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carcely a week goes by
without the endless horror
shows of the Islamic State
(ISIS) causing grief and sorrow somewhere. The latest
to suffer were the families of some
30 Ethiopian Christians captured
and killed in Libya.
The
heavily
choreographed
29-minute video released April
19th, purportedly showed ISIS’s
Ethiopian victims being shot and
beheaded. For the ISIS operators,
it is not the nationality or colour
of the skin of the victims that matters most; it is the agony of the
victims’ families and the shock
value attained as global audiences
helplessly watch the blood-soaked
videos.
Peter Neumann, director of the
International Centre for the Study
of Radicalisation (ICSR), explained
that execution videos and their
presentation are central to jihadist
groups’ strategies.
“It is no longer about the number of people being killed,” he said.
“Parts of the jihadist movement
have understood, especially since
last summer, that you can grab the
world’s attention, you can even
force the hand of the world’s most
important people, by just having a
video camera and a knife and recording the act of beheading someone.”
The theatrics of Islamist terror
have come a long way since their
macabre beginnings, but choreographed violence has always been
their mainstay.
The gruesome beheadings of
American Nick Berg and Briton
Kenneth Bigley at the hands of
a progenitor group of ISIS were
filmed on grainy video, with the
executioner reading from a preprepared Arabic script. No subtitles were available. Even then,
however, terrorists understood the
importance of symbolism, dressing
their victims in orange jumpsuits
reminiscent of those worn by detainees in Guantanamo Bay.

Indiscriminate grief
ISIS, however, has taken the format to a new level. The ISIS release
depicting the execution of Ethiopian
Christians in Libya was shot in high
definition. The theatrics of death are
presented with horrendous aplomb
and cinematically produced.

What matters for
ISIS is the agony
of the victims’
families and the
global shock value

The pre-execution speech is delivered in English.
The ghastly murders of Ethiopian and Egyptian Christians and
a string of British, American and
Japanese hostages have all been
fronted by an English-speaking
figure and produced by the same
media arm of ISIS, Al-Furqan media
group.
The revelation that the executioner in the videos shot in Syria
grew up in West London ensured
that ISIS featured prominently
in the international news agenda
for weeks and raised uncomfortable questions about the number of

Westerners in the ranks of the terror group.
The presence of Westerners in
ISIS and their prominence in fronting their videos helps keep the
group in the headlines and its message reaching potential recruits
and it seems to be working: The
latest ISIS release came packaged
with subtitles in English, French,
Russian and German. Britain, Germany, France and Russia are among
the top source countries for foreign
fighters in Iraq and Syria, ICSR says.
Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in London.

Yarmouk was not always ‘the deepest circle of hell’
Dominique Roch

F

or more than two years,
the residents of the Yarmouk Palestinian neighborhood on the outskirts
of Damascus have been
living under a tight siege with
no water, electricity, heating and
hardly any food. To keep warm in
the harsh winter, they had to burn
their furniture; beds, chairs, everything. Now parents stand helpless
as their hungry children ask for
milk or bread. Disease is spreading. Out of a initial population of
160,000, 18,000 Palestinians and
Syrians, mostly children, the elderly and disabled are still trapped
inside Yarmouk waiting desperately for help. Attempts to flee the
camp are met with sniper fire from
warring factions.
This extreme suffering has not
sparked international outrage as
previous Palestinian tragedies did.
Until recently, the situation in Yarmouk was perceived as one of the
multiple horror episodes of Syria’s
ongoing war.

The wake up call came in early
April when Al-Qaeda affiliated AlNusra Front allowed jihadists from
the group which calls itself Islamic
state (ISIS) to enter the camp from
the southern district of Hajar al

Aswad. This was perceived as a
bid by ISIS to expand its control
of the outskirts of Damascus. The
ISIS incursion elicited a harsh
military response from the Syrian army who control the northern

Palestinian refugees, including some who fled from Yarmouk
camp in Damascus, hold an Arabic placard that reads “Yarmouk
camp, steadfast camp, we do not want aid, we need you to stop
the barrel bombs”.

and eastern sides of the camp. Palestinian groups, even those previously hostile to the Syrian regime,
united against ISIS. During the
latest round of fighting, the main
hospital of Yarmouk was bombed,
further adding to the misery of civilians.
Now UNRWA, the UN agency
for Palestinian refugees, has positioned its teams outside Yarmouk
waiting for safe access to the camp
with life sustaining aid to the residents trapped inside.
UNRWA spokesman, Chris Gunness told The Arab Weekly the
UN agency has “not been able to
deliver aid to Yarmouk, that is
inside the camp, since March 28
raising profound concerns for a
population that has endured inhumane conditions through years of
siege”. UNRWA has however delivered in the past few days food,
mattresses, blankets and medical
supplies to 3000 Palestinians who
sought refuge in areas surrounding the camp.
UN Secretary-General Ban Kimoon described Yarmouk this
month as the “deepest circle of

hell”, but it was not always so. It
was once a bustling Damascus
suburb with cement block buildings, narrow alleyways, shops, offices and banks.

This extreme
suffering has
not sparked
international
outrage as previous
Palestinian
tragedies did
It was home to many doctors,
engineers and civil servants. It
was even dubbed the capital of the
diaspora by its Palestinians residents, mostly the descendants of
refugees from Nazareth, Safad and
Acre in pre-1948 Palestine. Now
once more they have no place to
call home.
Dominique Roch is a special correspondent for the Arab Weekly,
based in Beirut.
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40th anniversary of Lebanese civil war

Lebanon’s civil war was ‘futile’,
Samar Kadi

Beirut

A

fter fighting each other
for 15 years, the former
“enemies” of Lebanon’s
civil war appear to agree
on one thing: The war
brought nothing but destruction
and disappointment to all.
Lebanon marked in April the
40th anniversary of the start of
the war, a conflict that is for many
still an open wound, with many of
its repercussions being felt today.
It has been 25 years since the guns
fell silent but thousands of people
are still unaccounted for, those
handicapped by the bloodshed are
not looked after and hundreds of
thousands of Lebanese were driven
away by the violence did not return.
“War is a bitter drink,” said Massoud Ashkar, a former fighter with
the Christian Lebanese Forces, but
he did not wish even his “arch enemy to taste” it.

Despite their
misgivings, the
former fighters did
not regret their
involvement in the
conflict
“One lesson that we learned from
this war is that we have to live together, and every day I pray a hundred times that the days of the war
do not come back,” Ashkar told The
Arab Weekly.
Lebanon’s bloodletting came to
an end after the warring groups
signed a Saudi-brokered reconcili-

Dreaming of a better Lebanon

ation agreement, the “Taif Agreement”, in 1990 which redistributed
power among Christians and Muslims. For many, the accord silenced
the guns but failed to resolve core
issues that were among the reasons
that enflamed the country 40 years
ago.
“The war did not resolve our
problems. We still can’t agree on
important matters such as the constitution, a new electoral law or
how to govern our country,” Ashkar
said. “We are not even able to agree
on documenting the civil war and
teach it to our children, simply because each faction has a different
interpretation.”
Amin Kammourieh, who fought
on the opposite side with the Marxist “Communist Action Organisation”, summed up the war as “a big
disappointment”.
“All those who fought the war
are totally disillusioned and deceived, because we participated in
the fighting, each for his own cause,
but the war eventually developed
into being something else. We had
aspirations and dreams for change,
but achieved nothing at all,” Kammourieh said.
“The Christians, who had fought
to defend their presence in Lebanon and keep it under their control, are today a minority in the
country,” he said. “The leftist parties, which wanted to change the
world, including Lebanon, do not
exist anymore, and those who carried arms to defend the Palestinian
cause have no more a cause to defend, even Palestine hardly exists
anymore.”
“Moreover, the Muslims, who
had in principle won the war, are
themselves deeply divided between Sunnis and Shias now,” Kam-

mourieh told The Arab Weekly.
Walid Touma, a professor of socio-economy and business at Beirut’s Lebanese American University
(LAU), said that the war, despite its
ugliness, served a purpose.
“One result of the war is that it
created a certain balance and equity
between religious factions and political parties. Another thing is that
it resulted in creating platforms for
communication and dialogue to
discuss differences, which did not
exist back in 1975,” Touma said.

It has been 25 years
since the guns fell
silent but thousands
of people are still
unaccounted for
“The same people who did the
war are today communicating to resolve differences. Obviously there
is an agreement not to resort to war
anymore,” he told The Arab Weekly.
Despite their misgivings, the former fighters did not regret their involvement in the conflict. “If I have
to do it again, I will do it … But this
time, it will be only for defence …
Only if my people, my family, my
country is attacked,” Ashkar commented. “If we had not carried
weapons at the time, things might
have been more dreadful for us
(Christians).”
Nonetheless, the ex-militiaman,
who ran for parliament in 2009,
is trying to spread the culture of
peaceful interaction. He has been
speaking at high schools, universities and other venues against the
evils of war.
“War is misery,” Ashkar said.
“Most of my friends and companions of arms are not in this world
anymore. We should not get to the
point of having war as the only
choice, but if someone attacks you,
you cannot stay idle, you will have
to defend yourself.”
Despite his strong disappointment, Kammourieh, as well, does
not regret his part in the war. “At
the time, you could not but carry
arms … it was a shame not to have
a cause to fight for,” he said. “But
definitely, there are lots of lessons
learned. The war makes you see
things differently … It basically
makes you appreciate life much
more.”
The two former combatants, now
with families and children, would
not want the younger generation to
experience the dark days of the war.
“I wish we had worked out a certain
settlement at the time, instead of
going to war. But no one wanted to
talk to the other then and all we did
was to destroy our country without
making any achievement,” Kammourieh commented.
He added: “Now when I see a
country at war, like Syria or Yemen
or Libya, I ask myself ‘Why should
they fight? They should rather find
a compromise.’ … This is the wisdom that you learn from the war
but unfortunately no one will listen
to you and they would still want to
make war, exactly like we did back
in 1975.”
For his part, Touma is confident most Lebanese have learned
a harsh lesson. “We have suffered
a lot and we don’t want to repeat
this stupidity … We basically realised that communicating is the best
way to resolve issues and to change
whatever we do not like … In short,
we learned that if we disagree, we
don’t need to kill each other,” he
said.
Former warlord Walid Jumblatt,
whose Druze “Progressive Socialist
Party” fought the bloodiest battles
with Christian militias, marked the
war’s 40th anniversary with a note
of wisdom to his son and political
heir. “My testament to Taymour
and to all the Lebanese youth is to
beware of violence and ignorance.”
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s
Society and Travel sections editor.

Muslim and Christian clerics commemorating the anniversary

Lebanon’s war and its
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

n its day, Lebanon’s nearly 16year civil war was a byword
for brutality. But, 40 years on,
time has softened the terror
of the gut-wrenching street
battles between sectarian militias,
Israel’s blistering, three-month
bombardment of West Beirut in
1982, the massacres of Palestinians in Tel Zaatar and Sabra and
Chatila, the suicide bombings that
Hezbollah pioneered to change the
face of terrorism forever, years before Osama bin Laden came along
and transformed the tactic into
slaughter on an industrial scale.

Lebanon’s war was
in many ways the
forerunner of the
cauldron of conflicts
afflicting the Middle
East
The anniversary of the war that
began on April 13, 1975, in Beirut,
a free-wheeling, self-indulgent
Mediterranean city then known
as the Paris of the Middle East,
has been accentuated by another
bloody milestone, the decade
since Rafik Hariri, the billionaire
prime minister who restored postwar Beirut as a symbol of rebirth
and human resilience, was killed
in a massive bomb ambush on the

city’s seafront corniche on February 14, 2005.
That high-profile assassination
of Lebanon’s most prominent
statesman demonstrated how little things had changed in Lebanon; how it remained the plaything of regional powers and their
rivalries.
There’s been a long line of such
assassinations stretching back
decades and it continues to this
day, with anti-Syrian activists and
security chiefs the primary targets.
The ghost of Hariri, and the estimated 150,000 men, women
and children who perished
in the 1975-90 civil war,
the 200,000 wounded, the
17,000 still missing, many
of them believed to languishing in Syrian prisons, haunt Lebanon
still, as does the dark
shadow of Syria,
Lebanon’s
tormenter.
Despite
the
sparkling, hautecouture downtown
that Hariri rebuilt on
the ruins of the wartime
battleground,
even restoring the old Ottoman
and French architecture, these
are a constant reminder of
Lebanon’s capacity for selfdestruction and the manipulation of its feudal warlords and robber barons by
outsiders.
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40th anniversary of Lebanese civil war

ex-fighters say 40 years on
April 13, 1975
Civil war erupts.
Syrians intervene in
June 1976
March 14, 1978
Israel launches
limited invasion of
south Lebanon
June 6, 1982
Israel launches
full-scale invasion,
seizes west Beirut;
Palestine Liberation
Organisation forced
out of Lebanon
October 13, 1990
War ends with
US-sanctioned Syrian
intervention
following October 22,
1989, peace accord in
Taif, Saudi Arabia
February 14, 2005
Former Prime
Minister Rafik
Hariri assassinated
in Beirut bombing

legacy four decades later
Syria, which has long claimed
Lebanon is part of historical Greater Syria and coveted its mercantile virtuosity, was predominant
among them. It’s still at it today.
Lebanon is in danger of being
dragged into Syria’s murderous
civil war where Hezbollah, the
most powerful force in Lebanon,
is fighting to save the embattled
regime of President Bashar Assad,
a strategic asset of Tehran.
Lebanon’s war was in many
ways the forerunner of the cauldron of conflicts
afflicting
the Middle East
from the Mediterranean to the
Indian Ocean.
It
spawned
Hezbollah
in
the early 1980s,
which lifted up the
long-marginalised
Shia in a land dominated by Sunnis
and Christians.
Hezbollah
is
a child of Ayatollah
Ruhollah
Khomeini’s 1979
Islamic
Revolution in Iran, which
emboldened by the
US-led overthrow of
Iraq’s Saddam Hussein in 2003, is now
engaged in a quest to
dominate the region from
the Afghanistan border to
south Lebanon, right on Israel’s
doorstep.

And its sword arm is Hezbollah and other Shia militias it has
recruited in Iraq, Syria and as far
eastward as Afghanistan and Pakistan.
“Lebanon’s conflict pales in
comparison to the unadulterated
savagery of the one in Syria — and
that’s saying something because
what took place in Lebanon was
once regarded as the benchmark
for the potential barbarism of sectarian hatred and state decomposition,” observed Lebanese analyst
Michael Young, who lived through
much of the war in Beirut.

There’s been a long
line of such
assassinations
stretching back
decades and it
continues to this day
“The word ‘Lebanisation’ is still
used these days but it is almost
beginning to sound quaint in light
of the merciless slaughter in other
parts of the Middle East.”
The carnage and destruction the
Lebanese witnessed in 1975-90, he
said, is acting as a brake to the rise
in tensions between the country’s
Shia and Sunnis — a product of the
wider confrontation between Iran
and Saudi Arabia — and preventing
a new surge of fighting.
Walid Jumblatt is leader of Lebanon’s Druze Muslims and led one
of the country’s ablest and most
disciplined militias throughout

the war and is now a pivotal political icon who counsels accommodation and diplomacy. He recently
observed on his Twitter account:
“I was one of the factions driven
by fanaticism and hatred. My advice to (my son) Taymour, and
every Lebanese youth is to beware
of violence and ignorance.”
Hariri’s son and political successor, Saad, warned in an anniversary statement that the Lebanese should “never again” allow
themselves to be manipulated into
another civil war. “We will never
allow it to return,” he cautioned.
“We cannot protect Lebanon if
we do not stop surrounding fires
from reaching it, or worse, if we
keep throwing ourselves into their
flames.”
The Lebanese have to a large
extent locked away their memories of the war, producing what
psychiatrists might call “collective amnesia”. The warlords who
survived the bloodletting led the
way: In 1991, parliament decreed
that no political leaders would be
prosecuted for atrocities committed during the war.
And now these men are political
leaders, wheeling and dealing with
their former foes. The only warlord who spent any time behind
bars was Samir Geagea, staunchly
anti-Syrian and involved in some
of the bloodier episodes of the
conflict as leader of the Lebanese
Forces. He, like the others, nowadays dons a suit and has become a
politician.

The Lebanese civil war
had multiple causes
Claude Salhani

Beirut

T

o solve a problem one has
first to admit it exists. The
Lebanese commemorate
the 40th anniversary of
the official start of the
Lebanese civil war in April. The
problem here is two-fold: First, the
date selected as that of the official
start, April 13, 1975, is wrong. In
fact, the war started long before.
And second, the Lebanese hardly
ever acknowledged the fact that the
country went through a civil war.
The Lebanese refer to the 17year civil war, Israeli invasion, car
bombings, Syrian occupation and
every other calamity that struck
this country on and after April 13,
1975, the official debut of the Lebanese civil war, as “The Events”.

The Lebanese hardly
ever acknowledged
the fact that the
country went
through a civil war
The Lebanese tried to pretend
their country was simply going
through a bad phase. Visitors were
often asked if they knew Lebanon
before “The Events”.
Yet the civil war, or The Events
if you prefer, did not start on April
13, 1975. There was a multitude of
issues that led to the outbreak of
violence such as the delicate balance between Christians and Muslims and the effect on the country
of regional events.
It was a compilation of all these
different issues, social, political
and religious that was piling up
in a pressure cooker with no release valve. At one point it had to
explode. But the process that led
to that fateful date, when all the
ingredients finally fell into place,
actually began in the Swiss city of
Basel in 1897, when the First Zionist
Congress voted to select Palestine
as “the historic home of the Jewish
people”.
That decision led to Jewish migration to British-mandated Palestine and the founding in 1948 of
the state of Israel and the exodus
of Palestinians and the subsequent
creation of the Palestinian refugee
crisis. One can hardly talk of the
Middle East issues without noting the impact the different
wars had on the countries of
the region.
— 1948 saw the birth of a new
country in the Middle East and
Palestinian refugees fleeing their
homeland.
— 1956, the Suez Crisis reaffirmed the lines of support
of the former colonial powers towards Israel, perhaps in
the hope that this stance would
somehow wash away the shame
of the manner in which Europeans had treated the Jews during
the 1940s.
— 1967 war was a humiliating
defeat for the Arabs who lost the
Sinai, the Golan Heights, the Gaza
Strip, the West Bank and East Jerusalem to the Israelis. This war also
led the Israelis to bathe in their arrogance and to believe they were
invincible.
— 1970, the Palestine Liberation Organisation and affiliated
Palestinian resistance groups are
forcibly expelled from Jordan and
relocate to Lebanon. The arrival of
tens of thousands of mostly Mus-

lim Palestinians in Lebanon upset
the delicate confessional balance in
the country.
— 1973, the October War. Of all
the conflicts in the Middle East,
this one carries special importance
as it gave the Arabs the confidence
they needed to sit at the negotiating table and to face the Israelis on
an equal footing.
But without a doubt, the catalyst
that led to the Lebanese war was
the Israeli raid led by Ehud Barak
on the home of three Palestinian
leaders in Beirut — Kamal Adwan,
Kamal Nasser and Abu Youssef.
The 1973 raid in Beirut’s fashionable Verdun neighbourhood led the
Palestinians to declare the Lebanese state incapable of defending
the resistance in the very heart of
the capital and stated they would
henceforth rely only on themselves
for their security. This move worried the Lebanese Christian parties
who began arming themselves and
set up military training camps in
the Christian hinterlands.
It was now only a matter of time
before the fuse was lit. Clashes between Christian militias and the
guerrillas became more common,
as did Israeli raids on Lebanese
towns and villages. The final piece
to the puzzle that would unravel
the Lebanese mosaic came on that
bloody Sunday in April.
I was returning home after having taken photographs of Lebanon’s
first commercial casualty, a devastated men’s clothing store in Bab
Idriss, the heart of Beirut’s business
district, when two more explosions
echoed off the shuttered buildings.
They were immediately followed
by long continuous bursts of heavy
gun fire.
“It’s the beginning,” lamented
Hussein, my driver, slowly shaking his head. “There is no telling
what will come of this. It’s only the
beginning.” He was interrupted by
further bursts of machine gun fire
ripping through the night.
“It will be many, many years
before we ever go back to normal
again,” he continued.
“Lubnan khalas,” — Lebanon is
finished — said Hussein, my driver,
with tears in his eyes.
“Lubnan khalas,” he repeated
slowly to himself. I thought Hussein was overreacting. He was not.
It was April 13, 1975.
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Iran’s proxy armies as strategic weapon
James Bruce

Beirut

T

he offensive to retake the
Iraqi city of Tikrit, Saddam
Hussein’s birthplace, was
spearheaded by an Iranian-backed force of some
20,000 Shia militiamen, many of
them veterans of the Tehran-directed covert war against the Americans
in Iraq prior to the US withdrawal
in December 2011. They were supported by up to 10,000 government
soldiers.
Tehran’s open use of what were
long considered clandestine forces
to further its strategic objectives
underlines how the turmoil that
has convulsed the Middle East since
2011 has emboldened Iran’s leadership even as it negotiates with USled world powers over its nuclear
programme.

