim 
as a “success in the long process of 

international diplomatic efforts” 
before the camera.

This pessimism is due in large 
part to the following key missing 
ingredients in the process.

The first is the lack of a complete 
package, a new road map and a 
hard restart of the entire Libyan 
transition, after four years of total 
failures, that will ensure that any 
new government can count on in-
ternational assistance and even a 
military force to protect its mem-
bers and secure the urban centres 
of Libya, including the capital Trip-
oli, Benghazi, Misrata and Sabha, 
where 80% of the population lives.

The second reason has to do with 
those who have been excluded 
from the entire Libya transition and 
UN process, namely, the estimated 
2 million exiles scattered between 
Egypt, Tunisia, the UAE, Jordan 
and Turkey, most of whom are for-
mer allies and officials of the late 
Muammar Qaddafi. Thus, we are 
left to wonder how excluding 25% 
of the population will help rebuild 
Libya, given all that we have learnt 
from the ongoing saga in Iraq.

Third, Leon has opted so far sim-
ply to keep talking, trying to con-
vince the warring militias that they 
can divide the pie between them 
instead of tearing it apart. Unfor-
tunately, he has chosen to use only 
carrots and no sticks and delayed 
the UN process of showing the stick 
of sanctions against individuals 
who have committed war crimes 
despite having a clear UN mandate, 
passed in September 2014.

Finally, Leon has chosen to main-

tain a fig leaf of international recog-
nition to one side over the others 
and, in doing so, ensuring that they 
become far more intransigent and 
insistent on trying to exclude oth-
ers in the process.

Given this grim picture, Libya 
seems heading for the following 
scenarios:

First Scenario:

Agree to form a unity government 
in which each group gets to have a 
number of cushy positions and con-
tinue being at the mercy of armed 
militias of one type or another and 
just label them a “National Army.” 
Start the whole process again of 
risking that this government and its 
ministers will be beholden to armed 
groups, compromising its sover-
eignty and integrity and wait until 
the next cycle of violence breaks 
out once the militias disagree on 
something and start fighting.

Second Scenario:

Take real charge of Libya and put 
it under international guardian-
ship, send in peacekeeping forces 
from Arab and African countries 
with logistical, aerial and naval 
support from NATO to secure the 
major cities and calm the tense en-
vironment, and, in parallel, start 
a UN-sponsored political process 
to establish a new map for the fu-
ture. In essence repeating the same 
historical experience of post-WWII 
Libya, when allies provided an 
armed presence and the United Na-
tions sent in Adrian Pelt to oversee 
a political process that ended in 
Libya’s independence and 1951 con-
stitution.

Third Scenario:

Subcontract Libya to the Arab 
world and let willing and able Arab 
countries, particularly neighbour-
ing states such as Egypt and Alge-
ria, intervene and take ownership 

of the problem directly. This would 
be akin to what happened in the 
Lebanese civil war when Syria was 
given the green light to enter Leba-
non and impose some sort of an 
occupation, operating from behind 
the curtain of a weak and willing lo-
cal government.

Fourth Scenario:

Try to isolate and close up Libya 
by withdrawing international rec-
ognition of any government, freez-
ing Libyan assets and reserves 
around the world, blockading oil 
terminals to deny warring groups 
any revenues, and relying on the 
usual counter-terrorism measures, 
such as targeted drone strikes to 

hit terrorist groups when needed. 
The reasoning behind this proposal 
is straightforward and simple: de-
prive terrorist groups and warring 
factions of funds and wait until 
they all run out of money and come 
back to the international commu-
nity begging for a negotiated settle-
ment and re-engagement.

The question remains, however, 
who gets to make the decision on 
which scenario should be selected?

Hafed al-Ghwell is a senior non-
resident Fellow with the Rafik 
Hariri Centre at the Atlantic 
Council in Washington and former 
adviser to the dean of the Board of 
Executive Directors of the World 
Bank Group.

Hafed al-Ghwell

Combustible mix

We are left to wonder 
how excluding 25% 
of the population 
will help rebuild 
Libya, given all that 
we have learnt from 
the ongoing saga in 
Iraq

The problem, 
however, has always 
been not so much 
forming a 
government, but 
rather the ability of 
any government to 
actually rule

Libya four years after: A land divided where ISIS thrives

A 

ppeals from Libya’s 
internationally 
recognised govern-
ment for Western 
weapons to confront 

the threat from the local fran-
chise of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
have fallen on deaf ears.

The aid is being withheld while 
world powers press for a rap-
prochement between the “official” 
government, currently operat-
ing out of a five-star hotel in the 
eastern city of Tobruk, and a rival 
Islamist-backed administration 
based in similar upscale accom-
modation in the capital, Tripoli.

The two rivals appear more 
intent on fighting each other than 
confronting the growing ISIS 
threat. Recent actions by Tobruk 
have done little to encourage 
Tripoli to make peace. In March, 
it named a fiercely anti-Islamist 
strongman to lead its army in an 
increasingly fragmented civil war.

The legislators holed up in To-
bruk may have been hoping that 
the nomination of Major-General 
Khalifa Haftar, a one-time ally of 
the late Muammar Qaddafi who 
became an opponent in exile but 
quit his home in Virginia in 2014 to 
fight his latest battle to determine 
the future of the country, would 

strike fear into the hearts of their 
Tripoli rivals.

The problem is that the general, 
seen as Libya’s version of Egypt’s 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 
makes little distinction between 
Tripoli’s Muslim Brotherhood 
elements, who need to be incorpo-
rated into any national settlement, 
and extremists such as ISIS.

As ISIS has shown in Syria and 
Iraq, it thrives on chaos, disorder 
and divisions among its potential 
enemies. By combining its grue-
some version of the propaganda 
of the deed with a healthy cash 
pile, it has succeeded in drawing 
recruits from the disillusioned 
ranks of its rivals.

Libya, almost four years after 
Western intervention in favour of a 
disparate revolutionary movement 
hastened the fall of Qaddafi, offers 
ISIS fertile ground.

It should not be that way. There 
is no Shia-Sunni fault line in over-
whelmingly Sunni Libya; divisions 
are tribal and geographic, rather 
than religious.

Those divisions include the 
long-running rivalry between 
Libya’s dominant Arab popula-
tion and the Berber – or Amazigh 
– population which was repressed 
by the Qaddafi regime and saw 
the revolution that toppled him 
as an opportunity to reassert their 
rights. The conflict among the 
groups that would ideally be unit-
ing to confront ISIS is therefore 
more political than it is religiously 
inspired.

Nevertheless, the failure of the 
country’s mainstream political 
rivals to sink their differences 
risks letting ISIS consolidate its as 
yet slender stake in North Africa, 

a prospect that is already caus-
ing alarm bells to ring across the 
Mediterranean in Fortress Europe.

“All ISIS needs is a place where 
the government is so weak that 
they can govern territory — some-
thing which distinguishes it from 
al-Qaeda,” according to Jason 
Pack, a researcher and Libya 
expert at Britain’s Cambridge 
University.

ISIS focused its offensive on 
Derna, barely 160 kilometres west 
of Tobruk, before moving towards 
Sirte, and declared areas it claimed 
to occupy as part of a Libyan 
governorate of the self-declared 
Islamic caliphate.

Referring to an ISIS warn-
ing that it could use Libya as 
a springboard to take its jihad 
as far as Rome, Pack told The 
Arab Weekly the group 
posed a “credible threat” 
to Europe.

Since 2011, Libya’s 
post-revolution sce-
nario has descended 
into a now-familiar ri-
valry involving Muslim 
Brotherhood elements 
and secular and tribal 
revolutionaries. That 
rivalry has congealed 
into a conflict between 
the Tripoli and Tobruk 
parliaments.

The former repre-
sents an alliance that 
ranges from al-Qaeda 
jihadists, through the 
moderate Brother-
hood to regional 
tribes. Its armed 
wing is Libya Dawn.

The Tobruk-based 
House of Represent-

atives is recognised by Western 
governments and the United 
Nations and backed by Haftar’s 
private army. It is the result of 
elections in June in which Islam-
ists won only 15% of the vote.

The threat posed by ISIS has 
given added impetus to the shuttle 
diplomacy of Bernardino Leon, 
the UN envoy to Libya, who has 
striven to heal the rift between 
Tripoli and Tobruk.

ISIS exploited the rivalry by 
bombing the Tripoli government’s 
headquarters in late January. The 
following month ISIS claimed 
further attacks and published 
videos showing the beheading of 
21 Egyptian Coptic Christians, a 
massacre that prompted retalia-
tory air strikes by Egypt’s military-
led government.

“The capture of public instal-
lations in Sirte and the attack last 
month on the Corinthia Hotel in 
Tripoli reflect a growing ability and 
determination on the part of Is-
lamic State to exploit the political 
crisis… to consolidate its presence 
and influence across Libya,” Leon 
told the UN Security Council in a 
mid-February video link.

The prospect of the West di-
rectly intervening – again – or even 
arming factions it supports is un-
likely. The focus of US, British and 
UN policy remains to get Tobruk 
and Tripoli back to the negotiating 
table.

Harvey Morris has worked in 
the Middle East, including Iran 
and Lebanon, for many years 

and written several books on 
the region, including No 
Friends but the Mountains 

published in 1993.

Harvey 
Morris

View point

The Tobruk-based House of 
Representatives is the result 
of elections in June in which 
Islamists won only 15% of the 
vote

Rivals appear 
more intent on 
fighting each 
other than 
confronting 
the growing 
ISIS threat

Too many casualties, already
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View point

The Kingdom of Morocco 
represents both a threat and a 
target for ISIS

The nature of 
the Moroccan 
political 
system has 
also helped 
it develop 
a unique 
religious 
model

Morocco fearing return of own jihadists abroad
London 

A 

rmed soldiers have been 
patrolling every major 
street of central Casa-
blanca since last July 
when the Moroccan gov-

ernment warned of an attack by Mo-
roccan jihadists who had joined the 
ranks of the Islamic State (ISIS).

There are more than 3,000 jihad-
ists of Moroccan origin fighting in 
Syria and Iraq, according to Inte-
rior Minister Mohamed Hassad. The 
threat is heightened now that ISIS 
has a foothold in war-torn Libya, 
which risks turning into another 
Syria.

Before declaring itself “the Is-
lamic State”, the jihadist group was 
known as Islamic State of Iraq and 
al-Sham as its focus was on the Mid-
dle East. ISIS has now expanded its 
operations to the Maghreb, taking 
advantage of a deteriorating secu-
rity situation in Libya.

Last year, Moroccan jihadists be-
longing to ISIS warned in an online 
video that they were planning to 
bring jihad to their homeland. In re-
sponse, Moroccan authorities swift-
ly dismantled a cell responsible for 
recruiting jihadists to join ISIS. The 
Interior Ministry claimed the cell 
was preparing to carry out terrorist 
acts inside Morocco using firearms 
and explosives.

Last November, Morocco arrested 
six suspects allegedly connected to 
an online video showing masked 
men pledging allegiance to ISIS and 
announcing the creation of “Jund al-
Khilafa” (soldiers of the caliphate) in 
the Maghreb.

However, the most serious threat 
came from Mohamed Hamdouch, 
a Moroccan ISIS jihadist known as 
“kokito Castillejos”, originally from 
the northern town of Fnideq, which 
borders the Spanish enclave of Ceu-

ta. Hamdouch’s terrorist messages 
have targeted Morocco, according to 
a report by the Global Security Insti-
tute, which studies jihadists’ move-
ments. 

A former mechanic in Ceuta, the 
28-year-old Hamdouch boasts about 
his terrorist achievements on social 
media, posting pictures with decap-
itated heads. He is said to be close to 
ISIS chief Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

Northern Morocco: 
A cradle of radicalisation

Most Moroccan jihadists are from 
the north of the kingdom, mainly 
from the cities of Tetouan and 
Fnideq. “The first factor driving the 
youth to extremism is that they feel 
that they do not have any future in 
their country. The second factor lies 
in northern Morocco’s proximity to 
Europe to which they cannot have 
access due to tighter visa restric-
tions,” said Mountacir Zian, direc-
tor-general of the Mediterranean 
Company of Analysis and Strategic 
Intelligence. 

These two factors create a feel-
ing of frustration, hatred and anger 
towards “the Western model”, he 
noted. The jobless rate in northern 
Morocco is one of the highest in the 
kingdom and the region’s economy 
relies largely on drug trafficking and 
contraband. Unemployed youth 
find refuge in religion and become 
susceptible to radicalisation. 

Loubna Amhair, a member of par-
liament from the Popular Movement 
Party, said young people “are also 
lured by the money offered by ISIS” 
to join jihad in Syria and Iraq.

“Social apartheid, when the youth 
are excluded from education and 
the country’s development, leaves 
room for extremists to play with 
their minds,” said Amhair, add-
ing that “an idle mind is the devil’s 
workshop”.

Sufism v fundamentalism

Since the ascendance of King Mo-
hammed VI to the throne in 1999, 
Morocco has been promoting an 
Islam of tolerance, known as “Su-
fism,” in a bid to counter the rising 
tide of the fundamentalist “Wahha-
bi” strain of Islam, which originates 

in Saudi Arabia. 
Sufism, as practised by the ma-

jority of Moroccans, preaches toler-
ance, peace and love, while rejecting 
fundamentalism.

Despite its efforts to promote Su-
fism, the kingdom is struggling to 
contain the growing number of Mo-
roccans fighting for ISIS.

It is believed that more than 1,000 
Moroccans have returned home af-
ter fighting for ISIS and the actual 
number could be far higher. Au-
thorities claim to have dismantled 
18 terrorist cells between 2011 and 
2013. Around 200 Moroccans, plan-
ning to fight in or returning from 
Syria, have been jailed, according 
to the authorities. “Promoting an 
Islam of peace, love and wisdom 
is a solution to fight extremism in 
the field,” said Zian. However, he 
pointed out that Arab countries are 
lagging in combating cyber extrem-
ism.

“Islamic countries have severe 
delays when it comes to the vir-
tual world. Extremist propaganda 
spreads rapidly via the Internet and 
especially on social networks. These 
tools can target a wide range of peo-
ple regardless of their geographical 
location,” he said.

Countering extremism

In addition to intelligence and 
security measures, Morocco must 
undertake pre-emptive initiatives 
to counter extremism, such as cre-
ating employment opportunities 
for youth in marginalised areas and 
fighting corruption and social in-
equalities.

“As the youth are the most prone 
to radicalisation, Morocco should 
embark on a concrete project that 
will allow them to plan for the fu-
ture and give them a ray of hope,” 
said Zian.

Morocco ranks 129th in the 2014 
Human Development Index report. 
One-in-four Moroccans lives in 
“absolute poverty or under its con-
stant threat,” the World Bank says. 
Socioeconomic hardships may drive 
deprived youth to radicalisation.

Finding the reasons that lure 
young Moroccans to Syria and Iraq 
is crucial to dealing with would-be 
extremists in the future.

Saad Guerraoui is a regular contribu-
tor to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.