Tehran’s strategic
objective is to
exploit the power
vacuums to
dominate the entire
region from the Arab
Levant to
Afghanistan
The Shia militias in Iraq have become Tehran’s major weapon in
fighting Sunni jihadists, such as the
Islamic State (ISIS) and the caliphate
it proclaimed in northern Iraq in
June 2014, and in a much broader
effort to install friendly regimes
around its periphery that delineates
Iranians’ fear of foreign threats to
the Islamic Republic.
The Iraqi army, still struggling to

reorganise after its complete collapse during last summer’s ISIS
blitzkrieg, relies on Iran’s proxies
to counter the jihadists, and this, in
turn, has greatly strengthened Tehran’s control of its western neighbour.
There are an estimated 50 Shia
groups operating in Iraq and Syria,
dominated by several organisations
led by stridently anti-American extremists.
Iran’s proxy war, which embraces
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen, is
directed by Major-General Qassem
Soleimani, commander of the AlQuds Force, the elite, 15,000-strong
arm of the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC).
Soleimani, a decorated veteran
of the 1980-88 war with Iraq, coordinates all of Iran’s armed proxies
outside its borders. Now 56, he’s
lauded as a hero by his countrymen
and there has even been talk of him
becoming president one day.
Many of the men who lead the
main Iraqi Shia militias are longtime Al-Quds operatives who have
been active since the 1980s. The
most dangerous of these is a veteran of Iran’s undercover wars who
uses the nom de guerre Abu Mahdi
al-Muhandes and who is operations
chief of the Popular Mobilisation
Unit (PMU), which embraces all the
proxy groups.
Muhandes, now in his 60s, is
Soleimani’s right-hand man. They
have known each for 20 years and
Muhandes has considerable influence in Tehran. The United States
branded him a Specially Designated
Global Terrorist in July 2009.
Kataib Sayyed al-Shuhada, or Brigades of the Prince of Martyrs, is led
by Mustafa al Sheibani, a veteran
Iranian-backed operative who head-

South of Tikrit
ed the notorious Sheibani Network
during the war against the Americans in Iraq.
One of the oldest and most effective groups is Asaib Ahl al-Haqq
(AAH), or League of the Righteous.
It is led by Akram Abas al Kadi, designated a terrorist by the United
States in 2009.
Its founder, Qaid al-Khazali, another Iraqi Al-Quds alumnus, led an
operation in which six US soldiers
were killed near the Shia holy city
of Karbala in early 2007. He and his
brother Laith were captured by US

forces but were released by Baghdad
after the United States withdrew in
December 2011.
This Iranian “foreign legion”
emerged as Tehran became increasingly concerned at what it saw as a
ring of Sunni militancy on its borders, with the Islamic State and its
self-proclaimed caliphate in Iraq
and Syria as the biggest threat, evoking as it does the historic triumphs
of Sunni Islam over the breakaway
Shia in the dynastic wars of the
seventh and eighth centuries that
followed the death of the Prophet

Mohammed. Military analysts say
it is becoming ever clearer that Tehran’s strategic objective is to exploit
the power vacuums created by the
upheavals of the “Arab spring” to
dominate not only Iraq and Syria,
now essentially Iranian protectorates, but the entire region from the
Arab Levant to Afghanistan.
James Bruce has written extensively on Middle Eastern security issues
for many years for such publications as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly.

The many scenarios after Abadi’s visit to Washington
View poi nt

Sam
Menassa

Beirut

I

t does not take much effort
to note the similarity in the
visit by Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi to Washington and the visits of his
predecessor Nuri al-Maliki
to the US capital.
Perhaps the only difference lies
in the faces as it is quite difficult
to make out the difference in the
performance of the two men on
more than one front.
The administration of US President Barack Obama, meanwhile,
has yet to grasp the political repercussions of Maliki’s policies for
conditions in Iraq. Nonetheless, it
appears that Abadi didn’t succeed
during his visit to dispel US “reservations” about his government’s
performance, whether in terms of
national reconciliation or fighting
the Islamic State (ISIS).
Although Abadi criticised Iran at
the end of his visit in a bid to save
face, he also said that Iraq would
receive a shipment of F-16 fighter
jets, while Washington maintained
it was studying the proper time to
go ahead with the deal.
The supposed slow pace of delivering the weaponry that Baghdad
wants doesn’t merely reflect a fear
that the arms might fall into the
wrong hands as much as it reveals
implicit collusion with Tehran, to
avoid upsetting the Islamic Republic on the eve of signing a nuclear
framework agreement with it.
Analysts in Washington say
that the US political and military

establishments suffer from a type
of “blindness” when it comes
to what is happening in Iraq. In
public, US officials voice objections
over the role of the predominantly
Shia Popular Mobilisation militias,
whose major groups are Iranianled, in fighting ISIS.
This view is supported by the
apparent lack of seriousness on the
part of US military leaders about
moving away from cooperation
with Iran and its allies; thus, they
fail to notice that these militias,
which stood aside and watched
how the liberation of Tikrit was
achieved with US air support, will
quickly destroy the city, with acts
of revenge to follow.
While US military circles have
declared that the anti-ISIS coalition
forces will not take part in recovering Anbar, there is news of a nearcomplete collapse in this province,
to the benefit of ISIS. This means
that in the end, the biggest loser
will be the Sunni tribes.
After more than eight months
since the collapse of the political

US political and military
establishments suffer from a
type of “blindness” when it
comes to what is happening in
Iraq
No shortage of concerns

and military structure that ruled
Iraq under Maliki, and the tapping
of Abadi to form a new national
unity government, setting up a
National Guard force comprised
of Sunni tribesmen has yet to take
place.
More and more people have
urged the arming of these forces
and criticised the tardiness in
doing so but Iraqi leaders have
said that these forces have yet to
receive military support from the
government in Baghdad. They also
suffer from shortfalls in manpower
and financial and other resources.
Thus, one may ask: What is the
White House planning for this
phase and what did Obama mean
when he talked about the need
for Iraq’s friends, who are offering
assistance to it and official Iraqi
institutions — this was repeated
by Abadi later — to send this assistance through the government?
Was this meant as a signal to Iran?
Does this mean that the alternative
to US weapons will be Tehran?
Under this slogan of “fear of US

Abadi didn’t
succeed during
his visit to
dispel US
“reservations”
about his
government’s
performance

weapons once again falling into
the hands of ISIS”, if there is no
confirmation that the political process will lead to the reorganisation
of the Iraqi army, the US-Iranian
partnership in confronting ISIS
and al-Qaeda will be legitimised on
the ground, through demonising
and deepening Sunni extremism,
at least in Iraq. This appears to be
a consolation prize for Tehran, by
rehabilitating it and encouraging it
to accept the nuclear agreement in
two and a half months’ time.
However, this doesn’t necessarily imply that there is an attempt to
end the role of Sunnis and annihilate them in Iraq.
But if the administration’s performance indicates its intention to
redraw its alliances in the region
by deepening its links to Iran, then
the matter becomes one of locating a new “policeman”, or adding
another policeman.
Although Obama affirmed that
Iran doesn’t pose a threat to Arab
countries or US strategic interests,
does this signal a desire to replace
Tel Aviv with Tehran? After all, Iran
represents a large minority that is
able to defend itself and doesn’t
need foreign aid to survive, as is
the case with Israel.
Of course, this isn’t a realistic
scenario just yet; it’s largely linked
to the policies of this administration and won’t necessarily apply to
its successor.
But it’s also likely that we’ll see
changes, even in Israeli-Iranian
relations, such as the news, revealed by Comprehensive Nuclear Test-Ban Treaty Organization
Executive-Secretary Lassina Zerbo,
that Israeli and Iranian experts will
participate together in technical
meetings to be held soon under the
group’s auspices.
Sam Menassa is a Lebanese
political analyst who has been
covering Lebanon and the Middle
East for 25 years.
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ISIS makes gains in Syria as it loses ground in Iraq
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

he Iraqi army, heavily reinforced by Iranian-backed
Shia militias and US air
power, is pushing Islamic
State (ISIS) militants out
of territory they conquered in 2014,
but, in neighbouring Syria, ISIS
seems to be gaining ground in an
offensive on Damascus that may
be linked to a new rebel push in the
south.
On April 9th, ISIS fighters were reported to be less than 3 miles from
the palace of embattled President
Bashar Assad as they overran an
estimated 90% of the Palestinian
refugee camp at Yarmouk, which
over the years has become a southern suburb of the capital.
ISIS stormed battle-ruined Yarmouk on April 1st, after infiltrating
fighters into the camp, reportedly
with the help of the Al-Nusra Front,
al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria.

In Iraq, ISIS has lost
25-30% of the
territory, according
to the Pentagon
After two weeks of fierce combat,
Palestinian officials reported on
April 16th that ISIS withdrew from
Yarmouk to its nearby stronghold of
Hajar al-Aswad after defeating the
Palestinian Aknaf al-Maqdis group,
the jihadists’ main foe in the camp –
and left Al-Nusra fighters in control.
Al-Nusra and ISIS frequently
fought each other during Syria’s
4-year-old civil war but have
worked together several times as
a powerful jihadist force. If they
are now collaborating to the extent
they seem to be by establishing a

foothold in south Damascus, the regime should be worried.
The push into Yarmouk was ISIS’s
most significant advance into the
capital and it could give the group
a big boost and no doubt attract
many recruits despite its recent setbacks in Iraq, where the Pentagon
says the group has lost 25-30% of
the territory it has overrun since the
summer of 2014.

The assault on
Yarmouk is seen as
part of an ISIS drive
to establish a major
presence south of
Damascus
Yarmouk, the southern gateway
to the capital, was set up in 1957
by refugees most of whom had fled
the Galilee region of Palestine after
it was taken over by the Israelis.
When the Syrian war began, the
shantytown, roughly 8 sq. kilometres, hosted some 200,000 Palestinians. Most of those have fled,
mainly to Lebanon or other parts of
Syria.
Only an estimated 15,000 remain
and they were trapped in the fierce
house-to-house fighting between
ISIS and the regime with its dreaded helicopter-borne barrel bombs,
another catastrophe in an arc of
conflict that has produced the biggest humanitarian crises since the
second world war.
The assault on Yarmouk is seen
as part of an ISIS drive to establish a
major presence south of Damascus,
all the way to the Deraa region on
the border with Jordan.
The ISIS push into Yarmouk “represents the strongest ISIS encroachment into southern Syria thus far”,
Jeffrey White and Andrew Tabler of
the Washington Institute for Near

A Palestinian man guards a post in Yarmouk Palestinian refugee camp, on April 6, 2015.
East Policy observed in an April
10th analysis.
US-based Arab analyst says the
“attack on Yarmouk is part of a
broader and alarming campaign by
ISIS to establish a strong presence
in the south of Syria. It’s attempting, with some considerable success thus far, to expand its footprint
in Syria even as it’s slowly being
rolled back in Iraq.
There has been no significant sign
that the minority Alawite regime in
Damascus is in imminent danger of
collapse but, despite some successes a few months ago, it seems to be
on the back foot now.
On March 25th, Assad lost the
southern city of Basra al-Sham.

Three days later in the north west,
Islamist rebels led by al-Nusra, and
calling themselves ‘the Army of
Conquest’, overran the provincial
capital of Idlib after heavy street
fighting.
Then on April 1st, the pro-Western Free Syrian Army seized the last
official border crossing to Jordan at
Jaber, cutting off a vital economic
artery for the Damascus regime.
With large-scale military support
from the elite Quds Force of Iran’s
Revolutionary Guards, Lebanon’s
battle-hardened Hezbollah and Shia
fighters from Iraq, Afghanistan and
even Pakistan, pro-regime forces
still hold most of the capital as well
as a swathe of central and northern

Syria.
Russia is providing weapons and
high-powered diplomatic support
for Assad, while Iran is providing financial and military support.
This, along with the West’s blundering, has contributed greatly to
the regime’s staying power after
four years of conflict. It’s not clear
whether the two Islamist offensives
are linked. But Elias Hanna, a former Lebanese army general, and
other analysts say the Damascus
regime is currently under growing
military pressure. “The regime is
fatigued,” Hanna observed.
Ed Blanche is the analysis section
editor at the Arab Weekly.

Battles of Idlib and Yarmouk not the last challenges for Assad
View poi nt

Stephen
Starr

A

t opposite ends of
Syria two key recent
battles offered an
insight in the
country’s future: In
Idlib in the northwest, opposition and jihadist
forces including Jabhat al-Nusra
took control of a provincial capital
for only the second time in four
years of revolt and war. South in
the Yarmouk Palestinian camp, an
impoverished Damascus suburb
controlled by rebels and besieged
by the government since July
2013, Islamic State (ISIS) forces
gained a dominant foothold,
putting it closer to the steps of the
presidential palace than it ever
had been, before pulling out to
allow its local ally Jabhat al-Nusra
take control.
But Syrian government forces are
far from finished with Idlib. President Bashar Assad’s most capable
battlefield operator, Colonel Suheil
al-Hassan, has been called in to
lead plans to retake the city. In less
than a week, his forces managed to
ambush, kill and flummox jihadist fighters on the city’s outskirts
resulting in the deaths of dozens.
UN Secretary-General Ban Kimoon described the situation in
Yarmouk as the “deepest circle of
hell”.
Sources in Syria, who asked not
to be named, say the regime is
preparing to “level” Idlib by means

UN Secretary-General Ban Kimoon described the situation
in Yarmouk as the “deepest
circle of hell”

of a massive air assault in the coming days or weeks. A repeat of the
February 2012 shelling operation
and demolition of Homs’ Baba Amr
may be in the cards should government forces first succeed in driving
rebels out of surrounding towns
to the north. It’s worth remembering government forces chose to
withdraw from Idlib for apparently
strategic reasons in late March, not
because they fought to the last man
and were defeated outright.
Idlib’s importance dwarfs
Raqqa’s, the only other Syrian provincial capital to fall to opposition
forces. Idlib sits 25 kilometres from
the Turkish border from where
jihadists have been able to transfer
weapons and fighters for several
years. More important is Idlib’s
proximity to the Aleppo-Damascus

highway – just 20 kilometres –
which government forces need to
ensure Aleppo, Syria’s largest city, is
not cut off from the rest of government-held Syria. Losing overland
access to Aleppo would amount to
one of the most serious blows to
Damascus since the revolt began.
South of Damascus in the
besieged Yarmouk camp, jihadist
groups are also advancing. Rebels
and jihadists first gained access to
Yarmouk through neighbouring
Hajar al-Aswad in 2012 and have
steadily secured control of what has
become a critical entrance for opposition fighters to Damascus from
the south, despite a government
siege that has hurt the remaining
civilians there.
For the Syrian government, the
first line of defence today is around

Numerous
battles and
incidents over
the past three
years have
been framed
as “turning
points”

Batiqa Square at the northern
entrance to Yarmouk camp. Here,
hundreds of militia fighters have
been stationed for almost three
years on the north and eastern verges of the square; snipers stationed
in the towers to the north make it
impossible for civilians to enter or
leave the camp.
Much of the regime’s defences
deployed to protect Damascus
proper from the southern suburbs
that include Yarmouk are made up
of Shabiha groups commanded by
forces from the Popular Front for
the Liberation of Palestine-General
Command, a Palestinian militia that
has remained loyal to the regime.
But even as ISIS forces have
made headlines by advancing on
Yarmouk, the regime can call upon
some of the Middle East’s besttrained Shia militiamen, including
many Lebanese and Iranians, who
are protecting the Saida Zeinab
shrine just eight kilometres to the
southeast. The regime would much
like to “level” Yarmouk, as it did in
Baba Amr three years ago, but such
a move would cause outrage among
Palestinians and Arabs around the
region, and the jihadists know this.
Numerous battles and incidents
over the past three years have been
framed as “turning points” that
place the Assad regime, or opposition forces, on the front foot.
Neither Idlib nor Yarmouk alone
will decide the outcome of the war
but what happens in both places
over the coming weeks may point to
the emergence of a broader pattern.
Whether that points to a more resilient or weaker Damascus government remains to be seen.
Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist
who lived in Syria from 2007 to
2012. He is the author of Revolt in
Syria: Eye-Witness to the Uprising
(Oxford University Press: 2012).
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Why Tehran should step back

The unheeded lessons
of Lebanon’s civil war

A

s Lebanon acknowledges the 40th anniversary of its
devastating civil war, there is no indication the Arab
world has learned many lessons from that 15-yearlong internecine conflict.
Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya are being decimated
by civil strife. People who formerly shared citizenship and regarded each other as countrymen have
now gathered behind sectarian, ethnic or tribal walls. With
religious identity hardening and extremist ideologies gaining the
upper hand, century-old tenuous coexistence has given way to
zero-sum, winner-take-all violence.
Ongoing civil wars have proven devastating in terms of their
human toll, infrastructure damage and lost revenue. Millions have
been displaced inside their countries or made refugees abroad.
Current bloody events will create an entire generation of wounded
and traumatised young men and women unable to lead functional
lives, much less help rebuild their countries.
The fragile and complex make-up of many Arab countries has
lent itself to manipulation by regional powers – exactly what
Lebanon experienced during its civil war. The Sykes-Picot states,
prime among them Syria and Iraq, are proving especially vulnerable to forces of disintegration.
The chaos created by regionalism, tribalism and feuding over
natural resources have led to protracted civil strife in Libya. A
similarly destructive process led to the dismemberment of the
Sudan. Many of the Arab countries’ current borders could be in
jeopardy if internal conflicts persist.
The instability and fraying of authority that accompanies
internal conflicts have facilitated the emergence of abhorrently
violent forces such as al-Qaeda and ISIS, which have only wrought
further death and destruction upon the region.
Civil wars shaking the Arab world have encouraged Israeli
governments to believe they can afford not to work for a just peace
with the Palestinians. Too consumed by the internal feuds, most of
the Arabs have been unable today to focus on anything outside
their borders.
The ongoing civil strife also poses threats to the minorities who
make up sizeable populations of many states in the Middle East and
North Africa. Just as religious minority regimes should not impose
their will on majorities through the barrel of a gun, neither should
majority groups disenfranchise minorities under the pretence of
majoritarianism or sectarian “purity”.
The solution lies not in world powers exploiting the mayhem by
trying to re-engineer the makeup of afflicted countries. The
situation can only be made worse by regional powers supporting
proxy armies to back one faction against the other. That kind of
interference only further confuses loyalties and allegiances, and
thus fuels the flames of further civil strife.
The uprisings of 2011 have also laid bare, in many parts of the
Middle East and North Africa, glaring regional development
imbalances which can lead to further strife and instability.
The Arab world needs to stop the civil war madness from which
there will be no victors. Then, it can devote its resources to the
building (and in many cases, to the rebuilding) of its societies.
In the long run, there will be need for region-wide reform that
would establish political systems on the basis of citizenship not on
any divisive affiliations. Only then will the Arabs be able to achieve
civil peace and stability at home and to interact constructively
with the rest of the world.
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C

onflicts across the
Middle East have taken
on a strong sectarian
dimension in what
appears to be a proxy
war between the
Iranian axis and an Arab alliance
Kahwaji
led by Saudi Arabia.
From Iraq to Syria to Lebanon and
all the way south to Yemen, historic
buried rivalries between Muslim
Shias and Sunnis have resurfaced in
a bloody way and are spreading like
fire in a dry wood, dividing families,
tribes and countries. The sectarian
genie is out and is threatening those
who helped release it.
It is not a secret that Iran has
successfully exported the Islamic
revolution to Iraq, Syria, Lebanon
and Bahrain. Iranian Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei also
has great political and religious
influence on many Shias in the Arab
and Islamic world.
This gives Tehran influence
and puts it in direct confrontation
with most of the region’s leaders.
Although the conflict between Iran
and the Arab world is largely political with historic ethnic roots, it has
become today largely sectarian.
The Arab countries largely
relied on their allies — the United
States and Europe — to help them
stand against Iran. But Washington shocked its Arab allies with
the agreement it negotiated and
reached with Tehran over
the Iranian nuclear programme. This constituted
Arab leaders are
an important landmark
being challenged by
in Arab relations with
the West and generated a
ISIS as to who is the
strong sense that Washingrightful protector of ton was eager to strike a
deal with Iran even if that
Arabs and Sunnis
did not prevent Iran from
becoming a major power in
the region.
When the Sunni majority of
Syria revolted against the Iranianbacked Alawite Syrian regime,
Arab countries saw an opportunity to check Iranian expansionist
schemes. They sent large caches
of weapons to the rebels who were
quickly infiltrated by Islamic groups
that gained the upper hand in the
fighting and occupied large chunks
of the country.
Iraq at the time was also engulfed
in a sectarian war between the
Iranian-backed Shia government
forces and Sunni tribes supported
by Arab Gulf states. Islamic groups
in Syria and Iraq joined forces and
invaded most of the Sunni provinces of Iraq and subsequently
established the Islamic State (ISIS)
in Iraq and Syria.
In Yemen, Iran supported the
Houthi movement which is made
up of the Zaidi sect, an offshoot of
Shi’ism. The Houthis fought for few
years against the Yemeni government under president Ali Abdullah
Saleh, also a Zaidi. But when the

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Arab Gulf States supported the
Yemeni revolution against Saleh,
the Houthis joined forces with the
former president and overthrew
President Abd Rabbo Mansour, a
Sunni from the south. Now, Riyadh
is leading an alliance of nine Arab
countries plus Pakistan against the
Houthis to restore Hadi to power.
The patriotism and sense of
nationalism of Shia communities in
the Arab countries is being questioned. Does the Arab Shia regard
himself a citizen of this country or
a follower of the Iranian supreme
leader? Can his Arab government
trust him? These are questions on
the minds of many Arab officials
and leaders.
At the same time, the rise of
ISIS as a force that is adamant on
confronting the Iranian-Shia threat
that the Arab regimes failed to stop
has appealed to many young people
who continue to travel thousands
of miles to join the extremist group.
Arab leaders are being challenged
by ISIS as to who is the rightful
protector of Sunni Arabs.
The Iranian-axis of TehranDamascus-Hezbollah is no longer
being accepted by most Arabs as
a genuine anti-Israeli force set on
liberating Palestine. It is seen as a
Shia alliance aimed at undermining Arabs and Sunnis. Pakistani
and Turkish support to Operation
Decisive Storm in Yemen is a clear
signal to Tehran that non-Arab Muslim states have grown frustrated
with Iranian efforts of exporting the
revolution.
Therefore, the regional political
struggle has taken on a sectarian
dimension and is quickly sliding
into an all-out sectarian war that
nobody can really win because
religious ideological wars are total
wars: They end when one party
annihilates the other or when one
surrenders and converts.
Iran and its allies are fighting ISIS
on one front (Iraq) and the United
States is on their side there, while
Arab allies are fighting Iran on another front (Yemen) with America’s
aid. Both are willingly subjecting
themselves to a war of attrition that
neither can win.
It is time for Iran to end the policy
of exporting the revolution and
seek a political agreement with its
neighbours, while it is also time for
Arab countries to come together in
an all-out effort to combat extremism and terminate ISIS before it
expands beyond control.
Only a Sunni force can defeat
a Sunni extremist group. Hence,
Tehran should step back and seek
a political settlement with its Arab
neighbours that would end the current madness.
Riad Kahwaji is CEO of the Institute for Near East and Gulf Military
Analysis (INEGMA) based in Dubai
and Beirut.
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Morocco’s balancing act
Rabat

Samir

C

lose observers of
Morocco offer a
number of reasons
why the kingdom has
managed to keep its
Sobh
head above water in
the face of economic and political
turbulence in much of the Middle
East and North Africa.
Some give credit to the reasonable social and economic policies
of the governing Parti de la justice
et du développement (PJD). Others
point to the success of the country’s security services in thwarting
attacks by radical Islamists by infiltrating their networks and keeping
a close eye on Moroccans returning
from Syria and Iraq.
Yet others argue that incentives
to encourage foreign direct investment have bolstered the manufacturing sector at a time when
European companies are struggling
with economic recession and low
demand. In 2014, the automotive
industry officially became Morocco’s leading export sector.
An underlying source of Moroccan stability is King Mohammed
VI’s widely accepted legitimacy,
which has allowed him to intervene when the constitutionally weak parliament
A little luck, and
and prime minister fail
to act or act unwisely. At
more financial
the same time, when the
government has tried to
flows from the
do the right things — such
GCC wouldn’t hurt
as Prime Minister Abdelilah Benkirane’s efforts to
enact necessary, if painful,
pension reforms — the king
has stood by the PJD in the face of
opposition from the two traditional
parties, Istiqlal and USFP (Socialist
Union of Popular Forces).
But perhaps the king’s great-

est contribution to his country’s
stability derives from his outreach
to his fellow monarchs in the Gulf.
In October 2012, with his kingdom
facing street protests and budgetary challenges, the king took a tour
of several Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states and returned with
pledges of tangible assistance.
But challenges lie ahead. The
European Union, Morocco’s largest
trading partner, is facing economic
difficulties; although the European
Central Bank’s monetary easing policy may lead to increased
consumer demand before the end
of the year. The PJD’s economic
austerity measures are unpopular
and may spark even more labour
unrest.
Aware of this risk, the king is
said to not favour reducing energy
subsidies or freezing public service
salaries. Youth unemployment remains high. Despite all the efforts
by the palace and the government,
corruption is also rife. A bloated
informal economy (35% of gross
national product (GNP)) encourages illicit practices that can hurt
domestic industries. As in other
countries of the region, trafficking
is the best ally of jihadist formations.
As an immediate neighbour to
the Sahel region, the kingdom
faces a turbulent environment and
is under constant threat of jihadist
attacks. Its security establishment
has done an excellent job preventing and thwarting such threats.
Just one significant jihadist attack
could be a huge blow to the important tourism industry and financial
flows from the Gulf, which have
been vital to Morocco’s stability,
may diminish if oil prices remain
flat or, even worse, plunge lower.
King Mohammed VI has done
an impressive job in maintaining

Weathering the turbulence, so far
Morocco’s stability and picking
up the slack where the country’s
historic parties, such as the USFP
or Istiqlal, have stopped playing a leading political role. But to
sustain progress, the king must
continue to make the right moves.

A little luck — and more financial
flows from the GCC — wouldn’t
hurt, either.
Samir Sobh is a Lebanese columnist and economic analyst who
follows Maghreb affairs.

The Arab world after operation Decisive Storm

T

he Obama administration’s policies in the
Middle East are
advantageous to the
Gulf states in one
respect: They force
them to face the reality of their
Mohammed Usaimi
internal and external situations.
In a recent interview with
American journalist Thomas Friedman, US President Barack Obama
opined that the greatest threats to
the Sunni Arab states are internal.
According to Obama, the threat to
Arab states lies with “populations
that, in some cases, are alienated,
youth that are underemployed, an
ideology that is destructive and
nihilistic, and in some cases, just a
belief that there are no legitimate
political outlets for grievances”.
In the same interview Obama
said he would have a “tough
conversation” with the Gulf states
about their internal challenges
while providing strong support
against external threats. The US
president also expressed solidarity
with Israel, stressing the view that
the relationship between Israel and
the United States is larger than any
passing disagreements about Iran
and its nuclear programme.
Obama’s allusion to internal
challenges makes it clear that the
contagion of the “Arab spring” still
has the potential to spread to the
Arab Gulf states. Alienated populations, underemployed
youth and political grievTehran is more
ances were the rallying cry
the revolutionaries of
willing and able than for
the “Arab spring”. That is,
until the revolutionaries
ever to continue its
realised they were being
flagrant intervention used as fuel for the fires of
war and civil strife, as was
in Arab states
particularly clear in the
cases of Libya and Yemen.
It is also clear from
Obama’s comments that the
United States will no longer be
an absolute ally to the Arab Gulf
states. Rather, the United States

will be the Arab Gulf states’ arms
dealer, providing them with weapons to help them defend themselves against external aggression.
In this regard, Obama only mentioned one potential aggressor:
Iran. Ironically, it is precisely Iran
that has long been the darling of
the Obama administration, an
administration that has chosen to
ignore Iranian interference and
meddling in the countries of the
region.
As a result of Iranian policies
and US indulgence, Tehran is
more willing and able than ever to
continue its flagrant intervention
in Arab states. These interventions
are either direct or via the Shia
Arab leaderships in the region and
have led to the humiliation and provocation
of Sunni Arabs. This
is especially clear in
Iraq and Lebanon,
which represent
the focus of Iranian
attempts to shred
Arab national security
and achieve
Iranian objectives.
The success of the
Iranian
agenda
was made
clear in the
reactions
of Arab Shia
politicians
to Operation
Decisive Storm.
Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider
al-Abadi, Foreign
Minister Ibrahim
al-Jaafari and Hezbollah SecretaryGeneral Hassan
Nasrallah all
vehemently
denounced the

operation. That is how the region’s
most prominent Shia Arab politicians reacted after the formation
of an alliance to fight the Houthis
and Ali Abdullah Saleh’s forces in
Yemen and push them to return to
the negotiating table.
Israel, of course, is the primary beneficiary from the current disarray in the region. Israeli
gains, moreover, are not the result
of Iranian losses, in spite of the
strength of Israel’s opposition to
Iran’s nuclear programme. Israel
gains from the current situation
primarily at the expense of the
Palestinians whose losses are
forecast to increase exponentially.
It will finalise its occupation; and
the peace process will disappear
forever. Israel will become
de facto reality, making it
imperative for the
Arabs to recognise it
as a full, legitimate,
Middle Eastern
state.
Responsibility
for this lies first
and foremost
with Iran, which for 35
years has fought the
Arab nation states.
Iran has also exploited Arab tractability to
weaken the makeup
of Arab states and
control their social,
political and economic structures.
In the case
of Iraq and
Lebanon,
this has extended to the
state’s military articulation as well, a
state of affairs
Iran hoped
to replicate in
Yemen.
The dream of
a Greater Israel

and a new Persian Empire meet in
an Arab region that has become
exposed to both designs because
of the transformation of a number
of Arab countries into failed states
or, at the very least, states unable
to contend with their regional
enemies.

Operation
Decisive Storm
has given hope
that there will
be no return to
Arab weakness
Arabs are left with no choice but
to resist these imperialistic ambitions, which surround them on
every side. Moreover, Arabs will
never succeed in resisting such
trends if they do not unify their
political, military and economic
capabilities and build a system
capable of combating the threats,
which have emanated from the
“Arab spring” including the dismemberment of the nation states,
the proliferation of civil wars and
mounting terrorism.
From this starting point, and in
the coming years, it might be possible to combat the imperialistic
aspirations that exploit the results
of the “Arab spring” to threaten
Arabs along with the independence of their states.
The hope, in spite of everything, is that Arabs wake up to
the political and military realities
of the region. Operation Decisive
Storm has given hope that there
will be no return to Arab weakness and that there will be rather
a continuing mobilisation against
the ambitions that exploit Arab
frailties.
Mohammed Usaimi is a Saudi
writer.
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Joining the ICC: Is it good for the Palestinians?
Dominique Roch

Beirut

W

hen in early April,
building on its enhanced status at
the United Nations
since 2012, the Palestinian Authority (PA) joined the
International Criminal Court (ICC),
Palestinians at large expected it to
immediately file a raft of complaints
against Israel. As that did not happen, some Palestinians wondered
half-jokingly whether the April 1st,
ICC admission was not an April
Fool’s joke played on them by their
leader Mahmoud Abbas.
Palestinians rightly feel Israel has
enjoyed a large degree of impunity
in dealing with them and they certainly hope that joining the global
last resort court – whose mandate
is to investigate war crimes, crimes
against humanity and genocide —
will act as a deterrent.
If held accountable, Israeli military and political leaders might
think twice before resorting to their
usual violent tactics for fear of ending up in front of the International
Court of Justice.

The Palestinian
street feels Abbas’
decision to join the
court was long
overdue
Though Israel has not ratified the
Rome statute, which is the founding
treaty establishing the ICC, Israeli
individuals could be prosecuted for
crimes committed in Palestinian
territories. Last summer’s Gaza war
is already under review by ICC prosecutor Fatou Bensouda, the PA having asked the court to retroactively
extend its jurisdiction starting from
June 13, 2014.
The Palestinian street feels Abbas’ decision to join the court was
long overdue. And, indeed, the disproportionate use of force by Israel
last summer in Gaza certainly quali-

fies for legal independent scrutiny
with the killing of more than 2,200
Palestinians, a majority of them
civilians; the wounding of 11,000,
many with life-changing injuries;
and the destruction of entire residential neighbourhoods.
It is now up to Bensouda to decide, following the current review,
whether a full-scale investigation
should be launched.
But the situation in Gaza is not
the only issue that should be addressed. On top of the list there is
the unrelenting building of Jewish
settlements in the West Bank and
East Jerusalem and the transfer by
Israel of 550,000 of its citizens to
territories occupied in 1967, which
could qualify as a war crime.
So could be the so-called “price
tag” policy by Jewish settlers in the
occupied West Bank against Palestinian civilians resulting in the destruction of property, uprooting of
trees, arson and physical attacks.
No wonder many Palestinians ask
what Abbas is waiting for before he
takes action.
For the time being the Ramallah
leadership is treading cautiously.
Clearly it has managed to finally
score a victory of sorts against Israel. After being unable to muster
enough votes last December to submit a UN resolution setting a target
date for the end of the Israeli occupation and the establishment of a
Palestinian state, Abbas is hoping
that the mere ICC admission will
help placate public opinion.
But that might not be enough
and, in any case, Abbas’ room to
manoeuvre is not as narrow as one
would think. True, joining the ICC
may be a double-edged sword but
Palestinians are ready to face the
prospect of Hamas militants being accused of war crimes for indiscriminately shelling Israeli territory from Gaza. And Abbas had
every single Palestinian political
group agree in writing to joining the
ICC whatever the consequences or
backlash might be.
Palestinians say they are not impressed either by the US Congress
eventually deciding to cut US aid to

The Statute of last resort
the PA — some $400 million a year
– or by Israel withholding, as it did,
tax revenues it collects — for a 3%
fee — on behalf of the PA on goods
transiting Israeli ports.
They point that withholding Palestinian monies is also a doubleedged sword for Israel fears the
collapse of the PA should it not be
able to pay its civil servants and security forces. That is why the Israeli
military, which does not favour directly ruling the occupied territories, advised Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu to unfreeze
the Palestinian custom revenues,
which he did — partially.
While the Palestinian street is eager to seek accountability for Israel’s
brutal policies, and would also like
the PA to halt effectively security
cooperation with the Jewish state,

the Ramallah leadership is seemingly reluctant to submit real cases
before the ICC and waste energy in
legal procedures and battles that
could alienate the United States.
Instead, Abbas is focusing – with
the help of the French — on going
back to the UN Security Council to
obtain a resolution setting a date for
the end of Israeli occupation and
the establishment of a Palestinian
state along the June 4, 1967, lines.
In any case, bilateral peace talks
with Israel do appear pointless considering Netanyahu’s recent public
vow not to allow a Palestinian state
on his watch and putting international pressure on Israel is the only
peaceful option left for the PA.
In this sense, joining the ICC
was certainly a good move for it
provides the PA with some much-

needed leverage. It might also increase international support for the
Palestinians because, as one official
said privately: “This could show the
world that we are not terrorists and
that we resort to legal and peaceful actions to seek justice and end
Israeli occupation. This could also
boost the boycott, divestment and
sanctions campaign against Israel.”
It may be so. But at some point
Abbas, who already compares very
unfavourably in Palestinian public opinion with the late Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat, will have
to make bold moves if he does not
want to become totally irrelevant
among his own people.
Dominique Roch is a regular
analyst and special correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

Palestinians are running out of options

View poi nt

Hussein
Ibish

P

alestinians are running
out of political space,
political oxygen and
options at the same
time they find their
issue receding from the
international, and even Middle
Eastern consciousness.
For a people who have lurched
from crisis to crisis and calamity
to calamity for the entirety of their
modern history, the Palestinian
predicament is, in many ways, at a
new low.
The Arab world has rarely been
this preoccupied with other matters. The conflict in Syria alone
has been sufficient to ensure that,
for the time being, Palestinians
no longer dominate the regional
agenda. And there are massive
other conflicts smouldering.
Yemen is falling apart and is the
scene of a major Saudi-led intervention, Operation Decisive Storm.
Libya, too, is imploding. Both are
the scenes of regional interventions.
In both Iraq and Syria the battle
against the Islamic State (ISIS)
group is transforming the regional
landscape with unexpected new

Everyone will get a collective
wake-up call that the
Palestinian issue is not resolved
and the Palestinian people are
not dead or disappeared

alliances and uncertain outcomes.
This is merely one manifestation of
the battle mainstream Arab societies are fighting against a rising tide
of fanatics, Sunni and Shia alike.
Given all of this, it is not only understandable, it is inevitable, that
the collective Arab attention is no
longer focused on the Palestinians.
Israel, too, has little time for
questions involving Palestinians.
The Israelis have just conducted
their second election in a row in
which Palestinian issues featured
virtually not at all in the conversation. No one in Israel has any
serious new ideas about what to do
about the Palestinians.
There are at least three major
Israeli factions. The first, represented by the left and centre-left,
continues to seek a two-state peace

agreement with the Palestinians,
but without any confidence that it
can be accomplished. The second
is a rising new annexationist wing,
which seeks to unilaterally draw
new borders in which Israel would
formally attempt to seize parts of
the occupied territory. The third
faction, represented by Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, seeks
to do nothing. It is comfortable
with the status quo and unwilling
to take any risks for peace with the
Palestinians.
But, far worse, Israeli society is
ignoring the Palestinian question
because it can. Israel is enjoying
a luxury that no occupying power
should ever be accorded: the ability to pretend that the occupation
and conflict in which it is engaged
simply does not exist. This is
calamitous from a Palestinian point
of view because it means that the
Palestinians can be, and are being,
simply ignored by the society that
will most determine their fate.
For Palestinians this grim reality
forces overwhelming questions of
how to gain the attention of Israelis
and ensure that they understand
that the occupation is untenable
and comes at a prohibitive cost.
Violence has, time and again,
proven to be counterproductive.
Ongoing initiatives at the United
Nations, the International Criminal
Court (ICC) and elsewhere do not
change the fundamental realities
on the ground. Boycotts and divestment are, at most, an inconvenience for Israel, and for the most
part are still largely aspirational
rather than accomplished. The

No one in
Israel has any
serious new
ideas about
what
to do
about the
Palestinians

nonviolent protest movement is
promising but fledgling. And, of
course, negotiations have led to a
dead end, at least for now.
The United States has monopolised the negotiating process but
only overseen failure after failure.
And now the Obama administration appears to have thrown its
hands up in despair, concluding
that Netanyahu is determined to
thwart progress towards peace but
is unwilling to confront him.
With even the United States
apparently walking away from the
peace process, Palestinians are left
with no national strategy, no roadmap and no framework for national
liberation.
The Palestinian national cause
has rarely appeared so forlorn,
forgotten and foreclosed. The anger
this situation might predictably
engender can, in fact, be readily sensed when one encounters
Palestinians, especially from the
occupied territories.
Israel, Arab societies, the United
States and the rest of the world may
be overlooking them now. But history suggests that, sooner or later
and somehow or other, everyone
will get a collective wake-up call
that the Palestinian issue is not
resolved and the Palestinian people
are not dead or disappeared.
Hussein Ibish is a senior resident
scholar at the Arab Gulf States
Institute in Washington, a weekly
columnist for The National (UAE)
and NOW Media and a monthly
contributing writer for The
International New York Times.