A guard outside the newly formed judicial investigations agency in Rabat

Saad Guerraoui

The Moroccan challenge to ISIS

T 

he entire Maghreb, from 
Libya to Morocco, is 
being targeted by the 
Islamic State (ISIS). The 
terror group’s recent 

assumption of responsibility for 
the Bardo Museum attack in Tunis 
comes in the context of a wider 
campaign to influence democracy 
in Tunisia and open a new front in 
the heart of the Maghreb. 
Morocco, however, represents a 
unique challenge to this threat.

The importance of Morocco to 
ISIS is not new but rather finds its 
origins in the group’s conception of 
an Islamic caliphate. Even before 
ISIS announced its “caliphate” 
in June 2014, one of its leading 
theologians wrote a book laying 
out the objectives for the group’s 
expansion. Entitled “The Mono-
theists’ Treasure for Clarifying the 
Path to Empowerment”, the tract 
labels Morocco as one of the main 
obstacles to be destroyed in order 
for ISIS to expand across the entire 
Arab world.

ISIS is targeting Morocco for a 
number of reasons, chief among 
them the strength and nature of its 
historically rooted political system. 

The Moroccan monarchy is not 

simply a civil authority, it is also a 
religious institution whose legiti-
macy is drawn from its historical 
role in leading an emirate of Mus-
lim believers.

The dual civil and religious 
nature of Morocco’s system of 
government has deeply influenced 
the Islamic political currents in the 
country. As religious and political 
questions within the political sys-
tem are intricately linked, Islamist 
groups have taken on the character 
of those wishing to reform the 
system rather than overthrow it. 
The peculiar nature of Morocco’s 

political system has helped its 
king avoid the chaos of the “Arab 
spring” and play an active role in 
political reforms while burnishing 
his religious credentials as “leader 
of the believers”.

The nature of the Moroccan 
political system has also helped it 
develop a unique religious model. 
In response to a series of bombings 
in Casablanca in 2003, the coun-
try embarked upon far-reaching 
reform of its religious institutions. 
Now, Morocco is starting to export 
this model. Last year, Morocco 
helped Mali by offering training for 

its imams and religious leaders as 
part of a wider agreement signed 
after Moroccan King Mohammed VI 
visited the country. 

The aim of this religious instruc-
tion was to rationalise the religious 
space in Mali and protect religion 
from the deviation of extremism. 
Other African countries, such as 
Tunisia, Libya and Ghana, have also 
sought to follow Mali’s example by 
learning from the Moroccan model. 
Extremist groups view Morocco as 
a threat, a country pursuing a re-
gional policy to combat extremism 
by offering a road map for religious 
reform.

A final consideration in ISIS’s 
targeting of Morocco is the role of 
Spain, the historical site of Al-
Andalus. Once the site of an Islamic 
caliphate encompassing much of 
modern Spain, the issue of Al-An-
dalus has been central in the radical 
discourse of al-Qaeda and more 
recently ISIS. What’s more, the 
presence of two Spanish enclaves 
in Morocco — Melilla and Ceuta — 
points to the historical remnants 
of the Crusades against the Islamic 
world. To erase this legacy and con-
quer Spain, the extremists reason, 
they must take Morocco first.

A stable country comfortable 
with religion and offering a robust 
model in combating extremism, the 
Kingdom of Morocco represents 
both a threat and a target for ISIS.

Driss El Ganbouri is a Moroc-
can writer. His commentary was 
initially published in the London-
based Al Arab daily.

Moroccan King Mohammed VI (C) at a recent inauguration 
ceremony of the International Imam Training Centre in Rabat 

It is believed that 
more than 1,000 
Moroccans have 
returned home after 
fighting for ISIS

One-in-four 
Moroccans lives in 
“absolute poverty or 
under its constant 
threat,” the World 
Bank says
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H 

as racism become a new 
acceptable trend in Is-
rael? Such fears intensi-
fied among Arab Israe-
lis as, on Election Day, 

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Ne-
tanyahu urged Jewish voters to go 
to the polls to counter “Arabs voting 
in droves”.

The campaigning Israeli prime 
minister had, a few days earlier, 
confirmed there would not be any 
Palestinian state under his watch, 
a highly sensitive issue among Arab 
Israelis who are after all Palestin-
ians, the descendents of those who 
remained on their land in 1948.

Arab Israeli Knesset Member 
Ahmad Tibi did not mince words 
when he told The Arab Weekly that 
“racism in Israel has raised its head 
and is becoming a central trend”.

Tibi noted that the Arab parties’ 
Joint List won 13 seats in the Knes-
set but “the landslide victory of 
the right is making it very difficult 
and challenges are bigger”, add-
ing that Arab Israelis will be faced 
with a tough job in “confronting the 
spread of racism” against them.

One looming challenge might be 
a controversial Jewish Nation state 
bill approved a few months ago by 
the outgoing Netanyahu cabinet. 

This law, if adopted, would en-
shrine long-established discrimina-
tion against Israeli Arabs in Israel’s 
basic law, which is the country’s de 
facto constitution. The draft law 
was put aside ahead of the March 
17th general elections.

Should Netanyahu’s next gov-
ernment decide to submit the law 
again, it will pass, considering the 
makeup of the new Israeli parlia-
ment. Israeli Arabs — about 1.7 mil-
lion people in Israel’s overall popu-
lation of 8 million — will then be 
formally deprived of any national 
rights.

The new basic law would assert 
that the right to express national 
determination within the state of 
Israel is exclusively reserved to the 
Jewish people. The “Jewishness” of 
the state will take precedence over 
its “democratic” character. The Is-
raeli prime minister went as far a 
few months ago as to clarify that 
only Jews will have the right to a 
flag and an anthem. He added that 
only Jews will have the right to im-
migrate to the country.

As for the Arab Israelis who are 
being accused of “creating a state 
within a state,” they will have in-
dividual rights and will be treated 
“equally” — whatever that means.

Israeli Arabs are no strangers to 
the land once called Palestine. They 
are the Palestinians who struggled 
to stay on their land when Israel 
was established in 1948 while hun-
dreds of thousands of others were 
forcibly expelled from their homes 
and sought refuge in the West Bank 
and Gaza or in neighbouring coun-
tries.

The Palestinian Arabs of Israel 

and their descendents are a nation-
al non-immigrant minority living in 
their historical homeland. They be-
came — because of massive Jewish 
immigration — an involuntary mi-
nority. The majority of them (82%) 
is Muslim, 9.5% are Christian and 
8.5% Druze.

In theory, Israel’s Declaration of 
Independence gave equal rights to 
the country’s minorities, including 
Israeli Arabs, but in practice it has 
been quite different.

Arab Israelis, though granted Is-
raeli citizenship, lived until 1966 
under military administration. 
Most of their lands were expropri-
ated by the state “for development 
reasons” and, to this day.

The Jewish National Fund, a 
quasi-state body, wields decisive 
influence over land policies in the 
country and is widely reported to 
discriminate against Arabs. Apart 
from Bedouin townships, no new 
Arab village, town or city has been 
built while 600 Jewish municipali-
ties have been established since 
1948. The lack of access to land 
prevents Arab communities from 
expanding and from raising their 
revenues.

Discrimination is particularly ob-
vious in education, social services, 
infrastructure and employment op-
portunities. Moreover, Arab Israelis 
are exempt from military service 
and therefore cannot apply to many 
jobs because of the military service 
criterion — even when no military 
experience is needed. They are 
largely under-represented in the 
civil service, which is Israel’s larg-
est employer. As a result, poverty is 
widespread with more than 50% of 
Arab families in Israel living below 
the poverty line.

The victory of the right in Israel’s 
general elections makes it very dif-

ficult for Arab Israeli members of 
the Knesset to confront further dis-
criminatory policies. Arab parties 
carry little weight in Israeli politics.

Furthermore, they must face an 
internal challenge and remain uni-
fied. They ran on a joint list in the 
last elections for the sole purpose 
of circumventing the new four-
seat threshold to enter the Knesset. 

It remains to be seen if this unity 
between secular, leftist or Islamist 
parties will last. The silver lining 
lies though in the high Arab Israeli 
turnout, which rose from 59% in 
2013 to 66% in this latest election.

Dominique Roch is a regular ana-
lyst and special correspondent for 
The Arab Weekly.

Dominique Roch

Israeli Arab leader, Ayman Odeh, casts ballot in Haifa
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The jury is still out on joint Jordanian-Israeli ventures

Amman

I
n 1996, the United States es-
tablished several Qualifying In-
dustrial Zones (QIZs) in Jordan 
and Egypt, seeking to reward 
the countries for being the only 

Arab states to have signed peace 
treaties with Israel.

The idea behind the QIZs is to 
have labour-intensive products 
manufactured for tax-free export 
to the United States. That was done 
under the condition in Jordan that 
8% — with the percentage a bit high-
er for Egypt-made products — of the 
product material input come from 
Israel.

In November 1997, The Irbid 
Qualifying Industrial Zone, Jordan’s 
first QIZ, was created.

QIZ legislation authorised the US 
president to proclaim the elimina-
tion of duties on articles produced 
in the West Bank, Gaza Strip and 
QIZs in Jordan and Egypt.

This US initiative envisaged the 
normalisation of Arab countries’ 
relations with Israel by setting up 
a single economic zone stretching 
across the Middle East. The United 
States widely promoted the QIZ as 
a step to bolster Arab-Israeli peace-
making.

The incentive to agree to this ar-
rangement was regarded by the 
Jordanians as an opportunity to cre-
ate jobs. In reality, the majority of 
workers in the QIZ are Asian work-
ers, mainly from China, Sri Lanka, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh.

Among the local workers, half 
come from Palestinian refugee 

camps near the QIZs and find them-
selves, paradoxically, tied into an 
economic agreement that normal-
ises the very relationship that seg-
regates them from their homeland.

Although the QIZs significantly 
increased Jordan’s exports to the 
United States, their effect on the 
economy and creating quality jobs 

was low, experts said.
Of the total 45,000 jobs created 

by the country’s six QIZs, only 25% 
were taken by Jordanians and they 
receive an average of $210 a month, 
which is less than the minimum 
wage of $270, Ahmad Awad, direc-
tor of the Phenix Centre, which 
specialises in labour studies and 
research, said in an interview with 
The Arab Weekly.

“The jobs created by the QIZs do 
not follow the internationally rec-
ognised decent work standards,” 
Awad said.

“The bad working conditions at 
many of the factories reflect a bad 
image of Jordan and they were used 
as an excuse to accuse Jordan of hu-
man trafficking.”

According to experts, more than 
95% of factories in the QIZs are 
working in the textile and garment 
field, which they said did not trans-
fer know-how to Jordan.

“The apparel sector does not need 
much innovation. With the over-
whelming majority of the QIZs fac-
tories being in this business, there is 
no actual added-value to the king-
dom and the Jordanian economy,” 
Awad said.

Economist Husam Ayesh agreed, 
saying, although QIZ exports stand 
at about $1.4 billion annually, less 

than 15% of the volume goes to the 
local economy in terms of collabo-
ration with local companies or local 
production input.

“It is good that the QIZs employ 
some 10,000 Jordanians and have 
increased exports, but if QIZs con-
tinue to work without being de-
veloped or towards attracting high 
added-value industries, they will 
eventually fail and lose attractive-
ness,” he told The Arab Weekly.

The US-Jordan Free Trade Agree-
ment (FTA), the first with an Arab 
country, was signed into law on Oc-
tober 24, 2000, phasing out tariffs 
on the majority of apparel, textile 
made-up goods, footwear and trav-
el goods in stages. Under the QIZ 
initiative, these goods enjoyed im-
mediate elimination of tariffs and 
quotas and required a lower level 
of Jordanian inputs. Thus for some 
high-tariff goods, QIZ-produced 
products enjoyed a comparative 
advantage until January 1, 2010, 
when the US-Jordan FTA came into 
full force, changing the face of QIZs 
forever.

Today, wanting to get away from 
the political and social problems 
of dealing with Israel, experts and 
investors said some 70-80% of fac-
tories at the QIZs have stopped us-
ing the QIZ agreement. Instead, 
they follow the FTA with the United 
States, which went into full imple-
mentation a few years ago. That 
gives all industries free access to the 
US market without having to import 
anything from Israel.

Raied T. Shuqum is based in Jor-
dan, where he has been covering 
business issues for eight years.

A Jordanian labourer at a car filter plant in the Jordan Gateway 
Industrial Park, a free trade zone straddling the Israel-Jordan 
border
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News & Analysis Iran after nuclear deal
Arab wariness, 
ambivalence  
about Iran 
nuclear deal

London

T 

he tentative nuclear ac-
cord between Iran and 
US-led world powers has 
divided public opinion in 
the Middle East, with Ira-

nians celebrating the agreement as 
the beginning of the end of crippling 
US, UN and EU sanctions and the re-
gion’s Sunni-majority Arab states, 
which for years have sought to curb 
Iran’s nuclear ambitions, receiv-
ing the news with weary caution.
US President Barack Obama moved 
quickly to reassure Sunni Arab lead-
ers of the merits of the agreement, 
inviting Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) leaders to Camp David to dis-
cuss the framework of the deal.

Jordanian political analyst Labib 
Kamhawi, a longtime observer of 
Iranian affairs, believes “the Arabs 
stand to pay dearly as a result of this 
deal. It opens the door for a greater 
Iranian role in the region. Iran will 
ultimately be a regional superpower 
and must be accepted as such by 
everyone.”

“The US position is not reassuring 
to the Arabs. That’s why President 
Obama said he wants to convene a 
meeting in Camp David retreat this 
spring to discuss security matters. 
He wants to assure the GCC and 

his other Arab allies of continued 
US support and explain what role 
Tehran will play in the area in the 
future.” Kamhawi added.

The prospect of Iran becoming 
both a nuclear and regional super-
power has not gone unnoticed by 
archrival Saudi Arabia. In an inter-
view with the BBC, former intelli-
gence chief, Prince Turki al-Faisal 
said: “Whatever comes out of these 
talks, we will want the same.”

The kingdom signed a memoran-
dum of understanding with South 
Korea last month to cooperate on 
the development of nuclear energy, 
while similar agreements have al-
ready been reached with France, 
China, and Argentina.

Mousa Ishteiwi, head of the Stra-
tegic Study Centre at the University 
of Jordan, told The Arab Weekly, 
“Arabs have genuine concerns from 
any deal with Iran because they 
don’t trust that any agreement will 
prevent Iran from developing its 
nuclear weapons programme.”

Ishteiwi also highlighted that 
there are concerns over follow up 
meetings between the United States 
and Iran, whereby Washington may 
start to rely more on Tehran at the 
expense of the GCC countries, pri-
marily Saudi Arabia.

“Iran is a new reality we have to 
live with.” Ishteiwi emphasised.

The reaction of the Gulf media 
has been guarded. There were how-
ever  pessimistic overtones in the 
assessment of the nuclear agree-
ment. Writing in the London-based 
Pan-Arab daily Asharq Al-Awsat, 
columnist Abdulrahman al-Rashed 
wrote, “The deal may ignite a wider 

arms race, most probably nuclear. 
We must therefore scrutinise the 
consequences of the agreement on 
Arab relations with the West and 
whether the deal will further fuel 
current sectarian conflicts.”