April 24, 2015

9

Palestine Israel

News & Analysis

Palestinian girl
rises to fame as
amateur reporter
9-year-old Jana tells her
story of Israeli occupation
using mobile phone
Nida Ibrahim

Nabi Saleh, West Bank

W

hen Jana Jihad
cut the cake on
her ninth birthday
on April 10th, she
made a wish to
“see Neymar,” the Brazilian football star who plays for Spanish
club FC Barcelona.
The wish was as far-fetched as
the complexities in the life of the
third-grader.
Dubbed the youngest amateur
journalist in the Palestinian territories, Jana hopes to tell her story
from the viewpoint of a Palestinian child: From Israeli tear-gas
to stun grenades, night raids and
even losing friends, Jana’s childhood is often interrupted with
dramatic events in the village of
Nabi Saleh, north of the West Bank
city of Ramallah.
Home for 600 residents, Nabi
Saleh is the site of weekly demonstrations against the Israeli occupation. Every Friday for five
years villagers have protested the
occupation that is manifested by a
Jewish settlement built on the villagers’ lands.

Jana hopes to tell her
story from the
viewpoint of a
Palestinian child
The Israeli army, often present
in a military watchtower at the
entrance of the village, shuts the
village’s entrance with a large
metal bar. Tensions rise as local
protesters and international peace
activists hoist Palestinian flags
and head towards the closed gate.
The army often tries to disperse
the protesters with tear gas, foulsmelling water, stun grenades and
even live ammunition. Two young
men have been killed in the demonstrations.
Whereas journalists are present
for the demonstrations, Jana says
she feels the media don’t show all
injustices happening in her village. As soon as she hits the
record button on her mother’s mobile phone, Jihad
pans the camera while
describing the atmosphere around her.
One to two minutes later, Jana
switches
the
camera to show
her face and
signs off the
report
with
her name like
a professional.
“I want the
world to know
that we are
not
terrorists
and to expose
the army’s violence against us,”
she told The Arab
Weekly in an interview at her home.
Her videos, in which
she talks about the plight of
Palestinians as seen through a
child’s eye, have gone viral on social media.
Her mother, Nawal Tamimi, said

her daughter was traumatised after a young man in the village was
shot dead by the Israeli army. “He
was older than her but used to always be friendly and nice to her
so that she became attached to
him. When she saw his blood on
the ground, she became frantic,”
Tamimi said.
Her then-6-year-old daughter
approached Israeli soldiers asking them, in English, why they
killed her friend. “I miss him,” she
shouted on a video, which is also
popular on social media.

Her videos have
gone viral on social
media
Going down a long staircase to
Jana’s house, it is hard not to see
the tension. Used tear-gas canisters with flowers in them hang
on metal bars as a decoration resembling the peaceful resistance
the village supports. The house’s
windows are covered with wire
fencing to prevent gas bombs from
entering.
The young girl told The Arab
Weekly she used to jot down her
feelings in a locked journal every
night but then decided to turn to
documenting her activities and
emotions on video. She carried
her mobile camera to Jerusalem
and Ramallah talking about freedom of prayers, arrests, suppression of protests and Jewish settlements.
Jana is often seen leading demonstrations. Carrying the Palestinian flag and chanting anti-occupation slogans, protesters repeat
after her in Arabic and English.
In her videos, she says Israeli
attempts to suppress the protest
will not dissuade people, but will
inspire them to fight for liberation. “If we stop protesting, they
will take the rest of the lands,” she
explained.
However, Jana’s mother says the
girl is sometimes afraid, “I don’t
push her one way or the other.
She’s
free to

With mother

Through a child’s lens
decide if she wants to participate
in the protest,” Tamimi told The
Arab Weekly.
Getting ready for the Friday
protest, Jana wrapped a black
and white keffiyeh around her
neck to cover her nose from
a faint-causing gas as her
mother asked her about
her plans, “I don’t
know, we’ll see,” she
replied.
Bassem Tamimi,
a leader of the
popular
resistance
movement in Nabi
Saleh and a
distant relative
of Jana’s, said
his group was
subject to criticism for allowing children to
protest. He told
The Arab Weekly
that there is no safe
place for children in
the village in the first
place.
“A tear-gas canister
broke my daughter’s arm
while she was sitting at home.
We care more about our children
than anybody else,” he said.
Instead of teaching children

how to hide from their problems,
he said, they should learn to confront them.
Living in a conflict zone, Palestinian children have been
subject to detention, collective
punishment and human rights organisations accuse Israel of violating children’s rights, particularly
the right to live.
Ayed Abu Eqtaish, accountability programme director at the
non-governmental organisation,
Defence for Children International-Palestine (DCIP), told The Arab
Weekly that 2014 was the most
difficult year for Palestinian children.

Jana says she feels
the media don’t
show all injustices
happening in her
village
DCIP documented the death of
560 Palestinian children in 2014,
including 547 in Gaza in the 50-day
war between Israel and the militant parties last June. Eqtaish accused Israel of violating concepts
of proportionality and distinction
by targeting civilians in militant
areas and locations protected
under international law, such as

schools, hospitals and shelters.
In the West Bank, Eqtaish said
11 children were killed by Israeli
army gunfire. “Investigation was
not requested to be open, except
for one case that was pushed by
media footage and the sentence
didn’t match the crime,” he added.
Hundreds of Palestinian children are subject to detention and
solitary confinement as well as
physical and psychological violence. Eqtaish said 700 children
were put on trial in Israeli military
courts in 2014.
“Israel is the only state to prosecute children in military courts
that lack basic standards of due
process,” he added. Three-quarters of 107 children who were
arrested said they were subject
to physical violence when interviewed in 2014
Back in Nabi Saleh, Jana did not
march with protesters on that Friday and was spotted wandering in
nearby fields.
No report was made that day.
Jana did not give any explanation
why she was off.
“She’s only a child,” her mother
said.
Nida Ibrahim, based in Ramallah,
has been covering Palestinian
issues for nearly ten years.
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Jordan’s priorities are set
Kingdom seeks to stop militans at his door
step and rescue afflicted neighbours
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

J

ordan’s King Abdullah II’s
priorities are set: Fight militants in Iraq and Syria to prevent them from coming to
his doorstep and rescue his
two neighbours from slipping into
lawless pariah states.
Abdullah’s number one enemy is
the Islamic State (ISIS), whose leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi threatened
publicly last year to kill the monarch and annex Jordan.
Jordan-based Western diplomats
scoffed at the threat, saying that
Amman’s highly qualified army,
trained by the United States and
Britain, is capable of defending the
country and its king.
“They won’t bring an army to
the border to invade Jordan because they know well that Jordan
is a tough nutshell to crack, not
like Iraq or Syria,” one Western
diplomat, whose country is part of
the US-led coalition striking at ISIS
strongholds in Syria and Iraq, told
The Arab Weekly. He declined to be
identified, citing the sensitivity of
his comments.
Still, there are numerous other
dangers that the king must consider
as he steers his traditionally quiet
nation of nearly 7 million in a wild
neighbourhood, surrounded by hot
spots: Syria, Iraq, the Palestinian
territories and Israel.

Cash-strapped
Jordan is saddled by
nearly $30 billion in
foreign debt
On the home front, Abdullah
must be mindful of popular sentiments in favour of ISIS and the
second largest militant group in
Syria, known as Jabhat al-Nusra, or
al-Nusra Front, which is linked to
al-Qaeda.
At least 200 Jordanians stood
trial in military courts since August
for displaying public sympathy or
disseminating articles in support of
ISIS and al-Nusra Front, which Jor-

dan considers terrorist groups.
The support mainly comes from
the banned Salafi movement in Jordan, an ultraorthodox group that
considers even other non-devout
Muslims as infidels. In the last four
years, Jordanian Salafis dispatched
nearly 2,000 fighters to Syria and
Iraq, where they joined ISIS or alNusra Front, according to the Western diplomat and a Jordanian security official. At least 50 of them have
been killed, they said.

Jordanian Salafis
dispatched nearly
2,000 fighters to
Syria and Iraq
“It’s important that the king solidifies the national front through
open dialogue with all the forces at
play so that the young followers of
less fanatic groups, like the Muslim
Brotherhood, would not desert it
and go after the militants,” Jordanian political commentator Mohammad Adeeb told The Arab Weekly.
Most significant is the possible
presence of ISIS sleeper cells, especially among the nearly 1.5 million
Syrians who fled to Jordan since the
Syrian civil war began with peaceful protests in March 2011 and devolved into a bloody conflict.
With such a large concentration
of Syrians, the risk of a spill-over of
violence from Syria is also high. So
is a leak from growing PalestinianIsraeli tensions over their stalled
peace negotiations which could
further anger Jordan’s large Palestinian community.
Roughly half of Jordan’s population is made up of Palestinian families and their descendants who fled
or were driven out of their homes
in the 1948 and 1967 Arab-Israeli
wars. Of the total, nearly 2.1 million
are refugees — the highest concentration of Palestinians outside the
West Bank and the Gaza Strip. They
loath Israel because they see it procrastinating in peacemaking.
While Abdullah is carefully calculating his steps, he was caught
off guard on April 2nd. Al-Nusra
Front fighters made a sudden push

in southern Syria, taking over the
Nasib border crossing with Jordan — the second and last lifeline
for Syria’s government. A second
crossing point, Ramtha, has been
under rebel control since September 2013.
In response, Jordan quickly
sealed off its Jaber border post with
Nasib and beefed up its army presence along the 387-kilometre frontier, which has often been porous
for smugglers and refugees.
Along Jordan’s 120-kilometre
border with Iraq, ISIS fighters are
present in areas nearly 80 kilometres from the Jordanian border. Jordan used its firepower, sending its
jetfighters to push away ISIS when
its fighters took control of a post
near Jordan several months ago.
“We are following different tactics to protect ourselves and our
country, including pre-emptive
strikes to weaken the terrorist ISIS
and dry up its funding” and to defend the borders when militants
come close, Information Minister
Mohammad Momani told The Arab
Weekly.

Abdullah must be
mindful of popular
sentiments in favour
of ISIS
Yemen is another preoccupation
for Jordan’s monarch, who rushed
to help his traditional Saudi bankroller, joining an Arab coalition
fighting Yemeni Houthi rebels since
the beginning of April.
“Jordan cannot afford the high
cost of war but it’s counting on
the Americans and Saudis to pick
up the tab because it is fighting on
their behalf in Yemen, Iraq and Syria,” Jordanian blogger and author of
a book on ISIS Michel Haj told The
Arab Weekly.
Shortly after Abdullah’s talks in
Washington on February 3rd, the
United States announced it will
increase its annual aid to Jordan
by 34% from the current $660 million to $1 billion each year for three
years, starting in 2015. Jordan also
receives tens of millions of dollars

Jordan police women at special forces drill
in annual US military assistance.
Saudi Arabia is another major
donor. No aid package has been announced so far this year but Riyadh
gives Amman an average of $800
million a year.
Cash-strapped Jordan is saddled
by nearly $30 billion in foreign
debt, high unemployment, poverty
and increasing energy bills for hosting the Syrians — all factors contributing to growing frustration among
the youth that make them prey to
militants.
Government officials say Abdullah sought to have the war waged
on ISIS limited to an Arab coalition,
excluding the United States and its

allies, so that the crisis would not
be internationalised. They believe
that would give ammunition to
Syria’s government to rally support
against what it could argue as a foreign conspiracy against it.
Jordan has conducted more than
3,000 sorties on ISIS bases in Iraq
and Syria since February 5th, two
days after Abdullah’s animosity
with ISIS peaked when a grisly video emerged showing al-Baghdadi’s
group burning alive a 26-year-old
Jordanian Air Force pilot in a cage.
Jamal J. Halaby is the Arab
Weekly’s Levant section editor. He
is based in Amman.

ISIS in Jordan’s neighbourhood

Extremist group controls nearly one-third of Iraq and Syria
The extremist Islamic State (ISIS) group, which controls
nearly one-third of Iraq and Syria in its self-declared caliphate, has been engaged in endless horrors in the Levant
before expanding to other parts of the Middle East and
North Africa.
Here’s a look at ISIS’s birth, its
atrocities and the world’s response
to it:

April 18, 2010

US and Iraqi forces kill two top
al-Qaeda in Iraq leaders, allowing
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi to become
the leader of a terror group weakened by a concerted campaign
aimed at ending a Sunni insurgency
in the country.

Oct. 4, 2011

The United States puts a $10 million bounty on Baghdadi’s head
over a series of attacks he orchestrated.

April 2013

Baghdadi announces his group
has taken over the Nusra Front, the
al-Qaeda affiliate in Syria. Nusra
denies the takeover, sparking anger and infighting that continues to
this day.

January 2014

Baghdadi’s forces sweep into
Ramadi and Falluja in Iraq’s Anbar
province, which Iraqi security forces had abandoned weeks earlier.

February 2014

Baghdadi ignores al-Qaeda as
his group has control of wide regions of Syria, including the city of
Raqqa, which becomes the group’s
de facto capital.

June 10, 2014

Baghdadi’s fighters take over
Iraq’s second-largest city of Mosul, followed by Saddam Hussein’s
hometown of Tikrit and smaller
communities in the Sunni heartland as government forces melt
away.

June 29, 2014

The group declares the establishment of an Islamic state, or caliphate.

August 8, 2014

The United States begins targeting ISIS with air strikes, citing the
humanitarian plight of Iraq’s minorities, like the Yazidi.

Japanese hostage Haruna Yukawa,
a 42-year-old adventurer, after demanding $200 million for him and
captive Japanese journalist Kenji
Goto.

Libyan militants who pledged
their loyalty to ISIS behead a group
of Coptic Christians from Egypt in
an online video.

September 2, 2014

January 26, 2015

February 16, 2015

ISIS releases a video showing
the beheading of American-Israeli
journalist Steven Sotloff.

September 13, 2014

ISIS releases a video
showing the beheading
of British aid worker
David Haines.

October 3, 2014

ISIS releases a
video
showing
the beheading of
British
hostage
Alan Henning.

November
2014

16,

An ISIS video shows
the beheadings of a dozen
Syrian soldiers and US aid worker
Peter Kassig.

January 24, 2015

A message claims ISIS beheads

Kurdish fighters take control of
the Syrian border town of Kobani
near Turkey after fighting ISIS for
months. US-led air strikes helped
turn the tide for the Kurds.

February 3, 2015

ISIS
releases
a
video
of
Kasasbeh being
burned
to death in a
cage, sparking
outrage in Jordan,
which
launches new
strikes targeting the militants.

February 6, 2015

ISIS claims a Jordanian
air strike kills American hostage
Kayla Jean Mueller. US officials
confirm her death but say it wasn’t
caused by a Jordanian air strike.

February 15, 2015

Egypt launches air strikes in Libya in retaliation for the beheadings.

March 20, 2015

A group identifying itself as an affiliate of ISIS in Yemen claims a series of suicide bombings killing 137
people and wounding 345, though
US officials express scepticism
about the claim.

April 18, 2015

Afghan President Ashraf Ghani
blames ISIS for a suicide bombing
in the country that kills at least 35
people and wounds 125.

April 19, 2015

ISIS affiliates in Libya release
a video showing the beheading and shooting of groups of
Ethiopian
Christians,
slayings
resembling the February beheadings of the Egyptian Coptic
Christians.
Associated Press
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Libya’s Haftar seeks to train forces in Jordan
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

L

ibya’s internationally recognised government is
seeking to train its forces
in anti-terrorism tactics to
bolster its defences in the
face of a growing militant threat to
the North African country.
Libya’s controversial army chief,
General Khalifa Haftar, turned to
Jordan to arrange the training in
a recent visit. Haftar specifically
wanted his forces to be trained in
anti-terrorism and special forces
operations — Jordan’s speciality — according to a Jordan-based
Western diplomat, whose country
is involved in global efforts to end
Libya’s split.
Since the 2011 revolt that deposed
Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi,
Libyans have been divided along
tribal and ideological lines. After the
June 2014 elections (in which liberals won a plurality of the votes), the
country was virtually split in two
vying camps.
A Tripoli-based Islamist cabinet
and parliament have been challenging the authority of the internationally recognised cabinet and parliament, both based in Tobruk. Armed
groups loyal to the two groups have
been battling for control of Libyan
cities and oil wealth.
Taking advantage of the chaos,
the militant Islamic State (ISIS) has
claimed its presence in three parts
of the country, Barqa to the east,
Fezzan to the south, and Tripolitania to the west.

Haftar’s visit to
Jordan underlined
the importance his
government attaches
to training its forces
The group has claimed several
deadly attacks inside the country
— most recently the slaughter of 21
Egyptian Coptic workers in February and twin bombings of the South
Korean and Moroccan embassies in
Tripoli on April 12th.
Libya’s political divisions and
chaos attracted jihadists from a
handful of countries, mainly from
the Arab world. The gunmen who
attacked a Tunisian museum in
March, killing 22 people, mostly
tourists, were reportedly trained in

Libya. ISIS claimed responsibility
for the attack but Tunisian authorities accused an al-Qaeda affiliated
organisation of involvement.
Haftar’s visit to Jordan underlined the importance his government attaches to training its forces.
The 72-year-old general rarely travels outside Libya, where he commands forces loyal to the Tobruk
government.
He was sworn in on March 9th
as the new army chief and, a week
after his nomination by the elected
parliament, Haftar was promoted to
general.

Haftar may initially
want to have some
10,000 forces trained
In Jordan, Haftar made his training request in a closed-door meeting with Jordan’s King Abdullah II,
an active member of an Arab coalition battling rival Shia Houthi rebels
in Yemen and also a US-led alliance
fighting ISIS militants in Iraq and
Syria.
“General Haftar asked if he could
have Libyan forces trained in antiterrorism and special forces operations,” the Western diplomat told
The Arab Weekly in an interview.
He declined to be identified, citing
diplomatic sensitivities.
The diplomat said, however, that
Haftar may initially want to have
some 10,000 forces trained. Libya’s
army and police, which were largely neglected under Qaddafi, were
stretched thin and drained during
the 2011 revolution and the subsequent violence and chaos.
Jordan released few details on
Haftar’s talks, which included a
separate meeting with the Jordanian army’s joint chief of staff, Lieutenant-General Mashal Zaben.
A Royal Palace statement following the April 13th meeting with
Abdullah said the monarch voiced
support for Libya’s effort to confront “terrorist organisations”.
On Haftar’s talks with the Jordanian army chief, the official Petra news agency said both men discussed closer cooperation between
their armies, but did not elaborate.
But Jordanian state television
showed Haftar, accompanied by
Zaben, visiting an army training facility in Jordan’s eastern Yajouz desert, where Jordanian special operations and anti-terrorism squads are
trained.

Seeking support
Government spokesman Mohammed Momani declined to disclose
details on Haftar’s talks. “We’re not
going to go beyond what we already
said,” he told The Arab Weekly in
a text reply message to a query on
Haftar’s training request.
The statements by the palace and
Petra underlined Jordan’s longstanding policy of hushed diplomacy, especially on sensitive security
matters related to other Arab countries.
In the last few years, Jordan
trained forces from various Arab
states — some were supervised by
the United States — such as Iraq,
Syria, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait
and the United Arab Emirates.
The country is reputed to command some of the Arab world’s best
special operations, commando,
quick mobilisation and anti-terror
squads, trained by the Americans,

British and other Westerners but it
seems unlikely that Jordan or any
other Arab country would dispatch
ground forces to help the Tobruk
government.
Haftar’s forces has until now been
remained unable to dislodge rival
Islamist militias from Tripoli despite numerous claims of imminent
“liberation” of the Libyan capital.
The two sides have been negotiating to end months of fighting. UN
envoy Bernardino Leon has proposed keeping Libya’s elected parliament and setting up a national
unity government of independents.
Leon said in a meeting with feuding Libyans in Algeria on April 13th
that they were “close to a political
solution.”
Foreign ministers from Britain,
France, Germany, Italy, Spain and
the United States called in a joint
statement on Libya’s rival factions

to agree on an “unconditional”
ceasefire at their talks.
The international community
is pushing for a deal, anxious that
Libya’s chaos could destabilise its
neighbours and may even have adverse fallouts on Europe itself.
Haftar seems to have a different
opinion. Expressing scepticism at
the talks, he told the Associated
Press that he rejected a ceasefire
with the militias and was “betting
on a military solution” if a deal remains elusive. Seeking support for
his objectives, Haftar has embarked
on a tour of Jordan and other Middle East countries.
“A few drone strikes or a few military operations” will not be enough
to end the Libya crisis, has cautioned in recent days US President
Barack Obama as he received Italian
Prime Minister Matteo Renzi at the
White House.

Saving Libya and peace in the Mediterranean
View poi nt
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A

s news from Libya
worsens by the day,
the prospects for
peace and security in
North Africa and the
Mediterranean
region grow dimmer.
The irresponsibility, or impotence, with which the United Nations is handling the Libyan crisis
is disconcerting. The joint statement of April 12th by five European foreign ministers and the US
secretary of state borders on the
surreal and raises doubts about the
seriousness with which Western
leaders are taking the situation.
Libyans are dying and their
country is becoming a migration
bomb. Despite holding $113 billion
of foreign reserves in 2014, Libya is
losing $3.6 billion monthly in oil

War against the Islamic State
must be fought now in order
to save Libya and establish
peace and security in the
Euro-Mediterranean area

revenues and looming food shortages are likely to lead to a humanitarian catastrophe.
Meanwhile, in Morocco, Libyan
national reconciliation talks are
dragging on under the auspices of
the special representative of the
UN secretary-general. But these
talks between the two main protagonists — the legitimate government of Tobruk and the Islamist
militia of Tripoli — risk becoming
the problem rather than the solution.
Indeed, the fact that they take
place in Morocco revives Rabat’s
rivalry with Algeria, which is
angry at being left out of the UN
process. In response, Algiers is
hosting a diplomatic show of its
own with other Libyan representatives engaging in negotiations that
will only complicate the political
imbroglio. Instead of counterbalancing foreign interference in the
Maghreb, especially by Turkey and
Qatar, Algeria and Morocco thwart
each other and remove any chance
for a regional negotiated solution
to the Libyan drama.
The chaotic situation in Libya
largely benefits the Islamic State
(ISIS) and other forces progressively gaining ground and taking
control of the country. On his re-

cent visit to the United States, Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi
sounded the alarm as his country is
the most highly exposed in Europe
to any ISIS threat emanating from
Libya.
The current crisis in the Mediterranean could easily worsen in coming months, as thousands of migrants – 11,000 in one recent week
– are launched, often by force, in a
dangerous sea crossing. Their ports
of embarkation — Sirte, Derna,
and Sabratha — are all ISIS strongholds. We don’t know the degree
to which these refugees have been
infiltrated by jihadists but there is
no doubt that the immigrant flow
offers ISIS a tempting weapon and
thus represents a serious threat to
the security of southern Europe.
Italian Foreign Minister Paolo
Gentiloni proposed air attacks on
terrorist positions in Libya but received no response from his NATO
allies. The deadly strikes that were
efficiently carried out to overthrow
Muammar Qaddafi are deemed
to pose too great a risk to civilian
populations. British Admiral Lord
Alan West stretches typical British
humour as far as to ask “Who is
there to bomb in Libya?” as if the
thousands of armed and heavily equipped ISIS fighters have

The
irresponsibility,
or impotence,
with which the
United Nations
is handling the
Libyan crisis is
disconcerting

miraculously become undetectable
by sophisticated NATO monitoring
instruments.
The signatory states of the joint
statement of April 12th have the
moral duty to intervene by whatever means, including military force,
to put an end to chaos in Libya.
The first step should be a UN
Security Council resolution calling
for a militia disarmament plan
under the provisions of Chapter
VII of the UN Charter. It is only by
taking away the weapons of the
various militias that an irreversible
negotiated solution is likely to be
reached.
It is also the best way to show the
determination of the Western powers to fight ISIS because the armed
confrontation will not be with the
Libyan militias but with the foreign
terrorist groups occupying Libya
and part of the Sahel-Sahara.
War against the Islamic State
must be fought now in order to
save Libya and establish peace and
security in the Euro-Mediterranean
area.
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.
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Mediterranean tragedy forces Europe to consider
Tom Dinham

London

E

urope’s perennial immigration crisis was once
more catapulted to the
top of the political agenda
after well over 1,000 migrants drowned in the Mediterranean in the space of just a couple of
weeks.
At least 800 migrants drowned in
a shipwreck 100 kilometres off the
Libyan coast on April 19th. There
were only 27 survivors. But this type
of tragedy is nothing new. In October 2013, more than 360 Africans
perished when their ship ran into
difficulty within sight of the Italian
island of Lampedusa. The horrific
tragedy was described at the time
as a wake-up call to the world, but
18 months later there is no sign of
a let-up in the numbers attempting
the perilous crossing in search of a
better life in Europe.
The 2013 disaster prompted Italy
to launch a huge effort to rescue
those attempting the treacherous
crossing. Enrico Letta, then the Italian prime minister, said the “Mare
Nostrum” operation, would prevent
the Mediterranean becoming a “sea
of death”.

With the number of
deaths becoming an
international
scandal, there is
more pressure than
ever for European
governments to find
a solution to the
crisis
In its one year of operation, Mare
Nostrum led to the rescue of more
than 150,000 people, taking them
to Europe for processing at a cost
of $142 million. The number of migrants attempting the journey, however, continues to rise. According
to Frontex, the EU border agency,
500,000 people are waiting to set
out from Libya across the Mediterranean.
Italy ended Mare Nostrum in the
face of European reluctance to contribute and spiralling costs, which
made the operation increasingly
difficult to justify to the Italian electorate.
Mare Nostrum became a contentious issue during European Parliament elections in May 2014. One of

the main criticisms of the operation was that it constituted a “pull
factor”. As people smugglers knew
their human cargoes were likely
to be rescued, the argument went,
they placed even more people in unseaworthy vessels. Leader of the anti-immigrant Northern League party
Matteo Salvini was typical of the
Italian right when he condemned
the operation as “financing the people smugglers and an invasion of
our coasts”.
Mare Nostrum was replaced with
Operation Triton, run by Frontex
under the authority of the European
Union. In contrast to Mare Nostrum,
whose primary purpose was search
and rescue, Triton operates within
50 kilometres of the Italian coast
with a primary purpose of border
protection. The budget of Triton is
$3 million a month, compared to
more than $10 million a month for
Mare Nostrum.
The scaling back of search-andrescue coverage has led to a widely
predicted spike in migrant deaths.
The International Organisation for
Migration (IOM), following the April
19th tragedy, calculates that 1,727
migrants have died in the Mediterranean since the start of the year. That
is more than 30 times the number
over the same period in 2014, when
Mare Nostrum was in operation.
Behind these tragedies lies both
a sharp rise in the global number
of refugees and unwillingness on
the part of the European public to
take them. Combined they have
contributed to making Europe the
most dangerous migrant destination in the world. According to IOM
more than 22,000 people have died
attempting to reach Europe since
2000.
These daunting statistics can
partly be explained by the influence
on migration of the “Arab spring”
uprisings. A number of states that
witnessed uprisings have become
engulfed by violence, leading to a
flood of refugees. The effects of the
civil war in Syria, for example, are
reflected in Frontex statistics: Illegal
border crossings by Syrians into Europe were almost triple the number
of any other group during the third
quarter of 2014.
In response to the rising number of refugees, EU countries have
stepped up security on land entry
points into Europe. Greece and Bulgaria, formerly major entry points,
constructed wire fences along their
borders with Turkey and beefed up
border patrols.
Such measures have reduced the

number of land-crossings into Europe. In the first week of August 2012
the number of irregular migrants
apprehended at the Greek land border with Turkey was approximately
2,000. This dropped to fewer than
10 a week in the last weeks of October 2012 in response to what Frontex
describes as “enhanced surveillance
and patrolling activities”.
With land routes more effectively
policed, desperate migrants increasingly took to the Mediterranean as a
means of reaching Europe.

At least 800 migrants
drowned in a
shipwreck 100
kilometres off the
Libyan coast on April
19th
The prominence of the Mediterranean route has been facilitated by
state collapse in Libya. According
to Frontex, a lack of rule of law and
basic law enforcement in the North
African country has allowed smuggling networks to thrive.
The increase in the number of
refugees seeking entry into Europe
by any means has run up against
increasing hostility among the European public towards new arrivals.
Reflecting this, European countries,
with the notable exceptions of Sweden and Germany, have been unwilling to accept large numbers of
refugees. Britain has refused to even
participate in Operation Triton citing the “pull factor” argument.
The hardline position of the British government reflects an anti-immigration sentiment across Europe.
The emergence of the Islamic State
(ISIS) terror group to international
prominence in the summer of 2014,
along with a string of attacks in Europe by individuals motivated by Islamist ideology, has led to a perception that refugees from the Syrian
conflict constitute a security threat
to European countries.
Fuelling that fear, a video released
by ISIS depicting the beheading of
21 Egyptian Christians on a Libyan
beach included a masked man gesturing towards the Mediterranean
with a knife, declaring: “We will
conquer Rome, by Allah’s permission.”
According to Riccardo Fabiani, a
Libya analyst at political risk consultancy Eurasia Group: “Italy sees
Libya almost exclusively as an immigration issue … And these days
right-wing Italians are growing increasingly concerned that migration

A sea and a cemetery
will breed radicalisation and terrorism, although the French attacks (on
satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo)
were carried out by second-generation French citizens and not by fresh
immigrants.”
In its yearly scorecard for European foreign policy, the European
Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR)
blamed governments “hamstrung
by public concerns about immigra-

tion” for inaction on the issue, with
EU member states’ decisions being
“driven by the toxic debate on the
effects of immigration within EU
states.”
Susi Dennison, a senior policy fellow at ECFR, notes that the current
situation is one in which “responsibility can be consistently passed on
from one member state to another;
from foreign policy institutions to

US-Egyptian relations improving on security; strains remain
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

U

S
President
Barack
Obama’s decision in
early April to restore
suspended US military
hardware sales to Egypt
reflects an attempt to assist Cairo
as a strategic partner in the fight
against terrorism at home and instability in the broader region. But
Egypt’s problematic human rights
situation remains a thorn in the relationship.
After nearly a year and a half of
inter-governmental wrangling, the
Obama administration decided to
restore sales of military items to
Egypt, citing national security reasons. The decision to suspend such
military hardware was taken in October 2013, largely in reaction to the
violent crackdown by Egypt’s government against the Muslim Brotherhood and its supporters, which
resulted in hundreds of deaths and
the imprisonment of thousands.
Obama administration officials
said implementing a punitive policy towards the military-backed
government of Abdel Fatah al-Sisi
would not only signal US distaste

for his draconian policies against
oppositionists but would somehow
cause him to change his policies.
After all, this line of thinking went,
Egypt keenly wants and needs US
military hardware and Sisi would
soon buckle under this pressure.
A combination of substantial Gulf

Dealing with the present, too

Arab money and Egyptian national
pride, however, worked against this
scenario even though Sisi himself
complained about not receiving
such weapons in interviews with
American media. In 2013, he said
that the suspension of the delivery
of F-16 jets was “not the way to treat

a patriotic military”. With the punitive strategy not working and with
dangers — in the Sinai, Syria, Libya
and Yemen — mounting, it appears
the Obama administration made a
decision that working closely with
Egypt on security matters and supporting Egypt on regional issues

was imperative. Restoring held-up
military items such as F-16 jets,
Harpoon missiles for Apache helicopters and parts for M1A1 Abrams
tanks would shore up Egypt’s military capabilities and have the added
benefit of easing tensions in the bilateral relationship.
Washington also concluded that
Egypt is playing a positive security
role in the region by supporting the
anti-ISIS coalition, declaring the
need for a collective Arab security
force to confront challenges in the
region and sending naval ships to
the Yemeni coast and launching air
strikes, in conjunction with the Saudis, against Houthi rebels.
Underscoring this common focus on security, on April 8th the
US State Department approved the
sale of 356 Hellfire missiles to Egypt
and an agency of the US Defence
Department said the equipment
would “improve the security of a
friendly country that has been and
continues to be an important force
for political stability and economic
progress in the Middle East”.
That said, the Obama administration has not dropped its criticism of Egypt’s repressive domestic
policies. On April 11th, an Egyptian
judge, known for harsh judgments
against Muslim Brotherhood mem-
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Mediterranean
migrant ship disasters

T

he Mediterranean shipwreck of April 19th in
which hundreds of migrants are feared to have
drowned was the latest
in a series of disasters involving
overcrowded boats operated by
people smugglers.

The deadliest incidents
of recent years:
April 19, 2015 — An estimated
800 people feared dead after a
crammed fishing boat capsizes
in Libyan waters. Fewer than 30
survive. The death toll is the highest of the migrant tragedies in the
Mediterranean.
April 12, 2015 — Up to 400 migrants drown after vessel capsizes
off the Libyan coast. Rescuers save
145 passengers.
February 2015 — More than 330

people die after being ordered by
traffickers to embark from Libya
on overcrowded rubber dinghies
in atrocious weather. About 30 of
those rescued alive die of exposure
before the Italian Coast Guard can
get them to hospital.
September 2014 — An estimated
500 migrants drown off Malta after
people smugglers ram their boat
in an attempt to force them onto a
smaller vessel.
October 2013 — At least 366 people die when a ship carrying 500
migrants begins to sink and then
catches fire just off the Italian island of Lampedusa.
Many of the victims are trapped
in the ship’s hold and asphyxiate. The tragedy puts the issue
on front pages around the world
and prompts a visit by Pope Francis.
(AFP)

The dark side of migration

View poi nt

Claude
Salhani

internal ministries; from security,
to policing, to immigration, back to
diplomats”.
With the number of deaths becoming an international scandal,
however, there is more pressure
than ever for European governments to find a solution to the crisis.
A 10-point plan to be discussed by
European leaders includes proposals to increase resources committed

to Operation Triton and expand its
operational area, destroy the vessels of people smugglers and close
off migrant routes to Libya.
Reflecting the mood of officials in
Europe, French President François
Hollande made clear that business
as usual was no longer an option,
saying, “We must go much further…
and tackle these questions which
have become intolerable.”

over domestic issues
bers and supporters, sentenced Mohamed Soltan, an Egyptian-American journalist with dual citizenship,
and three Egyptian journalists, to
life-in-prison terms.
State Department spokeswoman
Marie Harf said the Obama administration was “deeply disappointed”
by the verdict against Soltan and
called on the Egyptian government
to “redress it”. The White House issued a statement condemning the
life sentence and called for Soltan’s
“immediate” release from prison.

The US-Egyptian
relationship is on the
mend
Reacting to reporters trying to
connect military aid and human
rights, Harf, on April 13th, tried to
delink the two, saying the US decision on restoring military aid was
not an endorsement of Cairo’s approach to domestic dissent.
She said the decision to restore
military aid was based on increased
“threats to Egyptian security” but
that the United States remained
“troubled by the practice of mass
trials and sentencing, which we
have said run counter to what we

think due process under the law
should look like”.
The following day, the Egyptian
Foreign Ministry issued a strong
statement calling on Western nations not to criticise “sentences
issued by independent judicial
bodies”. The statement added that
those countries should instead “focus their efforts on the conditions
of their own people and to combat
the phenomenon of racism” in their
own societies.
Although the US-Egyptian relationship is on the mend because
both countries see terrorism and
regional instability as common
threats, the countries will continue
to disagree over how the Egyptian
government and judiciary deal with
dissenters.
Both appear unwilling to give up
their core beliefs on this issue. How
they manage this major irritant in
the relationship will continue to
challenge policymakers in both
Washington and Cairo.
Gregory Aftandilian is an associate
of the Middle East Center for Peace,
Development and Culture at the
University of Massachusetts-Lowell
and a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.