Echoing similar sentiments, vet-
eran Lebanese journalist and GCC 
political affairs expert for An Nahar 
newspaper, Amin Kammourieh, 
stressed to The Arab Weekly that 
GCC countries and anti-Iran Arabs 
in general, in addition to Israel, 
have deep concerns about the pros-
pect of Iran gaining a bigger role in 
the region as a result of the nuclear 
deal with the United States.

“There is genuine fear that Iran 
will be playing a larger regional 

role on the expense of the Arabs, 
notably Saudi Arabia, and Israel,” 
Kammourieh said. “Israel has al-
ways been treated as Washington’s 
spoiled child in the Middle East and 
now fears Iran might jeopardise that 
position.”

“For the Arabs, especially Saudi 
Arabia, there is great concern that 
Tehran will have a bigger say and 
influence on regional politics and 
that whatever influence Iran would 
gain from the deal will be at Saudi 
expense and that of the Arabs in 
general,” he added.

Kammourieh said another con-
cern for Arabs and Israel is the issue 
of alleviating and eventually lifting 
economic sanctions on Iran.

“That means Iran will have im-
mediate access to some $120 billion 
of frozen assets and will be selling 
its oil without hindrance on the oil 
market, easing the economic noose 
it has been reeling under and suf-
fering from for the past decade,” 
he said. “This will give Iran an un-
precedented economic boost and 
will reinforce its power and regional 
influence. That is why the Arabs are 
not happy and not reassured about 
the deal, as well as Israel.”

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Arab 
Weekly’s Gulf section editor. The 
Arab Weekly’s Samar Kadi in Beirut 
and Jamal Halaby in Jordan con-
tributed to this report.

Mohammed Alkhereiji
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After Lausanne, Iran faces thorny issue of choosing a new leader

Beirut

D
iplomats involved in the 
nuclear talks with Iran 
have noted pauses at im-
portant points when the 
Iranian delegation con-

fers with Tehran. All assume this 
means the office of the “rahbar”, or 
supreme leader.

That would be Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 75, who is 
the most powerful office holder in 
the Islamic Republic: He has last 
word on war and peace, makes 
many top appointments and his of-
fice has representatives in all parts 
of government and around the 
provinces. 

But Khamenei’s mortality – aside 
from his age, he had prostate sur-
gery last year – is just one factor 
prompting discreet discussions 
over a succession. 

Next February sees a popular 
election for Majlis-e Khobregan, the 
Assembly of Experts, the opaque 
body of 86 senior clerics whose 
main function is to choose the lead-
er, a function it could well exercise 
during its next eight-year term.

Until last month there was a 
front-runner. Ayatollah Mahmoud 
Hashemi Shahroudi, 66, had been 
acting chairman of Khobregan since 
Ayatollah Mohammad Reza Mahda-
vi Kani fell into a coma in June 2014 
before his death in October. 

Many in Tehran believed Khame-
nei indicated a preference for 
Shahroudi as his successor four 
years ago by delegating to him the 
leader’s constitutional responsibil-
ity for liaising between parliament, 

president and judiciary. But a sur-
prise came when the assembly met 
in March to choose a chairman. 
Shahroudi withdrew from a vote, 
leaving Ayatollah Mohammad 
Yazdi, a former judiciary chief, 
to defeat former president Ali  
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani 47 votes 
to 24.

At 83, Yazdi is older than Khame-
nei and hardly a strong candidate 
for the succession. “They kicked 
the can down the road,” Farideh 
Farhi, an Iran expert at the Univer-
sity of Hawaii, told The Arab Week-
ly. “Neither Yazdi nor Hashemi 
[Rafsanjani] are real candidates for 

being leader. 
The selection of the leader – or as 

Hashemi called it in an interview 
with Shargh newspaper ‘that sensi-
tive moment’ – is going to be a much 
more complicated process.”

The selection of Yazdi looks like 
a rightward shift. He has famously 
condemned music as haram and in 
2010 called for the arrest of Rafsan-
jani for not strongly condemning 
protests after the violently disputed 
2009 presidential election.

Yazdi was also supported as 
chairman by Ayatollah Ahmad Jan-
nati and Ayatollah Mohammad Taqi 
Mesbah-Yazdi, who, at 88 and 80, 
may themselves be too old to be 
leader. But developments suggest 
these stalwarts of the “hardline” 
Resistance Front grouping may 
want to block Shahroudi and to play 
a serious role in choosing the next 

leader.
This will not please Khamenei, 

who in the 26 years since succeed-
ing the leader of the 1979 Revolu-
tion, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 
has preferred to steer quietly or 
even await consensus within the 
political class.

True, Khamenei has broadly 
sympathised with the conservative 
camp, especially on cultural mat-
ters, and he authorised the crack-
down on unrest after the 2009 elec-
tion. But he has also approved talks 
with the United States, first over 
Iraq and then over Iran’s nuclear 
programme.

Certainly, Khamenei has pre-
ferred the conciliation of President 
Hassan Rohani to the truculence 
of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. So for 
Khamenei, Shahroudi seemed a 
suitable chairman of Khobregan 
who would in time become leader: 
here was someone respected by the 
clergy in Qom, by parliamentarians, 
by business and by chiefs in the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps.

Why then did Shahroudi with-
draw from the election of chair-
man? His own explanation – that 
there were too many candidates, 
originally four – convinced no one.

The real reason may lie in a re-
port, published shortly before 
Khobregan convened in Seda, by 
a weekly magazine linked to the 
reformist and “moderate” camp, 
based on leaked information that 
Shahroudi is under judicial inves-
tigation for financial irregularities 
linked to the Red Crescent organi-
sation. Misplaced funds allegedly 
went to Iraq, where the Najaf-born 
ayatollah has many followers and 
activities. The link to the judiciary 
brings into focus the chief justice, 

Sadegh Larijani, who while not an 
ayatollah is a cleric and from a pre-
eminent religious family.

 So far, Larijani has been talked of 
not so much as a potential supreme 
leader but as king-maker who might 
play the role Rafsanjani took in 1989 
when Khamenei became leader.

If Shahroudi is being displaced, 
then a generational switch seems 
possible where the top post goes to 
Larijani or perhaps Ayatollah Ah-
mad Khatami, the 54-year-old Teh-
ran substitute Friday prayer leader. 
There are many factors – including 
the surely younger composition 
of the Assembly after next Febru-
ary and when the succession takes 
place.

February’s Assembly election 
takes place the same day as a par-
liamentary poll that will be keenly 
contested between supporters of 
Rohani and his fundamentalist (or 
“principle-ist”) critics.

In contrast to parliament, whose 
workings are often televised and 
range over many aspects of life, 
Khobregan is rather mysterious. It 
rarely meets and takes only one de-
cision. But when it comes, that de-
cision will be a far-reaching one, for 
Iran and its relations with the rest of 
the world.

Gareth Smyth has covered Middle 
Eastern affairs for 20 years and was 
chief correspondent for The Finan-
cial Times in Iran.

Gareth Smyth

Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei speaking to 
Mohammad Yazdi (R). Rightward shift?
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Shadows of doubt
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Iran’s ballistic missiles not part of deal
Arsenal seen as the largest and most diversified in the Middle East

Beirut

W
hile the administra-
tion of US President 
Barack Obama hails 
the landmark break-
through agreement 

to curtail Iran’s nuclear programme 
as a major triumph that will reshape 
the geopolitics of the Middle East, 
the Iranians are probably congratu-
lating themselves on a significant 
success of their own: their adamant 
refusal to allow any intrusion into 
their drive to develop the ballistic 
missiles that would be needed to 
deliver nuclear weapons.

Throughout the negotiations, a 
process that began in secret sev-
eral years ago, Iran’s missile pro-
gramme, particularly an apparent 
push to develop intercontinental 
ballistic missiles (ICBMs), has been 
a major concern for the United 
States and its allies in Europe.

Any direct ICBM threat to them is 
likely to be some way off – “2020, at 
the earliest”, according to Michael 
Elleman of the International Insti-
tute for Strategic Studies (IISS) in 
London.

But the danger is real right now 
for countries on the western shore 
of the Gulf. They are already within 
the reach of even medium-range, 
conventionally armed Iranian mis-
siles that could blast their military 
bases, oil and gas infrastructure 
and desalination plants that pro-

vide just about all their water sup-
plies.

The US administration is un-
der intense Israeli pressure to do 
something about Iran’s missile 
programme, which, in tandem 
with the nuclear project, is seen by 
the Jewish state as an existential 
threat. Public discourse on the is-
sue in Israel centres on concerns of 
cataclysmic bombardment by the 
Islamic Republic and its allies.

“Iran has the largest and most 
diverse ballistic missile arsenal in 
the Middle East. Israel has more ca-
pable ballistic missiles but fewer in 
number and type,” Elleman said.

Western and Israeli analysts es-
timate Iran has 400-plus Shahab-3 
missiles operational and a produc-
tion rate of 70 a year, under the con-
trol of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC).

The Sejjil-2 and Shahab-3 inter-
mediate-range ballistic missiles 
(IRBMs) are the most formidable 
missiles in Iran’s growing arsenal 
and the main worry of the Israelis, 
who are widely seen as being be-
hind a series of covert operations 
inside Iran to sabotage the missile 
programme in recent years.

The Sejjil-2 is the most advanced. 
It has a range of about 2,000km. 
It uses solid fuel, which means it 
requires less time to launch than 
systems using liquid fuel, like the 
Shahab-3, and thus less vulnerable 
to pre-emptive strikes by aircraft or 
other – read Israeli – ballistic mis-
siles.

The Iranians have persistently 
declined to discuss their ballistic 
programme, arguing that it has no 
nuclear dimension and will not al-
low their defence industry as a 
whole to come under scrutiny.

In April 2014, as the talks be-
tween Iran and the P5+1 (the five 
permanent members of the UN Se-

curity Council – the United States, 
China, Russia, Britain and France 
plus Germany) gained momentum, 
the US State Department’s nuclear 
negotiator, Wendy Sherman, de-
manded that Iran’s ballistic mis-
siles, particularly its IRBMs, be dis-
cussed as part of a comprehensive 
agreement.

But General Hossein Dehghan, 
the Iranian defence minister and 
a senior IRGC commander, bluntly 
refused. “Iran’s missiles are not up 
for discussion under any circum-
stances,” he declared. “Iran’s mis-
siles are our concern… We do not 
accept any intervention from any-
body on this issue.”

Other hardline commanders in 

the IRGC, the most powerful mili-
tary force in Iran and bitterly op-
posed to any move it deems would 
impede the nuclear project, have 
repeatedly reinforced that position 
since then, despite the April 2nd 
agreement to scale back Iran’s nu-
clear programme in return for eas-
ing economic sanctions.

Israel and Saudi Arabia want 
sweeping restrictions across the 
board on Tehran’s ballistic pro-
gramme, not just ICBMs which are 
the Americans’ primary focus. They 
do not trust Tehran to abide by any 
deal it makes with the P5+1. Secu-
rity analysts fear they could yet try 
to sabotage the negotiations before 
a final agreement due June 30th.

“Considering these underlying 
factors, it would be unrealistic to 
expect Iran to unilaterally stop its 
missile programme or dismantle its 
arsenal but the Iranians might still 
be encouraged or even compelled 
to undertake transparency meas-
ures and adhere to certain capping 
mechanisms,” observed Farzin Na-
dimi of the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy.

“The international emphasis… 
should be on establishing a viable 
monitoring regime for Iranian mis-
sile efforts. 

Ed Blanche has covered Middle 
Eastern affairs since 1967. He is the 
Arab Weekly’s analyses editor.

Ed Blanche
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Iran’s ambitions: The sky is the limit

Iran after nuclear deal

The Islamic world’s Thirty Years War

E
ven as Iran’s Islamic 
revolutionaries were 
toppling the Shah in 
1979, at the core of their 
thinking was that their 

Shia revolution should not be 
limited to their homeland but 
expand to the entire Muslim 
world. This approach would not 
only secure Tehran’s dominance 
but would also keep the United 
States busy so it could not topple 
the new and aggressive regime.

That’s probably more true 
now than ever as the Sepah-e 
Pasdaran-e Enqelab-e Eslami, 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) or Pasdaran, casts 
long shadows over the Middle East 
from the Mediterranean to the 
Indian Ocean.

Its extraterritorial operations 
arm is tellingly named the “Quds 
Force,” invoking the immense 
religious symbolism of Jerusa-
lem in the cause of revolutionary 
expansion.

The Pasdaran is the vanguard 
of this campaign; and its slogan 
of “liberating Jerusalem” serves 
the purpose of helping Shia Iran 
transcend Islam’s sectarian divide 
and seize the mantle of leadership 
in the Muslim world.

In spite of the symbolism and 
slogans, and Iran’s energetic 
efforts to export its revolution, 

Arab, particularly Sunni, resistance 
has largely prevented the “Quds 
Force” and its clerical patrons from 
succeeding.

During the 1980-88 Gulf War, Ira-
qi nationalism trumped sectarian 
identity: the Shia constituted the 
rank and file of Saddam Hussein’s 
military and Shia religious leaders 
in Iraq kept their distance from the 
Tehran regime.

The late Hafez Assad’s regime in 
Syria masterfully played the role 
of mediator between Tehran and 
the Arab world and was certainly 
no client of Tehran’s. The major-
ity of the Shia in the Gulf region 
remained loyal citizens of their 
respective countries.

Had it not been for the civil war 
in Lebanon, the Lebanese Shia too 
may have maintained a pluralistic 
political culture rather than sub-
mitting to Hezbollah’s hegemony.

In recent years, however, the 
“Quds Force” has become the most 
influential force in the region, in 
large measure thanks to assistance 
from an unexpected quarter: the 
United States.

US-led invasions of Afghanistan 
and Iraq brought about the col-
lapse of Taliban rule and Saddam’s 
Ba’ath regime. Later, the hasty US 
military withdrawal from Iraq and 
Washington’s indecisiveness over 
Syria’s civil war emboldened Teh-
ran. This created a power vacuum, 
which the “Quds Force” and its 
highly effective commander, 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
exploited.

Soleimani has skilfully manipu-
lated the Arabs against each other, 
thereby securing a decisive role 
for himself and his elite force, 
which has become the primary 
instrument of exporting Ayatollah 
Khomeini’s revolution.

In Iraq, the “Quds Force” helped 
bring Shias to power in the post-
Ba’ath era and marginalised the 
Sunnis, while simultaneously 
undermining the US military pres-
ence by supporting Shia proxies.

Those proxies inflicted heavy 
US losses, which deterred military 
action by Washington against Teh-
ran. As Iraq’s marginalised Sunnis 
rebelled after the US pullout in 
December 2011, Tehran emerged as 
the big winner. Abandoned by the 
Americans, the Iraqi Shia had no-
where to turn for support against 
the jihadist offensive but Tehran, 
with Soleimani emerging as the 
liberator of Tikrit.

In Syria, Soleimani’s expressions 
of unreserved support for Bashar 
Assad have made the Alawite ruler 
complacent. Rather than seek 
compromise and co-existence, 
Assad brutally suppressed the 
largely Sunni civil protests 
and provoked a popular 
uprising. The regime’s 
survival now de-
pends heavily on 
the support of Iran 
and its Lebanese 
proxy, Hezbollah. 
Assad has been re-
duced to a pawn on 
Soleimani’s regional 
chessboard.

While the “Quds 
Force”’s strategy can 
easily be deciphered, 
the US strategy is 
more difficult to dis-
cern. Washington 
does not 
seem 

concerned about the “Quds 
Force”’s growing influence in the 
region and has at times provided 
air support for it in the war against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq.

Meantime, Iran’s tentative nu-
clear deal announced on April 2nd 
is likely to further boost the power 
and prestige of the “Quds Force”. 
The framework agreement allows 
Tehran to preserve its nuclear in-
frastructure and removes financial 
and economic sanctions.

The US administration’s strategy 
appears to be aimed at creating 
a new balance of power in the 
Middle East. While disentangling 
itself from the troublesome region, 
Washington hopes Iran and Saudi 
Arabia will keep each other in 
check.

But the “Quds Force”’s proxy 
warfare is spreading fast. In 
Yemen, Soleimani has opened a 
new front against Saudi Arabia, 
and the large number of Afghan 
Shia casualties in Syria indicates 
he’s looking to open yet another 
front in Afghanistan following the 
US military withdrawal there.

Absent serious efforts to con-
tain the “Quds Force”, Ayatollah 
Khomeini’s dream of exporting 
Iran’s revolution may well be real-
ised. It would intensify the rivalry 
between Iran and its Arab neigh-
bours and extending the cycle of 
sectarian violence which already 
resembles Europe’s medieval 
religious conflict, the Thirty Years 
War.

Ali Alfonen is a senior fellow 
with the Foundation for 

Defense of Democ-
racies who 
specialises in 
the IRGC.

Ali Alfoneh

View point

The hasty US military 
withdrawal from Iraq and 
Washington’s indecisiveness 
over Syria’s civil war 
emboldened Tehran

The Islamic 
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‘Economic empowerment is key to gender equality’

Tunis

P
romoting women’s entre-
preneurship skills is a key 
step towards ensuring gen-
der equality, says Chema 
Gargouri, director of Wom-

en’s Enterprise for Sustainability 
(WES) in Tunisia and an advocate of 
women’s economic empowerment 
in the Arab world.

Gargouri runs a variety of pro-
grammes aimed at promoting 
women’s entrepreneurship skills. 
She sees financial sustainability as 
a crucial prerequisite of any entre-
preneurial pursuit. Economic inde-
pendence, she says, is the first step 
towards gender equality and em-
powerment.

A command of financial man-
agement skills is listed as the top 
challenge facing Middle Eastern 
and North African women entre-
preneurs by the 2012 collaborative 
study conducted by the Centre of 
Arab Women for Training and Re-
search (CAWTAR) and the World 
Bank’s International Finance Cor-
poration’s Gender Entrepreneurship 
Markets (IFC GEM).

After Bahrain, Tunisia has the 
largest rate of women entrepreneurs 
with sole ownership of their firms 
(55%). 

Tunisian women-owned compa-
nies had the highest recruitment 
rates, employing an average of 19 
workers per firm, according to the 
study.

Gargouri’s own organisation is a 
case in point. “When I started my 
NGO and there were no donors,” she 
recalls. “I used my own money for 
the first two years.” She now offers 
paid services and receives support 
from domestic and foreign donors. 
“I am always very careful not to be 
totally dependent on foreign do-
nors,” she says.

She works with local civil soci-
ety organisations to assist women 
would-be entrepreneurs with lead-
ership and sustainability training, 
access to financial help and other 
services.

Without the partnership with our 
social environment, these services 

couldn’t yield “results and success 
stories”, says Gargouri.

But why is entrepreneurial assis-
tance offered solely to women? “As 
women, we have our own set of is-
sues. It’s not about feminism. It’s 
about the stability of society,” she 
says.

When women entrepreneurs 
take the initiative for self-reliance 
through business they are likely to 
face obstacles that their male coun-
terparts do not.

“I lived it as a woman,” she says. 
“People undermine you and your 
work as unimportant. When men do 
these things, they receive a different 
reaction.”

Although Tunisia is often praised 
for its Code of Personal Status, a 
series of progressive laws ensuring 
women’s rights, gender parity re-
mains elusive.

Gargouri laments the lack of or-
ganisations working with Tunisian 
women on social enterprise and 
entrepreneurship skills. There are 
scores of advocacy groups and or-
ganisations focused on women’s so-
cio-political issues usually concern-
ing equal representation, abuse, and 
domestic violence, reinforcing the 
image of women as “victims”, she 
says. “When we talk about entre-

preneurship, we have to talk about 
leadership. One cannot exist with-
out the other,” says Gargouri. For 
her it takes a “leader”, an innately 
special person, and in this case a 
woman, to be a successful entrepre-
neur. The organisation announced 
the opening of seven entrepreneur-
ship skill enhancement centres in 
different regions of Tunisia earlier 
this year, in addition to six centres 

already operating.
Gargouri says she would like to 

launch new projects in other Arab 
countries. For now, her mind seems 
to be set on Algeria. “Algerian wom-
en have a lot in common with Tu-
nisian women. They are energetic, 
strong and educated,” she says.

Soumaya Sokkar is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Soumaya Sokkar

Chema Gargouri’s entrepreneurial cause

Interview with J.M. 
Berger co-author of 
‘ISIS: The State of Terror’
Justin Salhani

Washington

T
he use of new technology 
as a marketing tool has 
been a large part of ISIS’ 
strategy. Enter J.M. Berg-
er, a non-resident fellow 

at the Brookings Institute, founder 
of Intelwire.com, author of Jihadi 
Joe: Americans Who Go to War in 
the Name of Islam (2011) and co-
author with Harvard’s Jessica Stern 
of the recent release ISIS: The State 
of Terror (2015).

Berger is one of the leading re-
searchers when it comes to radical 
jihadi movements and particularly 
when it comes to their respective 
media strategies. As someone who 
has followed the rise of ISIS in par-
ticular, Berger says their media 
campaign has had a “dispropor-
tionate impact on how we design 
policies,” he told The Arab Weekly 
in a Skype interview.

“[ISIS was] underestimated from 
the early stages,” Berger said. “And 
in politics, an underestimation 
leads to overreaction.”

In his latest book, Berger explains 
the sophisticated evolution of ji-

hadi media strategies – from al-
Qaeda’s primitively filmed early 
training camp videos to the high 
definition gory execution films 
and portrayals of daily life in the 
so-called Islamic State (ISIS).

Berger and Stern write in ISIS: 
The State of Terror: “Where al-
Qaeda framed its pitch to po-
tential recruits in more relatable 
terms as ‘doing the right thing,’ 
ISIS seeks to stimulate more than 
convince. Its propaganda and 
recruiting materials are over-
whelmingly visceral, from scenes 
of graphic violence to pastoral 
visions of a utopian society that 
seems to thrive, somehow, in the 
midst of a war zone.”

ISIS burst into the international 
consciousness when its fighters 
overran the northern Iraqi city of 
Mosul in June 2014. The Obama 
administration mobilised a coali-
tion of willing nations to launch 
air strikes against ISIS. The shift 
in policy was so strong that when 
Francis X. Taylor, under-secretary 
for Intelligence and Analysis at the 
US Department of Homeland Secu-
rity, was asked at a recent panel at 
the Woodrow Wilson International 
Center for Scholars about the role 
of the regime in the Syrian crisis, he 

sidestepped the question entirely 
by saying that the United States’ 
primary goal in Syria was defeating 
ISIS.

ISIS’s rise to prominence, 
through territorial gains and me-
dia strategy, has thrust the focus of 
the foreign policy community on 
the group. For Berger, the best way 
to begin working to defeat such a 
group is by learning all about it.

“[We] need to understand ISIS’s 
strengths and weaknesses as pre-
cisely as possible,” Berger said.

And Berger attempts to do that in 
ISIS: The State of Terror. ISIS in par-
ticular gains strength from military 

victories and strategic use of ranco-
rous violence – something ampli-
fied by its adept use of Twitter and 
professional-quality video releases.

A criticism that has been levelled 
at this book is the lack of first-hand 
interviews and information gather-
ing. Berger has interacted directly 
with members of extremist groups 
over social media platforms — in-
cluding a high-profile exchange 
with Omar Hammami, an American 
who joined and was later killed by 
al-Shabab in Somalia — but much of 
the information in the book is cited 
from news reports.

Berger and Stern, nonetheless, 
have compiled a comprehensive 
and detailed timeline of ISIS’s rise 
– dating back as far as the Soviet 
occupation of Afghanistan. Some-
thing that the pair certainly ac-
complishes in this book, and that is 
lacking in much of the news-driven 
reporting on ISIS, is focus on the 
psychological and sociological fac-
tors that drive men and women to 
ISIS.

“What we find is that there is 
not a consistent profile. There are 
groups and subsets,” he said.

Sometimes it has to do with 
where a person lives and if the sur-
rounding community shares simi-
lar views that might make joining a 
group like ISIS not such an outland-
ish prospect. Berger names Derna 
in Libya as one example of a place 
from where a large number of re-
cruits joined al-Qaeda in Iraq, the 
precursor to ISIS.

Other times young people are 
simply trying to reinvent them-
selves. “They are looking for a way 

to fill a hole in their lives,” he said.
When asked about the role Islam 

plays in ISIS’s extremism, a major 
topic of recent debate, Berger said 
he believes there is a “framing er-
ror” and a logical “category error”.

He said ISIS has done its religious 
homework – sometimes using ob-
scure or outlying religious litera-
ture. But the leadership works hard 
to appear legitimate and intelligent 
in issues related to Islam. However, 
he still sees ISIS as an “identity-
based extremist movement with an 
apocalyptic bend”. If its members 
are primarily seen as an Islamic 
movement, then that requires com-
paring them to all other Islamic 
groups around the world, most of 
which have very little in common.

But for Berger and Stern, ISIS is 
not going anywhere anytime soon.

“ISIS is the crack cocaine of 
violent extremism,” he and Stern 
write. “ISIS’s goals are impossible, 
ludicrous, but that does not mean 
it can be easily destroyed. Our 
policies must look to the possible, 
which means containing and hope-
fully eliminating its military threat 
and choking off its export of ideas.”

Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington. 

Fundamentally, 
Berger sees ISIS as an 
“identity-based 
extremist movement 
with an apocalyptic 
bend”

Interview

 It’s not about 
feminism. It’s about 
the stability of 
society

Exporting  “the dream”
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Syria rations imports as sanctions take toll
Move aims at preserving foreign reserves in the face of crisis

Amman

S
yria is slashing imports of 
luxury items to preserve 
dwindling foreign reserves, 
a sign President Bashar As-
sad is feeling the pressure 

of an international embargo meant 
to try to impede his ability to fight 
the civil war.

But economists said Syria’s four-
year civil war had in any case re-
duced imports of non-essential 
items.

“The Syrian crisis itself is enough 
to automatically downsize im-
ports,” Jordanian National Micro-
finance Bank General Manager 
Khaled Muhiesen told The Arab 
Weekly.

“The majority of Syrian im-
ports are foodstuffs and perish-
able goods and the importation of 
luxury goods is already small and 
limited.”

Importers require government 
licences that allow them to request 
a favourable exchange rate at the 
Central Bank, but the government 
has issued fewer licences and the 
Central Bank has increasingly de-
clined to offer importers favour-
able conversion rates. According 
to the Syrian Ministry of Economy 
and Foreign Trade, import licenc-
es have decreased 30% since the 
measures went into effect in Febru-
ary.

“A month ago, I got a text mes-
sage from the ministry telling me 
that because of the shrinking for-
eign currency reserves, I would 
no longer get the preferential dol-
lar rate at the Central Bank,” one 
importer of consumer goods told 

Agence France-Presse (AFP). “I’ve 
been left to fend for myself.”

Two-thirds of Syrian import li-
cences granted in the last quarter 
of 2014 went to industries consid-
ered essential, including fuel, agri-
culture and pharmaceuticals, said 
an official at the Syrian Ministry of 
Economy and Trade quoted by the 
Saudi Al Watan daily.

That quarter, the government re-
ceived import requests worth $2.7 
billion, but only granted licences 
worth $1.2 billion, and the Central 
Bank offered preferential exchange 
rates to just 13% of those granted 
licences, the official told Al-Watan.

Announcing the import curbs, 
Syria’s Central Bank said it was 
taking immediate steps to reduce 
non-essential imports and prop up 
exports to also save a sliding Syr-
ian pound. Syria’s economy has 
been battered by conflict that be-
gan with peaceful anti-government 
demonstrations in March 2011 and 
later descended into an all-out civil 
war. Activists estimate that more 
than 202,000 civilians and an addi-

tional 80,000 government 
troops and rebels have 

been killed.
Assad’s regime has 

taken similar import 
curbs at least twice 
since the war broke 
out.

The smart sanc-
tions imposed on 

Damascus have seen 
it losing its crude oil ex-

ports to its main market 
in Europe and a freeze 
on Syrian assets in 
the United States. 
The 22-member 
Arab League im-
posed its own pun-
ishment on Assad. 
The Arab sanctions in-
clude a freeze on Syrian 
assets, an arms embargo and a ban 
on Syrian VIP travel to Arab states. 
Flights by Arab airlines to Syria 
were also suspended.

The sanctions have had a dra-
matic effect on the Syrian econ-
omy, according to the private 
research group Syrian Center for 
Policy Research (SCPR).

It said Damascus lost nearly 40 
years of economic development 
and accumulation of capital, bring-
ing back the Arab nation’s wealth 
to the level it was at the end of the 
1960s. Losses to the Syrian econo-
my totalled $202.6 billion, equiva-
lent to 383% of gross domestic 
product (GDP) in 2010, the year be-
fore the conflict started, according 
to SCPR.

Syria’s exports in 2014 were 
worth just $1.8 billion, down from 
$11.3 billion in 2010, it said. The 
ratio of exports to imports deterio-
rated from 82.7% in 2010 to 29.7% 
in 2014.

But how much can the Syrian 
government really help shrinking 
foreign currency reserves?

For Muhiesen, the Jordanian Na-
tional Microfinance Bank general 
manager, reining in imports will 
have little effect on reducing the 
exchange rate. He suggested a sys-
tem based on refraining from in-
terfering in imports of basic goods 
and raw materials. “The import 
of non-essential or luxury goods 
should become linked to foreign 
currency brought in through ex-
ports,” he added.

Syria may need to set and fix the 
exchange rate used in imports, he 
maintained.

Jordanian economist Khalid Wa-
zani said the Syrian moves point to 
efforts to protect remaining foreign 
reserves.

He said he expected the Syrian 
regime to take measures to prevent 
a further decline of the Syrian cur-

rency, especially since the relative 
value of the pound has dropped by 
more than 400% since 2011.

The halting of the importation 
of non-essential items will create a 
black market for commodities and 
items in Syria, which will nega-
tively affect Syrians, Wazani cau-
tioned.