The migrants
are seen as
merchandise
to be
transported

D

espondency, despair
and disillusion. Those
feelings, combined
with the absolute
realisation that the
future is not about to
improve, regardless of which
tyrant, despot or dictator is in
power, is what drives tens of
thousands of men, women and
children into uncertain migration
and into the belly of an ugly beast
called human greed.
Running away from economic
disasters or civil wars, searching for
peaceful streets and a pay cheque
at the end of the month, illegal
migrants face Herculean challenges
on the level of a Greek odyssey.
They set out facing some of nature’s harshest challenges, having
to cross jungles or deserts, carrying
all their worldly goods in a small
suitcase. According to many who
survived the trip, often what little
they do have, they are obliged to
abandon along the way. Often, if
what they carry has any value, it
may end up being stolen. There
have been numerous reports of
women being sexually abused.
And when they finally manage to
slip past border guards and military
patrols and make it to the coast of
Libya – the current preferred destination for embarkation to Europe —
it’s often at this point in the journey
that the real dangers begin. From
discrete harbours in North Africa
the next step requires the migrant
to buy a seat on one of the many
vessels used for that purpose.
The price they are charged to
cross the Mediterranean represents,
for many, their life savings and
sometimes they borrow from fellow
villagers back home.
It is at this point in the voyage
that they face some of the
most serious and dangerous challenges: Dealing
with modern-day
pirates and human
traffickers who
have absolutely
no scruples.
The migrants
are seen as
merchandise
to be transported.
The cost
per person is
about $10,000$15,000 for
a place on an
overcrowded and
unseaworthy vessel
to take them across
the Mediterranean.
These greediest of human traffickers have no qualms of
dumping entire families into the

These
greediest
of human
traffickers
have no
qualms of
dumping
entire families
into the sea

They come
in all sizes

sea. The nationality of the migrants
of the day depends largely on which
country is presently undergoing internal strife, civil war or some other
major catastrophe.
And still they come. Every week
we hear of dozens, of hundreds,
of illegal immigrants dying as they
try to make their way to Europe
and what they hope will be a better
world. Many make it, many, however, do not.
Recently up to 900 African migrants might have perished when
their boat capsized off the Libyan
coast. Yet for those, like many others before them and just like many
others who will follow, the choice
is to remain in their home country
facing unemployment, uncertainty
and possible death. Alternatively
they can embark upon a dangerous
voyage and the possible reward of
a better life on the other end. It is a
gamble many choose to make.
The horror stories of those dying
along the way do not seem to deter
or even slow the migration drive
from Africa to Europe.
The trail of dead bodies, of shattered lives and stories of sorrow
that stretch across the African continent to the shores of Tripoli and
the thousands of those who end up
at the bottom of the Mediterranean
does not seem to deter others from
trying. Everybody believes their
luck will fare better. Some do and
some don’t.
The 900 souls who died in the
Mediterranean in mid-April can be
counted among the “lucky ones”.
There were enough survivors to
relate their tragedy. Think of the
many who perished and who nobody knows about.
What is tragic about this is that
it is no longer shocking. Nor is it
frightening enough to deter others from following the trail
of sorrow and death that
treks across Africa to
the coasts of Libya or
Morocco.
Italian authorities
said approximately 8,500 migrants
had been rescued
at sea from April
10th and 12th.
Italian authorities say more
than 15,000
migrants have
reached land so
far in 2015. There
were 15,000 in April
alone last year and an
average of 25,000 each
month from June through
September.
Regrettably, people smuggling
remains a lucrative business.
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No such thing as a typical terrorist
Psychology shows there are no easy answers to foreign fighter phenomena
Tom Dinham

London

T

he revelations that the
chief executioner of foreign hostages for the Islamic State (ISIS) terror
group is a British university graduate from west London have
raised a pressing question for Western public and policymakers alike:
What makes a terrorist?
Western politicians have been
engaged in a frenzy of soul-searching, asking why citizens of affluent
democracies would be attracted to
such a depraved group. One suggestion has been that they must suffer
from some kind of pathology, but
psychologists say there are no easy
answers to the foreign fighter phenomenon.
In Britain, a typical response to

the sheer number of individuals
who have gone to fight in Syria —
some 750 according to the latest estimates –has been to brand them as
misfits. Perhaps the most colourful
example came from Mayor of London Boris Johnson, who claimed in
an interview with the Sun newspaper that intelligence reports showed
young jihadists are maladjusted
pornography addicts.

We are woefully
unprepared for
disillusioned foreign
fighters
But the idea of a psychological
profile is unhelpful, said Professor John G. Horgan, director of the
Center for Terrorism & Security
Studies at the University of Massachusetts-Lowell.
“Profiling encourages the notion

that there is something special or
different or abnormal about the individual and misses the fact that
this is a very dynamic process,” Horgan said. “We like to use this term
‘loser’. I think it’s as much about
us feeling better about it than it is
about a characterisation of those
involved.”
Radicalisation, argues Horgan, is
a “very dynamic, interactive process”. There is no one set of psychological traits that push someone to
join a group such as ISIS and there is
certainly no kind of disorder associated with terrorism.
“The assumption that mental illness or some sort of specialness
drives people into becoming involved in terrorism is just not supported by the research,” he said.
Richard Barrett, senior vicepresident at the Soufan Group and
a former director of Global Counter
Terrorism Operations for Britain’s

John G. Horgan
external intelligence service, MI6,
agrees.
He said: “I don’t think you can
generalise at all beyond saying that
these are people who want to go out
and do something. Maybe they are
driven by humanitarian issues in
Syria … maybe they don’t intend to
join ISIS, but they end up with ISIS
because it’s still the easiest to join.”
Given there is no typical psychological profile for recruits, ISIS and
like-minded groups are engaged in a
war of ideas and competing messages and, argues Barrett, Islam plays
an important role in this messaging.
“People who are supporting it
believe it’s Islamic,” Barrett said.
“They may be wrong. Their interpretation may be rejected by the
other 1.6 billion Muslims. [But] look
at (ISIS magazine) Dabiq. Dabiq is
full of quotations about why it’s
justified to make Yazidis sex slaves.
They take it seriously. It’s not just a
joke: ‘Oh, we’d like a sex slave. Let’s
find something in the Hadith that
would justify that’.”
In this information war, in which
ISIS is seeking to promote a “brand”
that is attractive to anyone from an
engineer to a mother to a reformed
drug addict, the group has a formidable propaganda operation. ISIS
tries to reach as wide an audience as
possible. According to Horgan, the
ISIS propaganda machine is “unparalleled in the history of terrorism”
with a capability for outreach in
more than 20 languages, including
sign language.
It is important, argues Barrett, to
understand that ISIS sees itself as a
state and is trying to attract as broad
a range of people as possible to help
administer a territory that contains
some 6 million people.
“There is a story of a blind guy, I
think it was in Belgium, saying: ‘I’m
blind, what can I do?’ and they said:
‘No, no, come. We need people of all

Richard Barret
sorts to help build our state,’” Barrett said.
The sheer size of ISIS’s target
audience explains the sometimes
seemingly contradictory nature of
its propaganda, says Mia Bloom,
professor of Security Studies at the
University of Massachusetts-Lowell
and the author of a number of books
on the role of women in terrorism.

The ISIS propaganda
machine is
“unparalleled in the
history of terrorism”
with a capability for
outreach in more
than 20 languages,
including sign
language
“On the one hand you have these
high production, glossy videos
‘Come to the caliphate. It’s wonderful. Help the children.’ And then by
the same token the organisation is
releasing videos of beheadings and
these very gruesome, very graphic
images. It’s because they are appealing to very different constituents,” she said.
Psychology can help, then, not
in identifying individuals that are
somehow mentally disturbed but in
framing successful counter-messaging that discredits ISIS propaganda.
Good arguments can help prevent
people from becoming a problem
in the first place or help with disengagement and de-radicalisation. It
is a battle that, according to Horgan,
the West is a long way from winning.
“They (ISIS) are actually going
from strength to strength,” he said.
“We are woefully unprepared for
disillusioned foreign fighters, let
alone foreign fighters that want to
come back and do damage.”

Hot summer on Iran awaits Obama, US Congress
Joyce Karam

Washington

P

“

olitics is the art of
looking for trouble,”
quipped Groucho Marx
and this certainly applies to the standoff between US President Barack Obama
and the US Congress over the Iran
nuclear agreement.
Congress aggressively inserted
itself into the world powers’ negotiations with Iran when the Senate
Committee on Foreign Relations
unanimously advanced a bill that
would give Congress an up-ordown vote on any deal with Iran
reached this summer.
Despite the White House’s grudging acceptance of the measure, it is
a setback for Obama. The administration has tried for five years to
keep Congress at arm’s length from
the Iran negotiations. The Obama
administration conducted more
than 180 briefings and phone calls

with members of Congress in an
attempt to head off any legislative
action that undermines the president’s ability to conduct his foreign
policy agenda.
But the White House finally acknowledged that it has neither the
support nor the political capital to
keep Congress completely out of
the Iran process, forcing Obama to
negotiate with the Senate to find
mutually acceptable legislative language.
The administration realised it
could not stop the measure, which
had secured the bipartisan support
of 67 senators — enough to override
a presidential veto. Many Democrats backed the bill as a constitutional prerogative for Congress.
The administration was able
to bargain for a few face-saving
amendments, including a guarantee that no new sanctions would be
imposed on Iran before June 30th,
and removal of a provision that
mandates Iran to stop terrorist attacks against Americans before the
nuclear deal could be signed.

Democratic senators close to the
White House, such as Tim Kaine,
D-Va., are supporting the bill.
Kaine told the Los Angeles
Times that Obama “has the best
of intentions … but this is too
big and complicated” to be
executed without Congress.
The bill gives Congress
a month to review a final
deal with Iran and stipulates that such a deal
must be reached by July
10th. During the 30-day
congressional
review
period, Obama cannot
lift any US sanctions on
Iran.
Congress is then given the
right to an up-or-down vote
on the agreement. If legislators
reject it, confrontation is inevitable.
Several scenarios are possible if an agreement with Iran
is reached and they all end in a
showdown between the White
House and Congress.

“I don’t think there’s a snowball’s
chance in hell this framework will
get approved by Congress after
review,” Senator Lindsey Graham, R-S.C., predicted on Fox
News.
Obama is walking a very
fine line by allowing Congress a vote on the deal
but he hopes to deprive
the legislative branch of
a veto-proof majority that
could kill the deal. Obama
needs the support of 34
senators (out of 100) and
146 representatives (out
of 435) to veto a congressional rejection of a deal
with Iran.
A conceivable scenario
is that a deal is reached with
Iran then rejected by Congress
but that action is vetoed by
Obama. Some Democratic senators who support granting Congress a vote on the deal could
end up approving the accord at
the point by refusing to override
the veto.

“If the deal ends up looking a lot
like the framework, I think the president will be able to sell it,” Kaine
told Politico.
In the event of confrontation
with Congress, Obama will have to
sell any Iran deal to the American
public. A recent poll by the Pew Research Center indicates that 49% of
respondents said they approve of
the United States negotiating directly with Iran, but 62% said they want
Congress to have final say over the
deal. These could be alarming numbers for the administration if it faces
a prolonged battle in Congress.
For better or for worse, the train
of the Iran negotiations must pass
through Congress this summer.
While the Republican majority will
try to make sure this is the train’s
last stop by terminating any deal
they find untenable, the White
House is determined to ensure that
the fate of any agreement is decided
in the Oval Office.
Joyce Karam is an Arab Weekly correspondent in Washington.
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Iran and Pakistan, a cold peace that could get hot
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

P

akistan’s parliament has
unanimously passed a
resolution affirming the
country’s neutrality in the
Yemen conflict, rebuffing
a Saudi Arabian request for fighter
jets, ground troops and warships to
join the Saudi-led Operation Decisive Storm against Houthi rebels,
who are aided by Iran.
That avoided, for now at least, a
showdown between Pakistan and
neighbouring Iran; the first the
Muslim world’s only nuclear power, the other suspected of ambitions to break that monopoly.
But just how long Pakistan’s
neutrality in the Yemen conflict
will last depends on two factors:
Islamabad’s reading of the balance
of power between the Iranian-led
Shia bloc and the Saudi-dominated
Sunni bloc, and, more importantly,
on Tehran’s ability to peacefully
manage the cold peace that exists
with Islamabad.

Less visible are
Tehran’s attempts to
establish and train
an armed Pakistani
militia
A number of issues divide the
two Muslim neighbours. Ever since
the Islamic Revolution of 1979, Pakistan’s leaders have held an ambiguous position towards Iran’s call
for an Islamic world revolution.
On the one hand, General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq, Pakistan’s
military dictator between 1977 and
1988, famously hailed Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini as the “symbol
of Islamic insurgence”. But since
then Zia, killed in a mysterious
air crash, and his successors have
moved closer to the United States –
a power that Khomeini depicted as
“the Great Satan” and arch-enemy
of the Islamic Republic.

At times mediator, and other
times balancer, this ambiguity has
secured Islamabad considerable
leverage over Iran, as well as those
who fear Iran’s regional influence.
The examples abound: Pakistan
has provided moderate support
to the Iran’s nuclear programme,
but may in the future be just as accommodating to the requests for
scientific and technical assistance
from Tehran’s adversaries – including Saudi Arabia, a long-time ally
– which may desire to deter a possible Iranian bomb with a nuclear
capability of its own.
Another constant irritant is Pakistan’s tacit support for armed
groups in the long-restive Iranian
border province of Sistan-Baluchistan, which engage in terrorist
attacks against bases of the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC),
police stations and frontier guard
posts.
Iranian military commanders
have frequently accused Pakistan
of providing a safe haven for those
groups. However, on other occasions Islamabad has extradited
those same combatants if Tehran
demonstrated a readiness to pay
the price demanded by Islamabad.
Shia make up about 20% of Pakistan’s 182 million Sunni-majority
population; the largest Shia community outside Iran. They constitute another source of conflict
between Tehran and Islamabad.
Khomeini, and since 1989, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, whose official website includes
an Urdu section, have constantly
sought to expand Iranian influence
among their Pakistani co-religionists.
A large number of Pakistani Shia
seem to be enrolled at theological
seminaries in the holy city of Qom
and other Iranian cities. Separately,
the Islamic Republic has financed
charitable organisations such as
the Imam Khomeini Aid and Relief
Committee, operating in Pakistan,
one of the most visible attempts by
Tehran to influence Pakistani Shia.
Less visible are Tehran’s attempts

Conflicting calculations: Pakistani Army Chief General Raheel Sharif (R) talks with Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif in Rawalpindi.
to establish and train an armed
Pakistani militia, as evidenced by
recent funeral services in Pakistan for 15 Pakistani Shia killed in
Syria and Iraq fighting alongside
an Iranian “foreign legion” against
Sunni-dominated, largely jihadist,
forces.

The conflict between
Iran and Pakistan
could escalate fast
The Pakistani Shia appear to be
part of the newly established Zeinabiyoun Brigade, an Urdu-speaking
branch of the Quds Force, the elite
and external operations wing of the
Revolutionary Guards that controls
these non-Iranian Shia groups.

The Pakistani volunteers of the
Zeinabiyoun Brigade may well explain their desire to “protect the
Shia shrines in Syria and Iraq” as
the driving force behind their mobilisation. But the veterans of this
unit could potentially be deployed
to Pakistan by Tehran.
Human Rights Watch attests that
“thousands of Shia” have been
killed in Pakistan over the years
by Sunni extremists in sectarian
violence which Islamabad is either
unwilling or unable to stop. These
issues raise questions concerning
Iran’s ability to peacefully manage
the cold peace with Pakistan.
While Tehran will most probably
tolerate Pakistan’s attempts to play
the role of mediator between Iran
and Tehran’s regional adversaries,

further terrorist incidents on Iran’s
eastern borders could provoke a
reaction from the IRGC, such as attacking its enemy’s safe havens on
Pakistani soil.
Regardless of whether Iranian
nationals or the Zeinabiyoun Brigade engage in such an operation,
the conflict between Iran and Pakistan could escalate fast. Such a
scenario may also change the Pakistani leadership’s calculations
concerning the military intervention of Sunni powers in distant
Yemen.
Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran
and the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps. He is a senior fellow
at the Foundation for the Defense
of Democracies in Washington.

Where will Russian-Iranian relations go?
View poi nt

Mark N. Katz

Washington

A

s the June 30th
“final deadline”
approaches for a
nuclear agreement
between Iran and
the six US-led world
powers, it is far from sure
whether a deal will be concluded,
but if it is, it will open the door to
improved ties between Iran and
the West, as well as with China.
So where will this leave Russia?
For years, Russian observers
have spoken apprehensively about
the possibility of an IranianAmerican rapprochement. An Iran
open to investment and trade with
the West will soon lead to greatly
expanded Iranian production and
exports of oil and gas — something
that will serve to reduce others’
dependence on Russian energy
supplies.
Further, if normalised IranianAmerican ties lead to oil and gas
from the Caspian Basin countries
flowing south through Iran to
reach the world market, this will
decrease Moscow’s transit revenues from, and political leverage
over, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan

The more that Iran’s relations
with the West improve, the
less Tehran will need to rely
on Moscow

and Kazakhstan. Perhaps Iran will
even begin buying arms from the
West instead of Russia.
In short, the more that Iran’s
relations with the West improve,
the less Tehran will need to rely on
Moscow.
Still, Iran and Russia do have
common interests on several
issues. Both support the Assad
regime in Syria. Both support
the governments that the United
States raised to power in Baghdad
and Kabul. Both fear the rise of
Sunni jihadists throughout the
greater Middle East since these are
anti-Shia and anti-Russian as well
as anti-Western and anti-Israeli.
Finally, both have wanted to limit
US influence in the region.
The worry for Moscow is that
once a nuclear agreement is
reached, Tehran and Washington
may expand their cooperation
to the realm of regional security
issues. Tehran’s goal of preventing the Taliban from returning
to power in Afghanistan and the
Islamic State (ISIS) from further
weakening the Shia-led government in Iraq are not just aims that
it shares with Moscow, but with
Washington as well.
And if improved Iranian-American ties lead to Iranian-American
cooperation on resolving the
conflict in Syria, Russia might be
faced with acquiescing to whatever these two agree upon with the
Syrian opposition’s key supporters (Turkey and the Gulf Arabs),
or becoming isolated from them
all through continuing to support
Assad regime intransigence on its
own.

What, then, will Moscow do to
preserve its interests if an Iranian
nuclear agreement is reached?
Some observers say that improving Iranian-American ties will
lead to improved Russian-Arab (as
well as Russian-Israeli) relations.
Instead, though, Moscow seems
to be anticipating the possibility
of improved Iranian-American
ties through improving Russia’s
own relations with Iran before the
agreement is reached.
Just recently — and despite
objections from the United States,
Gulf Arabs, and Israel – Moscow
ended its self-imposed embargo
on shipping S-300 air defence missile systems to Iran. The West, Gulf
Arabs and Israel all worry that if
Iran possesses these missiles, Tehran may calculate that it can develop a nuclear weapons capability
that can survive an Israeli, or even
US, attack and so feel emboldened
to behave more aggressively than
it does now.
If Moscow had offered to end its
embargo on transferring S-300s
to Iran in exchange for Tehran
agreeing to P5+1 demands, this
might have served as an important
inducement to Iranian leaders to
be reasonable in the nuclear negotiations as well as reassured the
United States and its Western allies
that Moscow was being cooperative.
But the fact that Moscow made
this unilateral concession to
Tehran well before the June 30th
deadline suggests that Russian
President Vladimir Putin may have
other motives.
One might simply be that if

Moscow
ended its
self-imposed
embargo on
shipping
S-300 air
defence
missile
systems to
Iran

Putin really does fear Iran will start
buying Western weapons after
signing a nuclear agreement, then
he wanted this previously signed
Russian-Iranian deal to go through
so that Iran will continue to import
some (if not all) weapons from
Russia.
Another motive might be that
Putin is hedging his bets in case a
nuclear agreement is not reached.
In this event, he may simply want
to be in a position to exploit the
likely deterioration in IranianWestern relations that will result.
Indeed, by agreeing to end the
Russian arms embargo on the
S-300s, he may hope that this will
result in both Tehran and Washington becoming less willing to
compromise and no nuclear accord
being reached. With Russian ties
to the West likely to continue to
remain strained over Ukraine,
Putin would undoubtedly prefer
an Iran that also has poor relations
with the United States and its allies
than one that has improving ties
with them.
These two possibilities, of
course, are not mutually exclusive.
It may be that by ending the Russian embargo on S-300 transfers
to Iran, Putin may seek to be
positioning Moscow to have good
relations with Tehran whether an
Iranian nuclear accord is achieved
or not.
Mark N. Katz is a professor of
government and politics at George
Mason University the United
States. Links to his recent articles
can be found at www.marknkatz.
com.
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Briefs
Moody’s raises
Egypt’s credit rating,
says economy
improved
Cairo
Moody’s Investor Service upgraded
Egypt’s credit rating, saying macroeconomic performance has improved
and external vulnerabilities have
been reduced.
In a statement, Moody’s ranked
Egypt at B3 on its scale, speculative
and subject to high credit risk, with
a stable outlook, an improvement
from its previous classification of
Caa1.
Moody’s says it expects economic
growth to accelerate to an annual
4.5% for the fiscal year that ends in
June, before rising to 5-6% over the
coming four years, assuming political stability continues.
Years of political upheaval and
violence following the 2011 ouster
of longtime autocrat Hosni Mubarak
battered Egypt’s economy, although
billions of dollars in aid from Gulf allies have bolstered it and foreign investment and vital tourism revenue
have begun to recover.
The Associated Press

Beirut construction

Construction boom more detrimental
to Beirut’s aesthetic than war
Chloe Benoist

Beirut

F

ifteen years of a destructive civil war, a major Israeli invasion and countless rounds of violence
caused extensive damage
to Beirut’s Levantine character.
But a post-war real estate boom has
had even more devastating consequences on the city and its social
fabric.
Over the past decade, construction cranes and scaffolding have
become an inescapable part of
Beirut’s skyline. Luxury residential complexes and office towers
have mushroomed, almost wiping
out the capital’s public spaces, destroying its architectural heritage
and dealing a severe blow to hopes
of sustainable urbanism.

The rise in
construction is
explained in large
part by the
exorbitant profits for
developers

The rise in construction is explained in large part by the exorbitant profits for developers, according to Jamil Oueini, real estate
manager in Beirut.
“The real estate profit for developers is between 200% and 400%.
So you build a big tower, you sell
three or four apartments and
you’ve already paid off the costs
for the rest of the building,” Oueini
told The Arab Weekly.
According to the Global Property
Guide, prices for apartments in central Beirut were typically between
$4,200 and $6,800 per square metre in 2013 – 3.5 to 5.6 times more
expensive than in 2004, when they
averaged $1,200 per square metre.
As a result, hundreds of old buildings have been torn down to capitalise on the land they were built
on. According to Naji Raji, founder
of a local non-government organisation, “Save Beirut Heritage”, the
capital city counted around 2,000

old houses at the end of the civil
war in 1990. Today, Raji said, only
180 to 200 remain.
He explained in an interview
with The Arab Weekly that investors often end up selling notable
architectural details of old houses
piece by piece, whether it be tiles,
doors or carved stone staircases, all
the while arguing that the houses
they destroy are worthless.
“They’re even profiting from the
pieces,” he said.
“The architecture is important
not just as aesthetic heritage but
as memory of the fabric of the city.
These houses are being replaced by
shapes and forms that have nothing to do with the character of the
neighbourhood,” architect and urbanist Abir Saksouk said, noting
that the eviction of former tenants
was also changing the social composition of the city.
Saksouk’s argument was strongly
backed by Raji who said that only
two families remain in the street
where he grew up in the neighbourhood of Gemmayzeh. The
place, once a calm residential quarter, became a night hub with old
houses turned into restaurants and
pubs blaring music.
“Everyone had left because they
can’t afford to live there. The area
doesn’t belong to them anymore,”
he noted sadly. “Beirut is controlled by companies now. Every
building is a profit.”
This lucrative business has also
had a dire effect on public space,
as real estate promoters have taken
advantage of legal loopholes to effectively take over much of the
Lebanese coast, severely affecting
the ecosystem and restricting access to the sea to a select few.
Opportunities to create more
green spaces in Beirut have also
been stifled by the competitive
rush to buy terrain for high-rise
buildings. The city only has 0.8 sq.
metre of green space per resident,
a far cry from the World Health Organisation’s recommendation of 9
sq. metres per person.
“The municipality should be the
one buying more land to create
more public spaces. It should have
a clear-cut position on this issue,”

Beirut Green Project co-founder
Dima Boulad argued. “Having
green spaces is a right, not a privilege.”
For Saksouk, the preservation of
public space is a social and political
necessity. “In a city where communities are often divided along
sectarian lines and in sectarian
neighbourhoods, communal spaces become extremely important,”
she said.
The dearth of public spaces, she
said, is “an obstacle for these communities to interact”.
In addition to sacrificing Beirut’s
traditional character to modernisation, the real estate boom has taken
its toll on the city’s precarious infrastructure. Those responsible for
the construction of high-rise buildings often do not feel concerned
with ensuring potential residents
have access to basic services.
“There is zero urban planning,”
Oueini explained. “Last summer there was a huge water crisis
and it’s all because there’s no infrastructure. There are no dams.
There’s no planning.”
The “takeover” of Beirut by developers and entrepreneurs in the
construction sector, has been facilitated by loose governmental
oversight.

Prices for
apartments in
central Beirut are 3.5
to 5.6 times more
expensive than in
2004
“It happens a lot that developers destroy houses before getting
approval from the ministry,” Raji
said. “Sometimes they do this
cunning trick where they remove
the balconies, the windows, the
arcades — everything important —
then go to the ministry and claim
that it has been destroyed like that
during the war.”
Mona Harb, an associate professor of Urban Studies and Politics at
the American University of Beirut,
said political collusion was also
to blame. Many of the major real
estate promoters in Lebanon are

related to or affiliated with politicians.
“Beirut’s lack of proper urban
planning is strongly related to the
convergence of private real-estate
interests and political elites’ interests,” Harb told The Arab Weekly.

200%-400%
The real estate
profit for
developers

“We have a relatively good set
of laws that urban planners could
work along if they were given the
means to. But people who want to
make a change within the system
are discouraged, because public
administration is dominated by
corruption and sectarian politics.”
Harb argued that electoral laws,
which dictate that citizens vote in
their town of origin, not of residence, hinder the ability of Beirut’s residents to hold their local
and national-level representatives
accountable.
“The majority of people who
benefit from public services in Beirut do not get to vote for the ones
who manage these services. These
are kept in power by a minority of
dwellers who vote for them based
on sectarian interests and fears,”
she said.
But on a more positive note,
Harb pointed to noteworthy local
development efforts by some mayors in Lebanese towns as a proof
that there are possibilities and opportunities for good urbanism to
occur.
Boulad agreed, adding that citizens also have a crucial role to play
in raising awareness of the issue
and compelling political leaders to
enact change.
“There isn’t any urban planning
with a real vision on the long term
in Beirut,” she said
To many, Beirut is no more the
city they knew and enjoyed.
Chloe Benoist is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Beirut.

New oil fields found
in Kuwait
Kuwait City
Kuwait’s state news agency says
the state-run Kuwait Oil Co. has discovered four new oil fields.
The Kuwait News Agency (KUNA)
quoted KOC Chief Executive Officer
Hashim Hashim as saying that the
discovery of the fields will “fortify
Kuwait’s standing as an international producer of oil”.
Hashim said that the discovery
is the culmination of a two-year oil
exploration mission. He noted that
one of the reservoirs contains light
crude oil, the first such reservoir in
Kuwait.
He told KUNA the finds will increase Kuwait’s oil reserves and further strengthen its position among
the world’s top exporters of oil.
There was no information on the
size of the fields in the north and
west of the OPEC member.
The Associated Press

Iraqi prime minister
says committed to
reforms to attract
business
Washington
Iraq is committed to making difficult reforms to its bureaucracy and
regulations for foreign companies
to attract much-needed investment,
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi said
April 16th in Washington.
Speaking to a forum held by the
US Chamber of Commerce, Abadi
said his government was committed to essential reforms, including
reducing hurdles for business and
tackling corruption.
“It is our aim to provide help and
encouragement to the private sector
and we have to remove bureaucracy
and red tape,” Abadi said. “In Iraq I
think it’s playing a role in delaying
investment. Sometimes I can see it
as criminal as terrorism.”
Iraqi Finance Minister Hoshyar
Zebari said April 15th that Iraq suffers from a bloated government
bureaucracy that is paid some $3.5
billion in monthly wages, which he
called a huge burden on public finances.
Reuters
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Hardships batter Syrians
as economy plummets
Antoine Kaser

Damascus

T

ake a quick look at shop
windows of Syria’s capital and you will see luxury items are still available four years after the
start of the civil war. From Scotch
whisky, French cognac, Cuban cigars and bridal gowns from France
and Italy, you can buy it all in the
wealthy
government-controlled
suburbs of Damascus. But only if
you are able to pay prices some
700% higher than before the war.
The fact that such goods are
available at all however is testament to the government’s failure
to curb the import of luxury items
and shore up its dwindling strategic
hard currency reserve. The haunting obsession for most Syrians in

Western and US
sanctions have
weighed heavily on
the Syrian economy,
mainly on the oil
sector
government-controlled parts of
the country is the economy, which
goes in parallel with their concern
about deteriorating security conditions.
“Since the war erupted in March
2011, Syria’s economy shrunk by
60% and one-third of the workforce has become unemployed,”
economist Abed Fadhlia told The
Arab Weekly.
Life in the “Country of Jasmine”
— as some Syrians call it — has become unaffordable to many with
an average monthly income of
around 20,000 pounds — about

$93. Fadhlia said the most important economic indicator is the Syrian pound now at its lowest level
against the US dollar in about four
years.
He said the pound’s depreciation
could be attributed to the sharp
drop in Syrian exports, the cessation of direct and indirect foreign
investment, the slide in Syria’s
foreign reserves as tourism and
export earnings suffer from the unrest, capital flees the country and
people buy dollars as they grow
increasingly fidgety about the fate
of the pound. Traders also use valuable dollars to import luxuries.
Reserves plummeted to less than
$4 billion down from $18 billion in
2011, Syrian government data indicate.
Before the crisis, the dollar traded at roughly 46 Syrian pounds.
It’s now sold at 280 pounds to a
dollar on the black market and
250 pounds at the Central Bank of
Syria.

Other significant
increases include:
— One gram of 21-karat gold rose
from 1,200 pounds to 9,100 pounds.
— An apartment in the quiet Damascus suburbs jumped from 2 million
pounds to 8 million.
— One litre of subsidised kerosene
fuel, used for heating, increased
from 15 pounds to 125 pounds
To help public servants cope with
the increases and avoid street riots
over price hikes, the government
doubled the monthly salary of a
government employee from 10,000
to 20,000 pounds.
Traditionally, agriculture, industry, tourism and oil make up the
bulk of the Syrian economy. However, these four sectors were the
biggest losers of the war in Syria.

Syria’s production of wheat declined from 3.7 million tons in 2010
to 1.8 million tons in 2014. Cotton
production, which is considered
the main source of hard currency
along with oil, plunged to zero. All
cotton-growing areas are in flashpoints in central, northern and
western Syria.
War also dealt a blow to the Syrian industrial sector. Sheikh Najjar
Industrial City, the largest in the
country with an area of 4,412 hectares in Aleppo, was ransacked by
armed groups three years ago.
According to the Trade Ministry,
the value of Syrian exports declined
to severe levels in 2011 and hit unprecedented low levels in mid 2013.
But in 2014, exports rose by 20%.
No reasons or money figures were
disclosed.
Fares Shihabi, chairman of the
Federation of Syrian Chambers of
Industry, told The Arab Weekly that
thousands of factories were plundered in Aleppo, Syria’s economic
capital.
He accused unnamed “regional
states” of having “worked to systematically destroy the Syrian industry”.
Tourism, the main lifeline of the
Syrian economy which directly
contributes a big chunk of the gross
domestic product (GDP), is nearly
at a standstill. Syria used to receive
more than 1 million tourists a year,
mostly Arabs.
Western and US sanctions have
weighed heavily on the Syrian
economy, mainly on the oil sector. Syria’s oil output, which stood
at 380,000 barrels per day (bpd)
ahead of the crisis, dropped 80%
when militant groups seized most
of the oil wells in northeastern Syria. With increased demand and little supply, fuel prices jumped.
The April 1st closure of Nasib bor-

Making ends meet in Damascus
der crossing with Jordan, Syria’s
gateway to the Gulf Arab region and
a main import route for the government in Damascus, also chocked
Syria.
Fadhlia said the closure dealt a
“painful blow” due to the absence
of alternative crossings after Turkey closed its northern crossings.
“This is detrimental for all countries, without exception, including

Syria, Jordan and the Gulf,” Fadhlia
said. The war’s ugly face is visible
to many Syrians who are trying to
provide for their families. While
some have managed to cope with
the harsh living conditions, others,
seeing no sign of a political solution, have fled.
Antoine Kaser covers Syria from his
base in Damascus.

Building the future, block by block, in Dubai
Mini S. Menon

Dubai

T

he Middle East construction scene is booming as
never before, with nations
vying with each other to
set the stage for the ambitious development plans they have
for the coming decade.
The UAE leads the way with its
World Expo 2020 preparations and
Qatar is right on its heels with eyes
firmly set on FIFA World Cup 2022.
Saudi Arabia’s Economic Cities
promise to be as spectacular as the
sets of an animated science fiction
movie and the rest of the Middle
East is developing its infrastructure
at unprecedented rates, with expectations of increased tourist footfall
in the region.
With so much happening simultaneously at breakneck speed, it is
no longer viable to rely solely on
traditional construction options.
The need of the hour is a set of options that guarantee sustainability,
speed, safety and economic feasibility and offer quicker return on
investment. Something like a set
of “green” LEGO blocks, which can
be manipulated to form shapes and
structures limited only by the player’s imagination.
Enter shipping containers! Yes,
those steel mammoths that lie
abandoned in lots, taking up space
and waiting for a new lease of life.
They may well be the solution
capable of meeting the growing demand for construction alternatives.
The proof lies in splendid developments worldwide such as London’s
Box Park, Re:Start of Christchurch,
Amsterdam’s Keetwonen Student
Dormitory and the container cit-

ies cropping up in different urban
pockets.
Dubai, with its typical receptiveness to innovative ideas, has embraced the technology with fervour.
The city is home to the first permanent container building in the
MENA region. It was built by Smart
Box Industries LLC as headquarters
for Geo-Chem Middle East in TechnoPark in 2013.

Shipping containers
are the building
blocks of the future
Geo-Chem’s 1,240 sq. m headquarters was made out of 42 units
of 12.1-metre high cube containers,
and is a typical commercial building.
Arjun Menon, managing director
of Smart Box Industries, has this
to say about why he ventured into
something thus far unexplored in

“Cargotecture” at work in Dubai

the Middle East context: “Though
the idea of upcycling containers
was new to the region, we were
confident that it will revolutionise
the region’s construction industry.
We had the technology, expertise
and raw materials – all we needed
was a client willing to take a bold
stance.”
And Geo-Chem Middle East, convinced by the viability of the technology, was keen to be the region’s
trendsetter in the technology.
Container conversion, popularly known as “cargotecture”, has
gained increased acceptance and
momentum in Dubai. Many new,
cutting-edge developments have
incorporated cargotecture, notably the Box Park Al Wasl with its
220 shipping containers forming a
unique architectural design with an
eclectic mix of colours, and Pocket
Park in Dubai Design District (D3),
which boasts wind towers made of
vertically placed containers.

Containers are also being used as
pop-up venues for events and exhibitions, Container construction
is also gaining official recognition
in the UAE, with the advent of sustainable bus stops made out of used
6-metre containers. The project is
the brainchild of United Arab Emirates University students enrolled
under the Carbon Ambassador Programme (CAP). Mamunni Vellaparambil, of Consolidated Contractors International Company (CCIC)
which is leading the construction
phase of the project, says, “We foresee the project kicking up a storm
and the demand will gradually rise
for the new concept.”
The region is obviously waking
up to the fact that shipping containers are the building blocks of the
future. Not only do they provide
visually engaging structures that
adapt themselves to any design
aesthetics, they also offer the most
feasibility, in terms of cost, speed of
construction, safety and durability,
not to mention decreased on-site
labour and the ease of assembly line
production within the factory.
What makes shipping containers
the ideal building material?
To begin with, shipping containers — or ISBU – Intermodal Steel
Building Units — are made of CorTen steel, a special “weathering” alloy of anti-corrosive metals, which
loses a mere 1.0 mm of surface per
100 years to corrosion when unpainted. When coated with epoxy
paints and maintained well, the
lifespan is virtually infinite, providing a perfect weather resistant
structural surface.
As Cor-Ten steel is not subject to
cracks or plaster decay, which renders structurally damaging biological growth impossible as is habitual
with traditional construction, an

ISBU epitomises sustainability, recyclability, durability and longevity.
Built to transport goods safely in a
“hostile dynamic maritime environment”, containers are stacked
up seven units high on ships. On
terra firma, they can go up many
more levels without affecting safety
in the least.
Even more appealing is the sustainability aspect of cargotecture
and the fact that it is one of the
most environmentally friendly construction options available today.
Lending itself easily to insulation
and other sustainable options, a
container building can be the most
energy efficient structure of any development.

Container
conversion,
popularly known as
“cargotecture”, has
gained increased
acceptance
Additionally, made up to 98% of
recycled material which are further
recyclable, a container building also
calls for minimum foundations to
be dug, with least impact on land.
This allows land to be restored to
its original condition upon dismantling the structure once it has run its
course.
“The shipping container is here
to stay. It is the perfect building
block for the future. Whether as
single units for urban retail spaces
and public toilets, or as more complex multi-storey buildings for hotels, apartments or offices,” Arjun
Menon remarked.
Mini S. Menon is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Dubai.
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The daily trials of street children
Dominique Roch

Beirut

Y

ou encounter them sometimes selling things on
the streets, collecting garbage, working in garages
or fields. Their names are
Samir, Hiba, Ula. They have dropped
out of school or never been there
and, according to Juliette Touma,
UNICEF regional spokeswoman
on the Syria crisis, life for many of
those children in the Arab region
has become a daily horror show.
Beyond the staggering figures
disclosed in a report from the UN
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the
UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) — 15
million Arab children out of school
and 6 million more at risk – Touma
underlines in an interview with The
Arab Weekly the impact of current
wars on Arab children, particularly
in Syria and Iraq.

Another country at
great risk is Iraq
where there are two
million internally
displaced children
“We are talking of millions of children who have endured huge sufferings and witnessed horrors,” she
said. “They have been displaced,
sometimes overnight. Some of their
houses have been bombed. They
witnessed loved ones being either
taken away or killed, kidnapped,
arrested. Their schools sometimes
bombed.
“It’s a horrific situation. It’s a bru-

tal civil war and it’s something we
haven’t seen for the past two decades.”
Touma reckons that Syria’s crisis,
which started in 2011, is one of the
toughest challenges UNICEF has
had to face in 60 years of existence,
not the least because of the length of
the conflict. Inside Syria, 5.6 million
children need assistance, including
2.8 million who are out of school.
Touma said UNICEF is particularly concerned about 2 million Syrian children it is unable to reach on a
regular basis.
“These are the children who live
under siege… or in hard-to-reach
areas where conflict has been very
heavy,” she said. “We are talking
about Raqqa, Deir al-Zor, rural Damascus, some parts of Homs and
Aleppo, some parts of Deraa.”
The United Nations has no contact
with the Islamic State (ISIS) militants who control Syrian territory
where 40% of the population lives.
It tries to reach children living there
through a network of local partners who deliver assistance. There
is, however, no way to assess what
is being really done on the ground.
And not all of the out-of-reach children live in areas held by ISIS, some
are in rebel- or regime-held areas.
“We continue to advocate with
parties to the conflict to give us access. Sometimes, we have windows
of opportunity where we are given
the OK to go to some of those areas
but it certainly is not enough. We
need to do much more.” said Touma.
Since 2013, UNICEF has spearheaded a “No Lost Generation Initiative” focusing on providing children with psychological support,
education and protection. Some
500 school clubs where children can

go for catch-up classes have been
opened across Syria in addition
to teacher-training programmes.
Classes are also held for refugees
outside Syria.
Another project aims to establish
schools at home in unsafe areas
where schools have been destroyed
or turned into shelters.
“It is a self-learning programme
targeting areas where children are
not able to reach school,” Touma explained. “It means that you deliver
to the child a kit… it has books, colouring stuff.
“Outside Syria we have built three
schools in Jordan’s Zaatari Syrian refugee camp and we work with
governments in Lebanon, Jordan
and Turkey to expand the learning space for children by resorting
to double shifts; morning for local
children and afternoon classes for
Syrians.”
A cash-assistance programme
for refugee families, starting with
Jordan, is also being implemented.
“Many kids have become breadwinners and by giving cash to their
families, we hope this will be an
incentive to send back their kids to
school,” Touma said.
Another country at great risk is
Iraq where there are 2 million internally displaced children. Children
have fled sometimes overnight with
just the clothes they were wearing,
according to Touma, who worked
in Iraq immediately after last June’s
crisis when ISIS launched a major offensive.
“Again this is a story of horror,
fear, unpredictability,” she said.
“At the peak of the Syria crisis we
warned about the risk of having a
lost generation of Syrian children
but I think right now when you look

Millions at risk
at the numbers, unless we tackle
this issue, we could be at a risk of
having a lost generation of children
in this region.”
UNICEF is 70% short of the $900
million it needs to fund its work,
Touma said. She remains, however,
hopeful stressing that “if we get the
mobilisation we are calling for; if
we get the prioritisation of education, for example, to be high on the
agenda of governments of civil society of those who have influence; if
we have the financial investments
needed, we would be able to put a
stop to the deterioration of the situation of children in one aspect and
that is education.”