“Prices of commodities will rise 
sharply as such conditions rep-
resent a fertile ground for black 
markets,” Wazani told The Arab 
Weekly.

By 2013, the SCPR estimates 
manufacturing output had fallen 
to just 18.6% of its 2010 levels, but 
did not disclose other details. Last 
year, output rebounded somewhat 
but was still at just 21.7% of 2010 
levels by the end of 2014.

“We asked the government to re-
duce imports and encourage local 
industry and exports,” said Mazen 
Hammour, secretary-general of the 
Syrian Exporters Federation.

“If local industry is solid, then 
exports will increase and so will 
foreign reserves,” he told AFP.

“The country doesn’t need to 
be importing luxury products like 
pineapples and French cheeses,” 
Hammour added. “We should be 
importing primary materials nec-
essary for local industry to produce 
merchandise that is export qual-
ity.”

Jamal J. Halaby,  is an Arab Weekly 
chief correspondent in Amman. He 
has been covering the Mideast and 
North Africa for nearly three dec-
ades. Raied Shuqum in Amman, 
contributed to this report.

Not the market for luxury items

Saudi oil production 
at record 10.3 million 
bpd

Briefs

Islamic finance must 
address challenges: 
IMF

Iran expecting 
foreign cash in oil 
sector

Libyan government 
seeks to deposit oil 
revenues abroad

Riyadh

Saudi Arabia has revved up crude 
production to its highest rate on re-
cord, feeding unexpectedly strong 
demand from foreign refiners and 
increased capacity at home.

Saudi Oil Minister Ali al-Naimi 
said the kingdom produced some 
10.3 million barrels per day (bpd) of 
crude in March, a figure that would 
eclipse the record 10.2 million bpd 
in August 2013.

Just a few weeks earlier, Naimi 
had pegged production at around 
10 million bdp, some 350,000 bpd 
above what Saudi Arabia said it 
pumped in February. The kingdom 
produces more than 10% of the 
world’s crude.

US imports of Saudi crude rose 
to more than 950,000 bpd over the 
four weeks to March 27th, the high-
est since last September, US data 
show.

The Saudi production figure also 
likely reflects additional domestic 
refinery demand.
Reuters

Washington

The Islamic finance system faces 
several challenges if it is to unlock 
its huge potential and develop safe-
ly, the International Monetary Fund 
said in a report. 

The industry is largely nascent, 
lacking economies of scale and op-
erating in an environment in which 
legal and tax rules, financial infra-
structure and access to financial 
safety nets and central bank liquidi-
ty are either absent or do not take its 
special characteristics into account, 
the IMF said.
Agence France-Presse

Tehran

Foreign investors are expected to 
flood the Iranian market as sanc-
tions relief expands the country’s 
oil potential, officials said.

Iran could see international eco-
nomic sanctions pressure ease if a 
framework nuclear agreement en-
ters into force in July.

Iran is limited to around 1 million 
barrels of oil per day in exports un-
der a November 2013 deal with in-
ternational powers. Exports could 
double if sanctions are eased.

The National Petroleum Co. di-
rector said the domestic oil and pet-
rochemical sector was in dire need 
of investments to “make up for its 
backwardness”.
United Press International

Tripoli

Libya’s internationally recognised 
government said it plans to open 
a bank account abroad to deposit 
oil revenues, hoping to divert pro-
ceeds from the industry away from 
the country’s rival government in 
Tripoli. Prime Minister Abdullah 
al-Thinni authorised his govern-
ment’s National Oil Corporation 
to open the account in the United 
Arab Emirates.
Reuters

Jamal J. Halaby

$202.6 
billion

Losses to 
the Syrian 
economy 
in 2010

400% The drop in 
the value of 
the Syrian 
pound  since 
2011

30%
Decrease in import 
licences  since the 
measures went into 
effect in February

29.7%
the ratio of exports 
to imports in 2014 
compared to 82.7% in 
2010
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‘Arab spring’ batters Jordan produce exports
Amman

T
he sudden closure of Jor-
dan’s borders with Syria 
and Iraq and reinforced 
Israeli security measures 
at border crossings have 

hampered the flow of Jordanian 
produce, leading to a drop of 42% 
in the country’s fruit and vegetable 
exports.

The recent developments threat-
en significant losses for the vital 
sector, forcing cash-strapped Jor-
dan to hastily look for alternative 
markets in neighbouring Gulf Arab 
states.

The past few weeks saw a sud-
den closure of Jordan’s eastern 
and northern borders with Iraq 
and Syria — the main importers of 
Jordanian produce — on grounds 
that militants in those countries, 
including those affiliated with the 
Islamic State (ISIS), were nearing 
the frontiers.

On the west, stringent Israeli 
search and other bureaucratic pro-
cedures caused a backlog at border 
crossings into Israel and the Pales-
tinian territories.

“The closure of the borders with 
Iraq and Syria and the Israeli delays 
caused the dwindling exports and 
brought about losses in this sec-
tor,” Zuhair Jweihan, president of 
Jordan Exporters and Producers 
Association for Fruit and Vegeta-
bles (JEPA) told The Arab Weekly. 
He declined to give an estimate for 
the losses.

JEPA figures showed that Jor-
dan’s annual production of fruit 
and vegetables stood at 2.5 mil-
lion tons before the so-called “Arab 
spring”, which erupted in 2011 and 
toppled four Arab leaders in its first 
two years. It later plunged some 

parts of the region into violence 
and chaos. About 1.2 million tons 
of produce were exported, with 
the remainder allocated for local 
markets, according to JEPA figures. 
Traditionally, the largest Middle 
East markets for Jordanian produce 
include Iraq, Lebanon, Turkey and 
Syria. Additional merchandise was 
destined for Turkey and some went 
onwards to Europe by sea or air.

Jordanian exports include phos-
phate, potash, pharmaceuticals, 
garment, foodstuffs, fruit and veg-
etables, mainly eggplant, toma-
toes, potatoes, cucumbers, melons 
and citrus products such as lemons 
and oranges.

Jweihan, JEPA’s chief, said fol-
lowing the 2011 unrest in the re-
gion, Jordan’s exports of fruit and 
vegetables fell from 2.5 million tons 
to almost 700,000 tons per year.

Saudi Arabia, Jordan’s eastern 
neighbour and traditional bank-

roller, has stepped in to help its 
long-time Jordanian ally offset its 
losses. Riyadh reversed a more 
than two-decade-old ban on im-
porting agricultural goods from 
Jordan on charges that Jordanian 
produce failed to meet Saudi stand-
ards and specifications.

Now, Saudi Arabia imports more 
Jordanian fruit and vegetables than 
any other country, representing 
one-quarter of Jordanian exports 
of produce since 2014, Agricul-
ture Ministry spokesman Nimer 
Haddadin told The Arab Weekly.

Jordan’s exports of fruit and veg-
etables to Eastern Europe and Rus-
sia stood at 70,000 tons a year be-
fore 2011 but they declined sharply 
over the past four years to 1,000 
tons in 2014, Jweihan said.

Jordan’s exports of fruit and 
vegetables to Syria also fell from 
250,000 tons a year before 2011 
to less than 70,000 tons in 2014, 

Jweihan maintained. Exports were 
completely halted April 1st when 
Jordan closed its border with Syria 
as militants looted a Syrian duty-
free shop and took over parts of the 
outpost on the Jordanian border.

Even exports to Iraq, which was 
usually allocated 250,000 tons a 
year, dropped to almost 70,000 
tons in 2014, Jweihan said. He said 
exports were halted early in 2015 
because ISIS militants controlled 
areas in western Iraq leading to the 
Jordanian border.

Exporters resorted to shipping 
their produce on vessels and by air, 
which is more costly and ineffec-
tive, said Jweihan.

“The closure of the borders will 
also lead to a decline in exports to 
Lebanon, which used to annually 
import some 70,000 tons of fruit 
and vegetables from the kingdom,” 
he added.

Experts agree that if the border 

crises continue, the sector will 
likely see a further decline and drag 
related support sectors down with 
it. For example, the trucking sec-
tor has lost more than $280 million 
since 2011, Jordan Truck Owners 
Association President Mohammad 
Dawood said. Some 3,000 trucks 
of Jordan’s 17,000 trucks are used 
to transport cargo to Syria, and, via 
Syria, into Turkey, Eastern Europe, 
Russia and other countries. With 
the unrest in Syria, those trucks are 
not utilised anymore, Dawood told 
The Arab Weekly.

“The trucking sector is devas-
tated,” Dawood said. “It has never 
witnessed a negative impact like 
this before and many truckers may 
not survive this hardship.”

Raied T. Shuqum, based in Jordan, 
has covered the region since 1999. 
He is a regular contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Following the 2011 
unrest in the region, 
Jordan’s exports of 
fruit and vegetables 
fell from 2.5 million 
tons to almost 
700,000 tons per 
year

Truck drivers wait with their vehicles at the closed main Jaber border crossing to Syria

Saudi Capital Market Authority intensifies regulatory activities

Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S
audi Arabia’s market regu-
lator is pursuing an aggres-
sive transparency policy 
to prepare the kingdom’s 
stock exchange to open up 

to foreign investment.
The kingdom’s Capital Market 

Authority (CMA) announced last 
year that foreign investors would 
be permitted to invest in compa-
nies listed on the stock exchange, 
Tadawul, in the first half of 2015. 
But an accounting scandal at tel-
ecommunications firm Mobily has 
led the regulator to increase pres-
sure on corporate managers to pur-
sue stricter governance and tighter 
internal controls.

Mobily’s troubles came to light 
in November 2014 when the com-
pany revised its 2014 earnings from 
a $58.6 million profit $243 million 
loss. As a result, the telecommuni-
cations company suspended Chief 
Executive Officer Khalid Al Kaf 

while launching its own investiga-
tion into accounting errors.

In the four months after the 
scandal broke, Mobily lost an es-
timated $9 billion of its market 
value and officially removed Al Kaf 
from his CEO position in February 
this year, ending his 19-year career 
with the company.

On April 12th, the market regu-
lator suspended trading on a joint 
venture between Saudi Aramco 
and Sumitomo Chemical called 
PetroRabigh, only to reinstate the 
firm the following day. 

According to a CMA statement 
on the Tadawul website, the sus-
pension, which was due to the 
firm’s failure to disclose essential 
information before a deadline, will 
continue until PetroRabigh meets 
regulatory requirements on disclo-
sure.

The CMA has also targeted audit-
ing firms. In November 2014, the 
kingdom’s market regulator sus-
pended the local branch of Deloitte 
& Touche from auditing activities 
in Saudi Arabia. The ban, effective 
June 1st, is believed to be tied to 
Deloitte’s auditing work for a Dam-
mam-based construction com-
pany Mohammad al-Mojil Group 
(MMG), which saw trading of its 
shares suspended in 2012 due to 
debt-related issues. Saudi Telecom 
and Al Rajhi Bank, two of the top 
five listed firms in terms of market 
value, had their last set of accounts 

audited by Deloitte, Reuters said.
Abdul Khaliq Madani, a Jeddah 

stockbroker for a private invest-
ment firm, said the payoff from 
opening the Saudi stock market to 
foreign investors is worth the extra 
scrutiny from the CMA.

“If everything goes as planned 
and the market opens up to foreign 
investment, this could diversify 
the economy, and in the process 
lessen dependency on the oil sec-
tor, while also increasing the li-

quidity of Saudi corporations,” he 
said.

Madani said the campaign by the 
CMA is intended to raise the level 
of transparency and efficiency of 
the Saudi stock market, while the 
benefits to potential foreign inves-
tors is the direct access to the king-
dom’s market, which currently can 
only be done through a third party 
broker, in effect cutting out the 
middle man.

In terms of risk, Madani sees 

the potential overpricing of stocks 
as a possibility, but he said that is 
a common occurrence when an 
emerging market opens its ex-
change to foreign investors for the 
first time.

Foreigners are now believed to 
own no more than about 5% of the 
Saudi market and to account for a 
smaller fraction of stock trading 
turnover, a Reuters report said. In 
contrast,  foreign investors are es-
timated to own about 15% of other, 
much smaller stock markets in 
the Gulf such as Dubai. If foreign-
ers raise their share ownership in 
Saudi Arabia to that level, it could 
mean an inflow of an extra $50 bil-
lion into the kingdom.

The kingdom’s stock market 
is the largest in the region and 
is valued at more than $530 bil-
lion, almost the combined value 
of the rest of the Gulf Arab Stock 
exchanges. But unlike the Egyp-
tian Exchange, the Dubai Financial 
Market and other regional bourses, 
Saudi Arabia’s stock market is yet 
to be included on the MSCI World 
Index, which it will once direct for-
eign investment is permitted.

Saudi investors monitor stocks at the exchange market 
department of the National Commercial Bank (NCB) in Riyadh

 The value of the 
kingdom’s stock market

$530 billion

5%
of the Saudi market is 
believed to be owned by 
foreign investors

Stakes are high as Saudi Arabia opens up stock exchange to foreign investors

Raied Shuqum
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Conflicts trigger mass scale displacement         of populations in the Arab world 
Nearly 12 million Syrians have been displaced by conflict

Amman

I
nternational human rights 
watchdogs are sounding 
the alarm: Global wars have 
triggered the biggest forced 
civilian displacement since 

World War II.
The impact of such a tragedy is 

especially enormous for Arab coun-
tries, which have been engulfed in 
a wave of wars and uprisings. Aside 
from the human suffering, the 
displacement of millions of Arabs 
fleeing atrocities in their respective 
countries is poised to change the 
face of the Arab world.

A mass involuntary movement of 
populations “is a catalyst for politi-
cal, economic and social transfor-
mation“, said Jordanian political 
analyst Labib Kamhawi.

Politically, it “can lead to secu-
rity threats, primarily conflict spill-
over or terrorism” while socially it 
has a “dramatic effect on values, 
norms, traditions and cultures of 
societies through marriage and 
other forms of interaction”, Kam-
hawi told The Arab Weekly.

In its annual report on the state of 
human rights in 160 countries, the 
global human rights organisation 

Amnesty International warned 
there was an unprecedented 

uptick in human displace-
ment from the world’s 

battle zones from Syria 
to the Ukraine, top-

ping 50 million in 
2014.

“It is the great-
est human dis-

placement since 
World War II,” 

Amnesty cau-
tioned in its 
242-page 

chronicle 
released in 

late Feb-
ruary.

The 
Middle 

East’s human 
tragedy is worst in Syria. 

Out of Syria’s estimated pre-
war population of 23 million, 
nearly 12 million have either 

fled to neighbouring countries, 
or were forced to move once or 

multiple times from violent to 
less volatile areas in Syria, 
UNHCR noted.

The agency said the number 
of internally displaced Syrians at 

6.5 million, while regional gov-
ernments said they are sheltering 

an additional 5 million Syrians, in-
cluding 4 million registered with 
UNHCR.

Between 2008 and 2013, the 
number of refugees and internal-
ly displaced persons in the Arab 
world roughly doubled. This is 

partly due to the “Arab spring” 
that toppled four Arab leaders after 
2011 and subsequently unleashed 
sectarian violence by Sunni Mus-
lim militants who proclaimed a 
quasi-state in territory they seized 
in Syria and Iraq.

The Middle East and North Africa 
is now the main region of the ori-
gin of refugees worldwide and ac-
counts for almost 30% of the global 
population of internally displaced 
persons, according to Amnesty’s 
report.

Official Arab statistics show the 
vast majority of the displaced, in-
cluding an estimated 70% of Syrian 
refugees and 95% of internally dis-
placed people in Yemen, do not live A day in the life of Syrian children refugees

Jamal J. Halaby

Syrians are refugees
in other countries

5 million

Society
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Conflicts trigger mass scale displacement         of populations in the Arab world 
Tragedy affects neighbouring countries socially and economically
in camps or formal settlements but 
in urban areas and local communi-
ties. For five decades, displacement 
patterns have become increasingly 
complex across the region; Pales-
tinians, Syrians, Iraqis, Libyans 
and Yemenis have been uprooted 
multiple times and across multiple 
borders.

The per capita refugee popula-
tions of Lebanon and Jordan - the 
largest hosts of Syrians – are now 
three to six times greater than any 
other country in the world, placing 
significant strains on their econo-
mies, social services and local com-
munities.

More significantly, refugees have 
instilled demographic and socio-
economic changes in their host 
communities.

Lebanon shelters 1.5 million Syr-
ian refugees, including 1.2 million 
registered with UNHCR, making 
up almost one quarter of Lebanon’s 

population of 4.5 million. They live 
in appalling conditions, scattered 
across the country in informal 
tent settlements and old construc-
tion sites. Four out of five refugee 
children do not attend any form of 
schooling.

Jordan hosts another 1.5 million 
Syrians, nearly 50% of them are 
under UN care. They make up 20% 
of Jordan’s 7.5 million population. 

Only 10% of the total lives in desert 
camps straddling the northern Syr-
ian border, the rest stay among lo-
cal communities. 

Turkey has more than 1.7 million 
registered Syrian refugees, while 
Iraq and Egypt are home to 247,000 
and 136,000 Syrians, respectively.

Aside from the Syrian crisis, 
about one-third of Libya’s popula-
tion lives in Tunisia, having fled 

violence that followed the toppling 
of late longtime leader Muammar 
Qaddafi. Their status is different 
from the Syrian refugees. Tuni-
sians admit the Libyans – many of 
them wealthy – have boosted their 
country’s economy.

It was not immediately clear how 
many Libyans have decided to re-
locate permanently to Tunisia. Tu-
nisian officials put their number at 
2 million but some Libyan commu-
nity leaders estimate the number at 
about 500,000.

But refugees can also contribute 
to the economic problems of their 
host countries, raising unemploy-
ment rates in both Lebanon and 
cash-strapped Jordan.

“It’s cheap labour,” said journal-
ist Linda Maayah, who assisted in a 
preliminary private research on the 
Syrians’ socio-economic effects, in 
an interview with The Arab Week-
ly. “The Syrians accept half, or less, 
the wages paid to Jordanians, in-
spiring many employers to opt for 
the lower priced.”

Jordan’s unemployment rate is 
set at 14.6%, although unofficial 
estimates put it at 22%.

Other effects of the Syrian exo-
dus is higher rents, Maayah main-

tained. A majority of Syrians took 
up residence paying modest rents 
in low-income areas across Jordan, 
with the result that rental prices 
have gone up by 15% in the past 
three years, according to estimates 
by real estate brokers.

Others have boarded often un-
seaworthy vessels in an attempt 
to reach Europe. In 2014 alone, at 
least 3,400 people died in Mediter-
ranean Sea crossings, according to 
Amnesty International.

Commenting on Amnesty’s re-
port, its Secretary-General Salil 
Shetty called 2014 a “shameful na-
dir” in the global response to the 
humanitarian relief of refugees.

“We must hope that, looking 
backward to 2014 in the years to 
come, what we lived through will 
be seen as an ultimate low point 
from which we rose up and created 
a better future,” Shetty stated.

The world should help Jordan and
Lebanon foot the bill for Syrian refugees

By hosting tragically high 
numbers of refugees fleeing 
the Syrian conflict, Leba-
non and Jordan are pro-

viding a global public good to the 
international community. They are 
offering the world, in a seamless 
and impressively generous way, a 
service that any other country has 
seldom offered: hosting millions of 
citizens from another country, suf-
fering the stress that puts on their 
economies,  stretching the limits 
of tolerance in their societies, and 
adding to the already daunting se-
curity issues their countries face. 
Just imagine if these two coun-
tries had chosen to shut their bor-
ders and leave millions of people 
crushed between an unforgiving 
conflict and a closed horizon.

The conflict in Syria has created 
significant development chal-
lenges for neighbouring countries, 
not least because of the large 
movements of population seek-
ing refuge from brutal violence. 
One could identify three phases 
in the international community’s 
approach to, and attempts to deal 
with, the impact of the Syrian 
crisis on the country itself, and 
broadly on the Mashreq region.

First of all, the world looked at 
the Syrian civil war and its effects 
on neighbouring countries as a 
humanitarian issue, characterised 
by large, but still controllable, 
flows of refugees. The UN system, 
in particular UNHCR, and bilateral 
donors engaged quickly with the 
Lebanese and Jordanian govern-
ments in addressing this initial 
challenge. Camps were set up, 
mainly in Jordan, and informal 
settlements were tolerated in 
Lebanon.

Then, the flows of refugees 
to these two countries increased 
sharply and posed a security, hu-

manitarian and developmental 

challenge to their hosts.
The international community 

began talking about the human-
itarian-development nexus, or 
continuum. Instruments were put 
in place, such as the UN regional 
rapid-response plans, stabilisation 
plans and road maps.

On the financing side, the World 
Bank-managed, multi-donor trust 
fund for Lebanon, as well as emer-
gency operations for Jordan and 
other financing mechanisms, were 
created to signal the willingness 
of the international community 
to help both Lebanon and Jordan 
tackle this exogenous shock that 
started to threaten their own 
development and reverse some 
of their achievements in health, 
education, water and sanitation.

This was aside from the infra-
structural challenges. While camps 
were hosting the vast majority 
of refugees, a large number of 
them were, in fact, living outside, 
mingling with the local population 
and entering the host country’s 
labour markets. In some parts of 
Jordan, an interestingly positive 
economic dynamic was created by 
the inflows of new consumers and 
micro-business owners. This was 
in addition to the cheap labour 
these populations offered in both 
Lebanon and Jordan. The World 
Bank published a landmark report 
Lebanon: Economic and Social 
Impact Assessment of the Syrian 
Crisis in late 2013 that stressed all 
these factors and offered a reality 
check and an underpinning for 
Lebanon’s call to the international 
community for help.

Now, and thirdly, the situation 
in the field has further evolved 
and in a dramatic way. It appears 
there is no end in sight to the Syri-
an conflict and no predictable time 
frame for the refugees to return 
to Syria. The host countries are 
starting to realise that this is a new 
fact, a new certainty that needs to 
be included in their plans.

The host countries now find 
themselves responsible for both 
their own citizens and the millions 
of Syrian refugees living along-
side them. These countries and 
the world are looking at a brutal 
demographic shift, an acceleration 

that took Lebanon from a popula-
tion of 4.2 million to about 5.5 mil-
lion in the span of less than four 
years. The same, with a slightly 
varying magnitude, is true for 
Jordan.

It is this new situation that 
needs to be addressed through 
new ways and new instruments. 
We are not talking any longer 
about humanitarian actions or 
development engagement. We are 
looking at a new reality, one in 
which countries like Jordan and 
Lebanon are forced to cope with 
the economic and social challenge 
of an unforeseen demographic ac-
celeration that can cause immense 
damage to their insufficient, but 
still real, development gains of 
the last 30 years, and provoke an 
unsustainable economic, social 
and security shift. For Lebanon, 
because of the particular social 
equilibrium of the country, this 
stress could constitute an existen-
tial threat.

Implementing a development-
led approach to mitigate the 
impact of the Syrian conflict has 
fallen short of needs given the 
limited financial support to host 
countries’ budgets. As the Syr-
ian conflict enters its fifth 
year, there is a strong 
understanding that 
this impact has 
to be addressed 
through 
develop-
ment-led 
approach-
es but the 
financing 
of these 
ap-
proach-
es has 
not been 
commen-
surate to 
the large 
needs, es-
pecially for 
Lebanon.

Humanitar-
ian and devel-
opment partners, 
including donors, have 
provided significantly 
more support for extra-budget-

ary spending for host countries. 
This certainly alleviates some of 
the development impacts on both 
host and refugee communities. It 
does not, however, directly help 
relieve the countries’ budgetary 
cost.

Four years after the start of 
the conflict, it has become clear 
that the financing needs that host 
countries require to address these 
challenges are not forthcoming 
in the terms and magnitude that 
were initially envisaged: grant 
funding has been and will likely 
remain limited to a fraction of 
what is required, while traditional 
development funding is available 
at the needed scale but is non-
concessional for Syria’s middle-
income neighbours.
There is an imperative, today, for 
all of us — members of the inter-
national community of nations 
as well as the multilateral donors 
— to seek and find creative ways 
of helping Lebanon and Jordan 
manage and absorb the economic 
and social stress caused by this 
unprecedented crisis.

If we fail, the cost will be tre-
mendous and rather than helping 
them pay for the global public 

good they are providing us 
with, the international 

community will have 
to settle the bill for 

the global public 
bad that would 

be created by 
neglecting 

Jordan and 
Lebanon.

Ferid Belhaj 
is the 
World Bank 
director for 
the Middle 
East, a posi-

tion he has 
held since 

September 
2012. He previ-

ously was the 
bank’s director for 

the Pacific Region 
and special representa-

tive to the United Nations 
among other positions since 

joining the organisation in 1996.

Ferid Belhaj

View point
Jordan and 
Lebanon 
are forced 
to cope with 
the economic 
and social 
challenge of 
an unforeseen 
demographic 
acceleration

 Just imagine if these two 
countries had chosen to 
shut their borders and leave 
millions of people crushed

Global wars have 
triggered the biggest 
forced civilian 
displacement since 
World War II

30%
of the global population 
of internally displaced 
persons are in the  
MENA region
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The uphill struggle of Arab women
Gulf countries top list of Arab countries, according to world study
Soumaya Sokkar

Tunis 

I
f you are one of those people 
who longs to see global gender 
equality in the workplace, the 
bad news is that it is probably 
not going to happen in your life-

time. That is because, according to 
the World Economic Forum (WEF), 
it is not expected to be achieved un-
til about 2095.

For nine years, the Global Gen-
der Gap Report has monitored the 
strides and setbacks countries have 
made in gender equality. The four 
general category indexes of the on-
going study are: Economic Partici-
pation and Opportunity, Education-
al Attainment, Health and Survival 
and Political Empowerment.

The gender gap is narrowest when 
it comes to the Health and Survival 
and Educational Attainment indices 
and widest in the areas of Economic 
Participation and Opportunity in all 
142 nations observed.

Who made the world’s top five na-
tions for gender equality? Iceland, 
Finland, Norway, Sweden and Den-
mark – the rest of the world has a lot 
to learn from the Nordic nations.

Nicaragua, Rwanda, Ireland, Phil-

ippines and Belgium came sixth 
to 10th. While European countries 
make up most of the top 20, there 
are three African states, three coun-
tries from the New World – Nicara-
gua, Canada and the United States, 
one from Asia – the Philippines, and 
one from the Pacific region – New 
Zealand.

So where is the Arab world 
in all of this? At the 
end of the list. 
Out of 142 nations 
evaluated, the top 
scoring Arab coun-
try appears at the 113th 
spot. Contrary to what 
some may suppose, the top 
scoring Arab states were those 
of the Gulf region and not 
the seemingly more liberal 
countries of the Levant or 
North Africa. Kuwait ranks 
first in the Arab region fol-
lowed by the United Arab 
Emirates, Qatar, Tunisia, 
Bahrain, Algeria, Oman, 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Mau-
ritania, Morocco, Jordan, 
Lebanon, Mali, Syria and 
Yemen.

The top Arab per-
former, Kuwait, leads 
strongly in the areas 
of Overall Earned 
Income and Eco-
nomic Participa-
tion and Oppor-
tunity. However, it lags in its 
performance in the Health and Sur-
vival and Political Empowerment 
sub-indexes, which list it as one of 
the lowest 10 countries.

The UAE follows closely after 
Kuwait. Although it scored below 
average in Economic Participation 
and Opportunity, it has greatly im-
proved its own status since 2006 in 
the Political Empowerment and the 
Educational Attainment and Health 
and Survival categories.

Another outwardly surprising 
Gulf nation to climb up the Global 
Gender Report list is Saudi Arabia, 
the largest Gulf state. The kingdom 
improved on its past scores in the  
Economic Participation and Oppor-
tunity and Educational Attainment 
sub-indexes, with the highest im-
provement of enrolment overall in 
tertiary education. However, it does 
not have one female minister.

Of the “Arab spring” countries, 
only Tunisia and Bahrain 

maintain a spot in the top 
five performing Arab 

countries. Egypt 
follows not too 
far behind but 

Syria is third to 
last in the overall 

gender gap list and Yemen is last of 
all the 142 measured worldwide.

Women’s rights in Tunisia and 
Bahrain have not been overly af-
fected by political instability in 

those countries since 2011. 
The two countries have 
safeguarded the progres-
sive achievements of wom-

en more than their regional 
counterparts. This is particu-
larly true of Tunisia, which re-

mains the only Arab country to 
prohibit polygamy and repudiation 
(divorce through mere verbal deci-

sion of the husband), most thanks 
to the Personal Status Code which 
has guaranteed equal rights for 
women, since 1956.

In the cases of Egypt, Syria and 
Yemen, however, women are report-
ed to suffer from sexual harassment, 
domestic violence, child marriages, 
violations of reproductive rights, 
honour killings and even, in the case 
of Egypt, from genital mutilation.

Although most Arab League 
states have ratified the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CE-
DAW), they have without exception 
stipulated reservations to contracts 
based on cultural or religious sharia 
family laws.

The CEDAW drafted by the UN 
General Assembly in 1979 is dubbed 
the Bill of Rights for Women. It is 
composed of a preamble and 30 
articles that describe what consti-
tutes discrimination and sets up 
an action agenda to end it. Many 
activists worldwide denounce the 
reservations made by Arab states 
as contradictory, arguing that any 
“reservations” to equality result in 
inequality.

Out of 142 nations 
evaluated, the top 
scoring Arab country 
appears at the 113th 
spot

The internet is the 
most disruptive 
technology since the 
printed page and a 
catalyst for young 
Arabs

 Top scoring Arab 
states were those of 
the Gulf region and 
not the seemingly 
more liberal 
countries of the 
Levant or North 
Africa

Top scoring Arab 
states were those of 
the Gulf region and 
not the seemingly 
more liberal 
countries of the 
Levant or North 
Africa

Still overcoming hurdles
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The Arab world’s soft revolution

Washington

A
rab youth are breaking 
taboos, bridging borders 
and reinventing them-
selves in unprecedented 
ways and it is not by 

picking up arms or joining jihad.
They are the young scholar of Is-

lam who rebuffs her traditional in-
stitution in Egypt for online classes 
at Harvard; the unmarried Syrian 
couple who unabashedly live to-
gether in exile; the numerous self-
taught youngsters who read books 
online, the same books that have 
been banned in their countries for 
decades, then discuss them togeth-
er on social media.

“We’ve never had such a critical 
mass of literate, wired, connected-
to-the-outside-world, a generation 
that’s living in urban settings, be-
ing exposed to various viewpoints. 
And this is a recipe for a lot of 
change, the formation of a whole 
new identity in the Middle East,” 
said Nadia Oweidat, a fellow at the 
New America Foundation, a public 
policy institute in Washington.

Perhaps hers is among the rosi-
est outlooks in the aftermath of the 
“Arab spring” but her extensive re-
search supports her optimism.

The “Arab spring” has been an 
uprising largely without an ideol-
ogy, which could explain why ex-
tremists hijacked it so easily. Arab 
youth took to the streets with little 
more than simplistic demands for 
change: They wanted justice and 
jobs.

But few could answer such fun-
damental questions as: What prin-
ciples do we want our country to 
uphold? What does it mean to be a 
citizen of a modern nation state in 
the Arab world? And how do reli-
gion, sect and clan shape the layers 
of individual identity?

Things appear to be changing. 
The internet is the most disrup-
tive technology since the printed 

page and a catalyst for young Ar-
abs. Combine this with high unem-
ployment and boredom among the 
young, and it is a boon.

Many young adults cannot afford 
to marry and still live with their 
parents, but it is there that they can 
afford to retreat for hours into their 
online world and connect with their 
peers from everywhere.

“They have time, they’re unem-
ployed, they’re literate and wired. 
You can see what’s happening in 
the debate and the questions that 
they’re raising on social media,” 
said Oweidat.

Arab youth have one of the 
world’s highest internet usage 
rates, with 82% of people under the 
age of 25 connected and engaged, 
according to a report by Northwest-
ern University in Qatar.

Oweidat says she constantly finds 
youth in the Arab world educating 
themselves online about the world 

and their own history from scholar-
ly open sources. Then they debate 
each other about the lies they were 
taught in their own schooling.

“We’re going to see more of this 
because the disparity of what we 
have been taught in school grow-
ing up and what actually happened 
in history is so enormous that we 
can’t overlook it,” said Oweidat, 
herself a product of the Jordanian 
school system.

A long road ahead

Once young people establish a 
rapport online, they sometimes 
move the conversation offline, in-
advertently creating salons of intel-
lectual discourse that are not too 
different from those in the 1940s 
and ’50s.

During a recent visit to Beirut, the 
city was abuzz with young, middle-
class and educated Syrians who 

fled their war-torn country, leaving 
their elders behind. Daily conver-
sations in the exiles’ living rooms 
seemed to revolve around negotiat-
ing a reinvented identity:

“Does it make sense for me to 
continue to wear my hijab if I am 
living with an unrelated man?”

“Should I feel shame if my fian-
cée and I now live together without 
marriage when the Lebanese courts 
won’t marry us because we’ve over-
stayed our visas?”

“Am I a bad child if I do not tell 
my parents these things because 

they’re in Damascus and they have 
enough on their plate?”

Unbeknown to them, they are 
shaping the future discourse of 
their nation.

The same Syrian youths who 
protested in the streets still can-
not agree on the most basic thing: 
Whether to call their future country 
the Syrian Arab Republic or the Re-
public of Syria.

Perhaps Lebanon best captures 
the confusion that has handi-
capped the Arab uprisings. Famous 
for its exceptional educational in-
stitutions, Lebanon has no unified 
narrative of what happened dur-
ing its 15-year civil war. The result? 
Lebanese children learn different 
versions of their country’s history, 
steeped in a sectarian viewpoint.

Zoom out of Lebanon and the 
picture remains murky

Arab children growing up in the 
wealthy Gulf attend American, Brit-
ish, French or international schools 
and learn everything but a common 
Arab history or identity. Increas-
ingly, Arab children graduate from 
elite institutions and are fluent in 
foreign languages but they cannot 
read or converse properly in their 
own.

And the majority of children in 
the Arab world continue to suffer 
the region’s stifling and politicised 
school curricula.

Their parents had a much more 
cohesive identity, steeped in pan-
Arabism and Ba’athism, both now 
dead ideologies.

Asked what she thought a future 
Arab world might look like, Owei-
dat refrained from drawing com-
parisons to the usual benchmarks 
like Turkey, Malaysia or the West.

“No two democracies are alike,” 
she said. “In the Arab world, we 
have a very rich history and what 
we’re going to create is going to be 
very unique to us.”

Rasha Elass is an Arab Weekly cor-
respondent in Washington.Literate, wired and confused about the future

Rasha Elass
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‘Stories My Father Told Me’
Helen Zughaib’s Exhibition at the Arab American National Museum

Washington 

A solo exhibit by Arab-Amer-
ican artist Helen Zughaib 
at the Arab American Na-
tional Museum (AANM) in 

Dearborn, Michigan, features her 
painting series, “Stories My Father 
Told Me”, capturing her father Elia 
Zughaib’s childhood memories of 
Lebanon and Syria.

Helen Zughaib has been a fa-
vourite AANM artist since its 2005 
inaugural exhibition “INVISIBLE” 
featured her work and the AANM 
launched a companion community 
storytelling programme in conjunc-
tion with her paintings.

As their own “Hakawati” — the 
“Storyteller” — Elia Zughaib enter-
tained his children with fables and 
family tales. When his daughter 
became a painter, she captured the 
stories in colourful tableaux. For the 

first time all 23 paintings are reu-
nited, on loan from collectors in the 
United States and overseas.

Working in gouache, an opaque 
water colour, Zughaib’s characters 
are lively, painted in cheerful d’après 
Matisse style in a kaleidoscope of 
pastel colours. The collection, offer-
ing a positive look at Arab culture, 
appeals to broad audiences. The 
artwork exudes nostalgia and play-
ful happiness: garden walks, picking 
fruit, ceremonies, visits with grand-
mother, fables and, poignantly, her 
father’s arrival in the United States.

Zughaib’s figurative and con-
structed patterns are exquisitely 
detailed. Geometric and scrolling 
florals enliven the scenes. The com-
positions echo centuries-old min-
iatures with complex patterns as 
backdrop to the montage.

In “Blind Charity” a curly-tailed 
cat walks by a maiden on a dock 
near flowing water. A man rows by 
as she sets a basket afloat. In the 

background, curtains and laundry 
flutter. In this fable, the grateful 
recipient of generosity sends forth 
the basket to the next lucky person. 
Tiny Lebanese flags are visible and 
precisely rendered rooftops and 
trees frame the bustling activity as 
faces look out from the windows 
and doors of the town.

A family in customary roles and 
village clothes harvests fruit in 
“Making Raisins and Drying Figs”; 
Arab culture holds a deep love of the 
land. A striped donkey amuses and 
their hilltop village glows warmly in 
the background.

“Coming to America” captures 
passengers’ excitement aboard the 
Italian ship that took Elia Zughaib 
to the United States as it passes the 
Statue of Liberty approaching New 
York City. Men in traditional hats 
and women in long skirts watch ea-
gerly as the ship arrives, cresting the 
waves.

Zughaib’s unique style nearly al-
ways includes Middle Eastern de-
sign motifs. Whether illustrating 
childhood tales or intense pattern 
studies, her expression is exuberant 
and powerful. Her artistry achieves 
a fusion of compelling attraction 
while communicating serious mes-
sages of societal commentary, fam-
ily life, conflict and dialogue in di-
verse themed collections. 

Reflecting on her identity as an 
Arab-American, Zughaib says, “It is 
who I am… I feel an emotional con-
nection to it. I can help people un-
derstand the Arab world, to project 
positive ideas and foster a dialogue.”

She describes how 9/11 galva-
nised her focus, which intensified 
with her sadness over the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. She reflected 
on the “Arab spring” in two collec-
tions: “Arab Spring” followed by 
“Fractured Spring”. She says she 
is “called to be witness to regional 
events, the US-Arab relationship 
and the totality of the Arab-Ameri-
can experience”.

Zughaib says she communicates 
through painting to “combat stereo-
types and dispel misconceptions”. 
She chooses subjects of compelling 
personal interest with a goal of fos-
tering dialogue. She says she hopes 

her work will be appreciated broad-
ly; indeed her clientele and curators 
span cultures and religions. Among 
many prestigious buyers of her 
work, the Library of Congress owns 
her “Prayer Rug for America” paint-
ing through which she celebrates a 
message of religious freedom invok-
ing the flag.

Her patrons also include the US 
State Department and the White 
House, which have gifted her paint-
ings. She has been a State Depart-
ment cultural envoy to the West 
Bank in the Palestinian Territories, 
leading a month-long workshop in 
Ramallah with Palestinian women 
artists, and a speaker specialist to 
Switzerland.

Zughaib’s work won critical ac-
claim from L’Hebdo in Paris, which 
lauded her achievement of entering 
the pantheon of US institutions and 
celebrated her current AANM exhib-
it. The Washington Post, other pub-
lications and broadcast media have 
featured her paintings.

Zughaib lived in the Middle East 
and Europe for several years before 
earning her bachelor’s of Fine Arts 
degree from Syracuse University, 
College of Visual and Performing 
Arts, in New York. The number of Ar-
ab-American artists is rising. Mostly 

women, they hail from throughout 
the Middle East or were born in the 
United States and practise diverse 
crafts in the performance and visual 
arts. 

The Jerusalem Fund gallery in 
Washington hosts several exhibi-
tions each year, featuring Arab-
American artists’ work, including 
Zughaib’s, in various media from 
painting and photography to glass, 
ceramic and video.

Few have achieved the level of na-
tional and international recognition 
accorded to Helen Zughaib. If such 
a list existed, her diverse repertoire 
and talent would surely place her in 
a leading rank, given demand for her 
work in national and international 
venues, prestigious curatorial inter-
est and broad media coverage.

In the midst of her rising success, 
she remains accessible with an en-
gaging personality and humble de-
meanour. Her mission is heartfelt 
and genuine.

“Stories My Father Told Me” runs 
through April at the Arab American 
National Museum, 13635 Michigan 
Avenue, Dearborn, Michigan.

Najwa Margaret Saad is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in  
Washington.

“Figs and Raisins” “Coming to America”

Helen Zughaib

Zughaib’s figurative 
and constructed 
patterns are 
exquisitely detailed

Zughaib’s unique 
style nearly always 
includes Middle 
Eastern design 
motifs

“Prayer Rug for America”
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Arab women artists tell of suffering
London’s Rich Mix celebrates International Women’s Day

London

A
rab women suffer.” That 
is the message of two 
Arab women artists 
showcased at Rich Mix, 
an independent arts ven-

ue in East London, in celebration of 
International Women’s Day.

Visual artist Maiada Aboud and 
poet Hala Ali both live in the West 
but bear the burden of Arab culture. 
They speak of double standards im-
posed on women and the expecta-
tions of their societies to fit the ste-
reotype of an obedient wife.

Maiada Aboud was greeted with 
loud cheers and applause by the 
predominantly female audience 
as she took the stage. The smiling 

woman, her head half-shaven, po-
litely apologised for being late and 
began her story. Even though her 
parents were disappointed she was 
not a boy, Aboud has fond memo-
ries of her childhood as a Christian 
Arab growing up in the Palestinian 
Territories.

Then puberty hit and everything 
changed. Suddenly, the young girl 
was no longer able to mix with boys, 
play football, climb trees or ride her 
bike. Her frustration mounted. Lat-
er, she married the wrong man and 
demanded a divorce; something 
that is not easy to obtain in the Arab 
world, though she eventually suc-
ceeded.

Aboud said she found her escape 
through endurance art; a form of 
performance art in which the art-
ist endures pain or hardship. As 

she told her story, the audience 
was treated to a slideshow of her 
work behind her. The first images 
showed her in a white gown, slowly 
being covered in blood. Next to 
Aboud was a film showing her hold-
ing a fish for two hours until she 
could not hold it anymore, shook 
and dropped it.

Aboud chose endurance art to 
test her patience as well as the pa-
tience of her viewers and give them 
a taste of her suffering.

More images showed her with an 
opaque white bag over her head, 
dipping apples in dye and paint-
ing her nails. She deliberately re-
moved her vision to reflect her 
adolescence, a time when she told 
to do things she did not want to 
do. Painting her nails signifies tra-
ditional femininity, something she 

did not want to be forced into. So 
instead she dreamt of redesigning 
her own life through art. She hates 
apples so she uses them as another 
test of endurance, eating apples un-
til she vomited.

Through her endurance of pain, 
Aboud said she hopes to reach out 
to other women who feel her frus-
tration.

Hala Ali then took the stage. The 
young unveiled Saudi woman with 
curly black hair suddenly burst into 
rap, a style that immediately took 
the audience aback. Born in Saudi 
Arabia, Ali grew up in the United 
Kingdom. Her poem “Mr Khaleeji 
Man” addresses issues experienced 
by Saudi women — “Khaleej” means 
“Gulf” in Arabic.

Ali attacked the tradition of an 
arranged marriage, speaking of a 
wealthy man buying her at an auc-
tion as if her body is up for sale. “I 
will not serve you dates on a tray 
and I will not have my hair straight”.

She mocked the “Khaleeji” man 
for being proud of his skyscrapers 
even while he should be ashamed 
of the blood spilt building them; a 
reference to the deaths and suffer-
ing of migrant workers preparing 
for the 2022 World Cup in Qatar.

The night ended with an exhibi-
tion shedding a more positive light 
from Moroccan photographer Mali-
ka Sqalli who revealed optimism in 
her work. Her picture “Lost” shows 
a woman looking towards the sea 
with a cloud to replace her head. 

She says, “Although we can’t see 
ahead of us, we have our head in 
the clouds, and tumult under our 
feet. We can then only stand tall and 
keep our head on the direction. We 
all know clouds dissipate at some 
point and the tide goes down.”

But just how much are Arab wom-
en really suffering compared to the 
Western women? Aboud admits 
that while she was living in the Pal-
estinian Territories, she imagined 
women in the West to be totally free 
from suffering. She admits she was 
wrong and that Western women do 
face suffering, but, she says, it is not 
as extreme.

In Arab culture there are many 
ways women are protected. If a 
man wants to marry a woman, he 
must pay a dowry, an investment 
to make him think twice before a 
divorce, along with the social pres-

sure to provide for any children. 
The woman is welcome to live in 
her parents’ home until she marries 
whereas, typically, a Western wom-
an is expected to rent her own place 
after the age of 18. With an average 
monthly gross salary in the United 
Kingdom of $3,283 a month and av-
erage rent of $1,725 a month, who is 
really suffering more?

As Saudi Arabia’s Princess 
Ameera al-Taweel states: “Behind 
every great man is a great woman? 
No. Next to every great man is a 
great woman.”

Organised by creative director 
Aser El Saqqa, “Arab Women Artists 
Now” took place March 7th at Rich 
Mix in London.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.

Behind every great 
man is a great 
woman? No. Next to 
every great man is a 
great woman

Maiada Aboud in performance Malika Sqalli’s photo “Lost”
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Beirut’s Epi Club defying tide of radicalism
‘Olympia of the Orient’ offers daring nightlife entertainment

Beirut

W
elcome to the Caba-
ret…
The smiling young 
doorman, clad in 
a black suit with 

matching cap, pushed open the 
door to the entrance of the “Epi 
Club” where a handsome young 
lady in a formal, but smart, dress 
greets you with a smile and takes 
your coat before ushering you to 
your table.

We are not in Paris but in the Leb-
anese capital, Beirut, in the heart of 
the Levant, a region that has been 
rocked by upheavals and devastat-
ing wars. The Epi Club, a landmark 
of Beirut’s nightlife during Leba-
non’s golden years prior to the 1975-
90 civil war, reopened four months 
ago, unmoved by raging violence 
and rampant Islamist extremism in 
neighbouring Syria, a mere 100 kilo-
metres away.

Dimly lit chandeliers, shiny wood 
panelling and painted glass win-
dows give the place an intimate 
character and an air of sophistica-
tion and elegance. The double-
storey hall, with a stage at its upper 
end, can accommodate up to 200 
people. The place has been restored 
to what it was at the climax of its 
glory in the ’60s and first half of the 
’70s of the past century.

Owner Toros Siranossian, a big 
name in the world of entertainment 
in Lebanon and the Middle East, 
introduces himself as a “suicide” 
activist but not the type who makes 
international headlines, he said. “I 
am a kamikaze of entertainment,” 
Siranossian said during an inter-
view with The Arab Weekly, refer-
ring to the description that was at-
tributed to him by the local media.

Many, including his wife and 
friends, believe he is “suicidal” by 
merely reopening the Epi Club and 
investing a large amount of money 
in a country that is plagued by po-
litical instability, intermittent wars 
and recently with growing insecu-
rity as a result of the spill-over of 

the Syrian conflict. “They fear that 
I might suffer bankruptcy but I am 
a militant of entertainment. I am 
used to facing big challenges and 
it is not the first time that I take big 
risks in my life,” said the 78-year-
old impresario.

“I have experienced many ups 
and downs during my whole life 
that I spent in promoting arts and 
music and this did not stop me from 
moving forward. I am personally 
proud of all the art endeavours I did 
undertake in my life and no threat 
will intimidate me,” he added.

Lebanon hosts some 1.2 million 
Syrian refugees and has been great-
ly affected by the conflict in Syria, 
now in its fifth year. Car-bomb at-
tacks claimed by Islamist militants 
from the radical Jabhat al-Nusra 
(Victory Front) and Islamic State 
(ISIS) rocked Beirut and other parts 
of Lebanon over the past two years. 
In addition, deadly clashes pitted 
Syrian-based militants against the 
Lebanese Army in border areas in 
east Lebanon, further undermining 
security and impacting the econo-
my and the tourism sector.

However, Siranossian is un-
deterred. The Epi Club was once 
dubbed the “Olympia of the Orient” 
in reference to the famed Olympia 
Theatre in Paris where internation-
ally renowned singers performed. It 
features a varied programme with a 
Cuban music band, French CanCan 
and Folies Bergère dancers, belly 
dancing, Brazilian samba and Leba-
nese and Arab singers entertaining 
partygoers for five straight hours 
through until early morning.

“The Epi Club is still as it was 
when it was first inaugurated, back 
in 1961,” pointed out Georges Farraj, 
the manager. Although renovated, 
the place conserved its retro cabaret 
looks. The wooden bar and the dis-
play of bottles in the background do 
not look like any of the bars in mod-

ern day pubs. Even the waiters are 
clad in outfits with red satin vests, 
reminders of ’60s and ’70s fashion.

“Some of our old clientele are 
coming back here, looking for the 
good old memories,” Farraj said. 
“The younger generation heard 
from their parents about the Epi 
Club and they are coming here to 
discover the place for themselves.”

Located in Rue de Phénicie, 
where Beirut’s pre-war nightlife 
was centred, the Epi Club was the 
place to go for residents and visi-
tors alike when it opened in 1961. 
With the outbreak of the Lebanese 
civil war, the area became part of 
the front line that divided war-torn 
Beirut into Christian east and Mus-
lim west.

With eyes filled with nostalgia, 
Siranossian remembers the “good 
old days” when young talent, espe-
cially French singers who later shot 
to international fame performed at 
the Epi Club. These included Enrico 
Macias, Salvatore Adamo, Georges 
Moustaki, Frederic François and 
Bernard Sauvat among others.

“Macias and Adamo were just be-
ginners at the time. Enrico Macias 
was then performing ‘J’ai Quitté 
Mon Pays’ and ‘La Femme de Mon 
Ami’ and Adamo his famous song 
‘Tombe la Neige’, that later became 
international hits, propelling the 
two singers on the international pop 
music scene,” Siranossian recalled.

During the first years of the war, 
the place was robbed and burned. 
All the photos and souvenirs from 
the famous people who had spent 
an evening at the Epi Club turned 
to ashes. “Not a single Arab or Euro-
pean prominent figure who visited 
Lebanon at the time, did not spend 
a night at the Epi Club, including 
Brigitte Bardot, Arab ministers and 
members of parliament,” Siranos-

sian said.  “Dalida, Charles Azna-
vour, Boney M, Mireille Mathieu 
and Johnny Hallyday, have all en-
joyed an evening at the EPI Club… It 
was the place to be.”

Lebanese presidents and prime 
ministers were “habitués” of the 
club. “Premier Rashid Karami en-
tered a cabaret once in his lifetime 
… it was the Epi Club,” Siranossian 
said about the late Muslim conserv-
ative prime minister.

Against all odds, the Lebanese-
Armenian entrepreneur is aspiring 
to revive his night hub, emulating 
the long gone years when Lebanon 
was the Arab centre of liberalism, 
free thinking and tolerance.

However, several decades of in-
ternal strife, regional upheavals, 
destruction and large-scale emigra-
tion of Lebanese professionals, have 

changed the country’s features and 
social fabric. Sectarianism is more 
pronounced, religious extremism is 
rampant, and insecurity and politi-
cal instability are the norm.

But Lebanon has always been the 
country of contradictions and plu-
rality.

“It is a big challenge that I am 
willing to take to keep Lebanon on 
the entertainment map in the re-
gion despite all the odds,” Siranos-
sian insisted.

The entrepreneur’s boldness mir-
rors the Lebanese people’s defiance 
of ISIS-inspired radicalism. The reo-
pening of the Epi Club is seen as one 
of Lebanon’s answer to the tide of 
intolerance sweeping the region.

Samar Kadi is the Arab Weekly 
society and travel section editor.
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Agenda

Tunis, Tunisia: From April 
3rd to April 19th 2015

The tenth anniversary of the 
Jazz à Carthage Music Festival 
will take place in the Tunis 
Palais des Congrès, gathering 
renowned international and 
local jazz musicians for one 
of Tunisia’s premier cultural 
events.

Dubai: April 19th 

A Celebration of Gibran will 
be held on April 19th at the 
Dubai International Writ-
ers’ Centre. The evening will 
include an operatic perfor-
mance of one of Gibran’s most 
iconic songs by the Emirates 
Opera Project and a talk by 
Haytham Nasr, Executive 
Producer of the Hollywood 
production of ‘The Prophet’, 
the animated movie.

Dubai: From March 29th to 
April 30th

After visiting New Delhi, 
Rio de Janeiro, and São 
Paulo, “The Nobel Prize: Ideas 
Changing the World” exhibi-
tion comes to Dubai at the 
Burj Khalifa. The exhibition 
introduces the public to the 
highly esteemed award and 
how efforts to earn this award 
have affected and reshaped 
the world and is split into five 
pavilions with five respective 
themes.

Beirut, Lebanon: From May 
6th to May 12th 2015

The Beirut International 
Tango will attract world-
renowned tango maestros, 
artists, teachers, dancers and 
enthusiasts from across the 
globe.

Abu Dhabi: From May 7th to 
May 13th 2015

Abu Dhabi International Book 
Fair Will take place in Abu 
Dhabi National Exhibition 
Centre, with 1,025 exhibitors 
from 50 countries and more 
than 500,000 titles on display. 

Fes, Morocco: From May 
19th to June 2nd 2015

Fes Festival of World Sacred 
Music, in its 21st edition, 
will celebrate the universal 
dimension of Fes through  
world spiritual music, with 
African and international 
artists.

Dubai: From March 29th to 
April 30th

After visiting New Delhi, 
Rio de Janeiro, and São 
Paulo, «The Nobel Prize: Ideas 
Changing the World» exhibi-
tion comes to Dubai at the 
Burj Khalifa. The exhibition 
introduces the public to the 
highly esteemed award and 
how efforts to earn this award 
have affected and reshaped 
the world and is split into five 
pavilions with five respective 
themes.

Beiteddine, Lebanon: July 
through August 2015

Beiteddine Art Festival will 
be held in the stunningly pic-
turesque Beiteddine located 
in the Chouf mountains, will 
showcase a variety of per-
formances, from operas and 
concerts to theatre and art 
exhibitions. 

Bardo Museum, a showcase for
Mediterranean history, reopens
Museum hosts one of the best
collections of Roman mosaics in the world

Tunis

T 

riumphantly standing 
in his chariot, Neptune 
gloriously gazes at visi-
tors flowing through the 
entrance, the halls echo-

ing their whispers as they marvel 
at the mosaic featuring the Roman 
god of the sea and his mermaids 
welcoming them to Tunisia’s Bardo 
Museum.

Situated 4km west of Tunis, the 
Bardo is an architectural master-
piece housing a magnificent col-
lection of historical artefacts show-
casing Tunisia’s rich and diverse 
history. The museum is the second 
most visited archaeological site in 
the country, after Carthage.

History is not merely something 
on display in the Bardo; the build-
ing itself is a reflection of Tunisia’s 
past. In 1885, Tunisian prime minis-
ter and reformer Kheireddine Pacha 
conceived of a museum to collect 
and preserve the country’s national 
treasures in an attempt to salvage 
the national heritage from the then-
common thefts of artefacts.

The museum was inaugurated 
in 1888 as the Alaoui Museum. It 
is housed in an old Beylic palace, 
which displays the refinement of 
the architectural characteristics 
of the epoch, such as stucco-orna-
mented ceilings, marbled facings, 
gold-plated tile panels, large chan-
deliers and filigreed plaster. The 
building reflects Andalusian, Asian 
and European influences.

“The choice was wise since the 
palace was a centre of power. It also 
served to show the architectural 
details of the place done by Tuni-
sian artisans of the time,” M’hamed 
Hassine Fantar, Tunisian historian 
and academic, told the Arab Week-
ly.

The museum covers more than 
20,000 sq. metres, including 9,000 
sq. metres of exhibition space on 
three floors.

Several expansive galleries 
showcase rich collections of mo-
saics, sculptures, coins and jewel-
lery tracing the history of Tunisia 

through different eras and civili-
sations ranging from prehistoric 
to the Islamic epoch.

“It is an authentic book of his-
tory… as told by objects and ar-
tefacts. The objects recorded the 
ideas and beliefs of people,” Fan-
tar said

“The treasures of the museum 
of Bardo are more eloquent and 
truthful than all that has been 
written by historians. We cannot 
change or rewrite them. We have 
what people lived, worshipped 
and loved,” he said.

In 2009, the museum under-
went extensive renovations, dou-
bling its perimeter and creating 
new spaces in harmony with the 
ancient architecture of the build-
ing. Six new wings were added 
focusing on Phoenician-Punic 
civilisation, the Numidia civili-
sation, the underwater Mahdia 
collection, late antiquity and 
Islam

“The Bardo Museum is a na-
tional institution of a universal 
character since everyone can 
relate to the history it exhibits. 
After all, the Mediterranean is a 
culture, not a geography. All those 
who visit the museum can identify 
with it. The Bardo museum is com-
mon patrimony,” Fantar explains.

The Bardo museum also contains 
one of the richest collections of Ro-
man mosaics in the world. The mo-
saics serve as records of the lives 
and beliefs of the Romans and were 
found in different archaeological 
sites across the country, including 
Dougga and Carthage. One of the 
most famous is the Virgil Mosaic 
which was found in Hadrumetum 
(modern-day Sousse). It is 
the oldest known por-
trait of the poet, 
depicting him 
with Clio and 
Melpomene, 
the muses of 
history and 
theatre.

“This Vir-
gil Mosaic 
is a unique 
piece in the 
world,” said 
Fantar. “It 
shows our ances-
tors’ fascination 
with the poet. It tells 
of their knowledge of the 
history of the country since Virgil 
dedicated a part of his epic poem 
the ‘Aeneid’ to the story of love 
between the founder of Carthage, 
Dido and a Roman prince.”

Fantar concludes: “You can visit 
the museum of Bardo a hundred 
times and yet at each visit, you will 

find another important part you 
haven’t seen before. The visit of the 
Bardo museum is a book of history 
that we can read through.”

The Bardo’s most famous pre-
historic artifacts include  a collec-
tion of rocks called Hermaion of El 
Guettar.

“To attract the blessing of divin-
ity that presides over the source 
of water, our ancestors carefully 
chose a collection of rocks to draw 
the blessing of gods so that the 
source continues to give water 

necessary to life,” Fantar ex-
plains.

The Bardo wel-
comes around 

700,000 visi-
tors every year. 
Among them 
recently was a 
group of teenag-
ers.

“It is fascinat-
ing to see the mo-

saics. The place is 
huge and it shows 

different details of the 
lives of people who lived 

here before us. The ceiling 
is magnificent, too,” said Rihab, a 
17-year-old student from Tunis.

Tourists, armed with cameras, 
explored the different corners of 
the museum.

“The Bardo museum is the most 
famous monument in Tunisia. It is 
a must-see,” said Li from China.

“Visiting the museum is nec-

essary to complete the tour of 
Carthage. It has the biggest mosaics 
collection of the world,” said Jack 
from London.

 “It is a famous museum. You 
can’t possibly come to Tunisia 
without coming here. The statue 
of Eros is my favourite here,” said 
Miriam from England.

Outside the entrance, the walls 
displayed the names of victims who 
lost their lives during the March 
18th terrorist attack that shook Tu-
nisia. Visitors paused to pay their 
respects. The memorial stands in 
glaring defiance of the attempts to 
destroy and damage a monument 
that has withstood the test of time 
and history.

The reopening of the museum 
a week after the attack was an act 
of defiance against those who seek 
to destroy the cultural identity of 
a country that boasts centuries of 
various rich civilisations.

“I had no concern coming to Tu-
nisia after the attacks. It didn’t even 
cross my mind,” added Jack.

Roua Khlifi is a regular travel and 
culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly in Tunis.

Roua Khlifi
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Tourists at the reopening of the museum. (Photo: Hassen Dridi) Ulysses Mosaic. (Photo: Bardo Museum)

Virgil Mosaic. (Photo: Bardo Museum)