This bleak picture is brightened
by the fact, as Touma says, “Education is something that everybody
asks for.
“It’s quite fascinating because
when you meet people on any side
of the conflict in Syria — mothers,
fathers, children themselves — you
keep hearing, ‘I want to go back to
school.’ ‘I want to become a doctor.’
‘I have a dream of becoming an astronaut …’”
Will the dreams of these Arab generations at risk come true?
Dominique Roch is a regular analyst
and special correspondent for The
Arab Weekly.

I nter v iew

Walid Touma, Lebanese education expert,
sounds alarm about unattended children
Samar Kadi

Beirut

A

generation of unattended children is growing
up deprived of basic education and in danger
of becoming radicalised
and recruited as fighters in future
wars, believes a senior Lebanese
education expert.
Considering that more than 15
million children in the Arab region,
including 3 million Syrians and Iraqis, are out of school, Walid Touma,
a professor engaged in education
programmes at Beirut’s Lebanese
American University
(LAU)
describes
the figure as
“shocking”.
“This

Future foot soldiers of terror

situation calls for immediate action
because these children constitute a
most fertile recruitment ground for
the Islamic State (ISIS) and similar
organisations, which preach terrorism,” Touma told The Arab Weekly.
“These are the future weapons
of war. They will be immediately
tapped by militant groups and become the agents of terror because
they have no other alternative and
no chance to have a taste of education.”
The effects of wars in the region
have been tremendously disruptive, especially in Syria and Iraq.
People younger than 18 comprise
more than 50% of the refugees and
those displaced by the Syrian war.
As violence expands in the protracted wars, whether in Syria, Libya and Iraq schools are destroyed
and more children
are at risk of
missing out
on educa-

tion and the necessary knowledge
for them to grow into successful
adults, Touma observed.
Unless Arab governments and
the international community move
quickly to reverse or at least remedy the situation, “our children
and grandchildren will be still suffering from war”, he said. “If we
reckon that out of the 3 million
children in Syria and Iraq alone,
some 200,000, or 100,000, or even
less, become pure warriors in the
terror game, you’re talking about
wars that could go on for 20, 30 and
even 50 years.”
The university professor also
cautioned that the world would
bear the brunt of a lost generation
of violence-driven children without any formal education if the
matter is not properly and quickly
addressed.
“No place will be immune. The
whole world would suffer, not
only the countries where they
came from. These children
could become future mercenaries or weapons to be used
anywhere,” he said, noting
that militants fighting in Syria
and Iraq belong to 30 different nationalities. “These were obviously
uncared-for children who have
become rogue and brainwashed …
That’s the risk that the world needs
to be aware of.”
“This matter should be a core
issue, not only for the countries
concerned but for the United
Nations, the European Union as well as the Arab
League,” Touma said.
Himself a “child of
war”, Touma was

only 10 years old when Lebanon’s
15-year-long civil strife broke out
in 1975. But he appeared confident
that “it is not too late” to reverse
the tide.
“The situation could still be remediable, especially for young
children in the primary and pre-primary phase. But once the child hits
teenage it becomes much more difficult, because by then he could be
brainwashed and drawn into taking whatever choice he has to exit
from his misery,” Touma argued.
“However, we need to act now and
sufficient funding should be made
available for that. It is an utmost
priority.”
The
UN
Children’s
Fund
(UNICEF) and the UN Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) said in a joint study
that one in four children in the region is either out of school or at risk
of dropping out as a result of direct
conflict, poverty and turmoil. It
said, in addition to 15 million Arab

By saying yes to
education for
war-affected
children, we’re
saying no to future
wars
children currently out of school, an
additional 6 million are believed to
be at high risk of dropping out.
Low levels of funding was pinpointed as the most critical educational bottleneck for reaching
conflict-affected children in several countries in the Middle East
and North Africa, including Syria,
Yemen, the Palestinian territories
and Sudan, according to the UN report. It said funding shortfalls, due
in part to unfulfilled promises from
donor governments, prevented the
United Nations from extending ed-

ucational support to some 2.2 million children.
Touma underscored the need to
prioritise investment in education
to ensure that all unprivileged and
war-affected children are able to
get an education, “in order to prevent a situation where they have
to go begging in the street, and get
easily tapped and brainwashed”.
The flow of refugees and destruction of schools will not come to a
halt until the region’s wars do but,
in the meantime, education cannot
be placed on standby, he argued.
Touma said technology should
make it easier to spread awareness
and create an environment of education, even inside refugee camps.
“They should see something else
[other] than no food, misery and
violence,” he said. “We need to
shift their minds from these calamities and tell them there is something better.”
Referring to Lebanon’s civil war,
Touma said experience showed
that even in very challenging environments, flexible and innovative measures can keep education
going. “Education was like the oil
for Lebanon … It brought prosperity after the war and thus protected
the country. When you have that,
you would definitely say no more
war.”
“Only education paid back, not
war … So by saying yes to education for war-affected children,
we’re saying no to future wars.”
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Life goes on in Damascus, so does the war
Albert Aji

Damascus

T

his ancient Arab capital
is famous for its public
squares which carry historical names, like the
Abbasids, a reference to
the Abbasid Caliphate, the third of
the Islamic caliphates to succeed
Prophet Mohammed.
The irony now, however, is that
city officials are having difficulty agreeing on a name for a new
square, just outside Damascus,
and widely nicknamed the “war
square.” People spontaneously began calling it that in the wake of the
March 2011 uprising to topple President Bashar Assad.
“Life has become unbearable in
Damascus,” said merchant Ghabi
Nakazi, 58, reflecting a gloomy public mood, anxious about the war
raging just outside the city limits.
“There is no glimpse of hope that
matters will be settled soon,” Nakazi sighed. “I’m thinking seriously
of going to live abroad. My income
is too little, while my spending has
considerably increased.”
“In a year’s time, we might find
ourselves obliged to sell our houses
or personal effects to survive,” he
told The Arab Weekly.
Such talk is echoed by many
in Damascus, where people vent
their frustration with skyrocketing
prices, including for public transport, fuel and foodstuffs. One kilogram of widely popular lamb meat
costs 3,100 Syrian pounds ($14.65),
compared with around 600 pounds
($2.64) before the war, a 500%
jump.
The crunch is magnified by the
diminishing purchasing power of
the Syrian pound. One US dollar is
now worth 257 Syrian pounds, compared with the almost stable prewar value of 46 pounds.
Aside from the pocketbook issues
that worry many Syrians, residents
of seven upscale Damascus neighbourhoods, some close to the heavily secured presidential palace, said

they feel little of the civil war in cities around them. Occasionally, they
get a quick taste of it — one or two
rockets whizzing overhead, exploding somewhere nearby and sending
columns of black smoke that defile
the skyline.
“Life is ordinary and business is
usual, as if we live on a different
planet,” said a Damascus resident,
reached by telephone from Jordan.
He insisted on anonymity, citing
concern over possible police reprisal.
In daytime, Damascus streets
bustle with traffic and pedestrians
and its shops and restaurants are
crowded. At lunchtime, it is possible to have to wait for table at some
restaurants if you do not have a reservation.
After nightfall, Damascus is back
in action. Music blares from loudspeakers in radiantly lit restaurants
and traditional smoke-filled coffee
shops across the city. Young Syrians
line trendy street cafés, bars and
movie theatres.
Damascus is heavily fortified
because it houses Assad’s palace,
halfway up a green hill, overlooking the city’s squares and a network
of modern roads and bridges that
sprouted up just before the civil
war.
Sometimes, when there has been
a tip-off of a potential threat, roadblocks spring up to bring a sudden
reminder of the war
Damascus is home to some 6
million people, double its pre-war
population as many of the country’s
6.5 million people displaced by violence in their towns flee for safety
in the capital.
But the city is half-encircled by
hotspots from its east to southwest.
The areas — Moadhamiya, Daraya,
Sbeina, Mleiha, Erbin, Douma and
Harasta — shelter armed groups
fighting the Syrian army in a bid to
overthrow Assad.
War changed the Damascene
lifestyle. People feel isolated from
other parts of the country and do
not dare venture outside Damascus at night. The war cut off many
districts outside the capital in the

Damascus spice market (Photo: Antoine Kaser)
wake of reports that several people
were killed on deserted roads by
highway bandits or militants.
At convenience and drug stores,
the shelves are full with a wide
range of commodities, just like before, most of it local, with some
things from China.

People vent their
frustration with
skyrocketing prices,
including for public
transport, fuel and
foodstuffs
Water supply through the state’s
network is continuous. But many
residents had to change the reservoirs they keep on their roofs after
the water tanks were pierced by
gunfire. Power outages have been
fixed and electricity has been available around the clock with no interruption since the beginning of
April.

In the old quarters of Damascus,
Syrian artist Hikmat Dawood reopened his coffee shop in a small corner of Bab Sharqi neighbourhood.
“Sham, as Damascus is widely
known in Arabic, is a symbol of our
national pride, a living memory for
all Syrians. We cannot afford to see
the name go away,” Dawood said on
the deck of his trendy café, which is
crammed with artists, poets, writers and musicians.
The shop is a weekend meeting
place to discuss art and issues affecting their daily lives.
Hikmat’s Café is one of several in
the area that were refurbished from
Ottoman-era houses into modern
cafés with large TV screens and local and foreign beverages.
The old quarter of Damascus is
a UN World Heritage Site that has
existed for more than 5,000 years.
Now, it has more than 100 cafés, although most of them are closed owing to the absence of tourists.
In the years that preceded the

March 2011 uprising against the Assad regime, some 200 hotels, restaurants, cafés and bars grew up
rapidly in the narrow alleyways and
cobblestone streets of the ancient
city.
“The city is vivacious, charming
and refuses to comply with the laws
of war,” Dawood said. “I still stay up
to the early hours of the morning. I
walk around the city at night.”
But most hotels in the old city of
Damascus are closed. Near Hikmat’s
Café there is an ancient Damascene
lane that was named after Douma
city, which is controlled by the militant armed group, Jaish al-Islam.
As two children pushed a bicycle
on a cobblestone road, Abu George,
in his 60s, stood watching. “This
city has lived for more than 10,000
years and is still able to move forward,” he said.

decades ago, there were four to six
children per couple. Now, parents
understand that they are better off
with two children in order to look
after them properly and give them a
solid education,” he said.
“If people had been conscious
about the necessity of contraception
and family planning in the 1970s,
Morocco would have had a smaller
population and higher income per
capita while resources would have
been better distributed,” he added.

childbearing among women”.
Salaries in urban areas have stagnated while housing and rental prices have shot up, forcing young men
to believe that their standard of living would drop dramatically if they
had to support a wife and children.

Albert Aji, based in Damascus, has
been covering Syria and the region
for three decades.

The lessons of Morocco’s census
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

W

ith an average birth
rate of 2.19 children
per woman, Morocco’s fertility rate has
reached a level nearly as low as that of France, raising
many questions about the factors at
play in the North African country’s
demographic transition.
The population of the North African country reached 33,848,242
inhabitants on September 1, 2014,
according to preliminary results of
the census issued in March by the
Moroccan High Commission for
Planning.
The population’s growth rate,
which continues to decline,
has been only 1.25% per
year over the last 10 years.
From an average of seven
children per woman in
1962, the fertility rate
dropped to 2.5 children
per woman in 2004
and 2.19 in 2014.
Most analysts ascribe
the
falling
growth rate to several
factors: A longer educational path, ruralurban migration, the
cost of living, family
planning and the delay
of first marriage.

education and obtain post-graduate
degrees in order to improve their
employment prospects in an increasingly competitive job market.
“The rising level of education
among women has impacted fertility, both materially and culturally,”
Professor Mustapha Karmouni told
The Arab Weekly.
Highly educated women are
much more likely to delay childbearing and have smaller families
than women with no formal education and, in turn, contribute to the
decline of the country’s population
growth.
The urbanisation rate, which was

Longer education
More Moroccans have
chosen to further their

An increasingly older population

55.1% in 2004, rose to 60.3% in 2014.
The increase is the result of rural
migration to major cities in Morocco
as the North African kingdom has
witnessed a noticeable shift to nonagricultural economic activities.
The construction boom in the cities, which took off in 2005, drew a
sizeable labour force mainly from
rural communities where many
people are looking for better jobs,
higher incomes and easier access to
health care services. Moreover, major cities such as Casablanca and Rabat have expanded at the expense of
agricultural land, further shrinking
rural areas.
However, the urban transition
could exacerbate poverty and create
shanty towns unless the Moroccan
government pursues policies that
lead to sustainable urban growth.

Family planning
Many women in urban areas
are using some form of family planning thanks to easy
access to modern contraceptive methods and better
overall health care conditions.
The contraceptive pill
is the most widely used
modern method for family planning, according
to gynaecologist Dr Mohamed Annacer Zhiri.
“Married couples, even
from
lower
income
groups, are now more
conscious than ever
about having fewer
children,” Zhiri told
The Arab Weekly. “Four

Cost of living
The soaring cost of living in urban
areas has driven many parents to
have fewer children in order to make
ends meet.
A costly private education is one
of the key factors behind fertility
decline among households in urban
areas, where schooling fees absorb a
significant part of family income.
“My wife and I decided not to
have a third child because we are
spending a fortune on our children’s
education,” Adil, an entrepreneur in
his late 30s, told The Arab Weekly.
“Children have become a liability
in our society. We can only blame
the poor educational system in our
public schools and universities.”
The rising age of marriage is another crucial factor behind fertility’s decline. The average age of
first marriage has soared by 10 years
since 1960, and is 31.4 years among
men and 26.6 among women. Some
1.3 million Moroccans are single.
Karmouni, who has been campaigning for women’s legal rights
in rural areas, said the delay in marriage “has reduced the duration of

Ageing of the population
As life expectancy continues to
rise and fertility rates edge towards
a level of fewer than two children
per woman, the number of people
aged 60 and over will increase from
2.7 million in 2010 to 10.1 million in
2050, which would represent 24.5%
of the total population compared to
7.2% and 8.1% in 1960 and 2004, respectively.
Morocco is experiencing the first
signs of a demographic transition
already occurring in much of the
West, with a slower population
growth combined with rising urbanisation. The government needs
to consider the impact of population
ageing on economic productivity. It
will have to take structured measures to avoid the overcrowding of
major cities (such as Casablanca and
Rabat) and stem rural exodus.
It also remains to be seen, also,
how Morocco will handle the demands of an ageing population. If
estimates prove true the number of
pensioners will rise almost threefold in the next 35 years creating a
daunting challenge for the authorities.
Saad Guerraoui is a regular contributor to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.
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Mutanabbi
Street gives
hope in Baghdad
Vibrant street is providing
venue for cultural activities,
political protests
Nermeen Mufti

T

he Iraq we know is here.
Name the book you’re
looking for and you will
find it in one of the tens of
bookstores lining this famous cultural avenue in the heart
of Baghdad.
Like the old days, poets, writers, intellectuals, painters and
musicians converge on Mutanabbi
Street’s smoke-filled traditional coffee shops to display their assets.
For many Iraqis, this street —
named after Abu al-Tayyib al-Mutanabbi, a poet from the Abbasid
Caliphate time who was regarded a
master of the Arabic language — offers a glimpse of hope that Iraq is
still home to the Arab intellect.
“It’s clear that the stable life we
have lived will never be back,”
groaned Iraqi novelist Saad Said
during an interview with The Arab
Weekly. “Yet, Mutanabbi gives us
hope that, despite the tough times,
we endured. We managed to preserve our culture.”

Mutanabbi street is a
bright spot in our
gloomy present
Iraq’s cultural sector was hurt
during international sanctions that
followed the country’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait. The intellect, having blossomed under a strong sense
of nationalism stemming from selfproclaimed victory over Iran in an
eight-year war that began in 1980,
became preoccupied with breadand-butter issues in the 1990s.
Economic hardships dawned
following the war with Iran and in
the wake of the embargo that virtually dried up Iraq’s oil revenues because of its banned oil exports and
saw the country’s economy almost
crumple. Oil-rich Iraq sits atop one
of the world’s largest oil reserves.

Bustling street

Many Iraqi professors, journalists, novelists, poets, painters, musicians and other artists, doctors,
engineers and other professionals
fled to safety in Europe, the United
States, Canada and neighbouring
Arab countries.
However, those who remained
behind are reviving cultural activities in Mutanabbi street where
street cafés and bookshops are providing business and pleasure.
And, the momentum is picking
up.
Like the old days, poets and book
readers throng Mutanabbi, a narrow pedestrian street in central
Baghdad lined with bookstores,
publishing and printing houses and
even street vendors selling books
on everything from the Marxist Soviet Union to cooking. Traditional
coffee shops are also there and on
side streets.
During the weekends, especially on Fridays, Mutanabbi street
throbs with pedestrians, including women and children. Some
crowd bookstands on the street;
others watch poets reciting to their
friends as they sip spiced-cooked
tea in a corner coffee shop.
Elsewhere on the same street,
elderly men converge on another
shop to play backgammon and listen to storytellers reading from
their newest publications.
“We even discuss politics, which
is new to us in Iraq,” Shafika Mattar, an Iraqi journalist, told The
Arab Weekly, pointing to how Iraqis were deprived of discussing
politics in public fearing police retribution during Saddam Hussein’s
autocratic rule.
Hot spots in Mutanabbi are Shahbandar teahouse, Hanash corner,
Qishla gardens and building and
the Baghdad Cultural Centre.
In the last few years, an added
activity surfaced in Mutanabbi:
protesters against the state’s corruption, bureaucracy and nepotism venting their concerns. They

Book displays
usually disperse peacefully after
shouting anti-government slogans
and delivering angry speeches.
“The protesters should find another spot to articulate their demands, unless they are demanding
something affecting the cultural
scene,” Saad complained, referring
to politicised protests, including
those against Islamic militants.
Many believe the virulent criticism of militants led to a truck explosion in Mutanabbi that killed at
least 39 people and wounded several others in March 2007. The area,

which was devastated at the time,
was still frequented by its clientele
just a day after the blast.
“Mutanabbi street is a bright
spot in our gloomy present,” said
Ban Jawahiri, the granddaughter of
renowned Iraqi poet Mohammed
Jawahiri, who dared to speak out
against the policies of the ruling
Ba’ath Socialist Party in the height
of Saddam’s rule.
Mayham Hilo, a consultant dermatologist turned-poet and novelist, began her activities in a Mutanabbi outdoor garden nearly two
years ago. She arranges lectures
and public debates between the intellect and Iraq’s youth, who make
up 50% of the population, on issues affecting their lives.
“My project aims at encouraging
the culture of asking questions and
getting answers for the sake of people’s right to know what is going on
around them,” Hilo said in an interview with The Arab Weekly.
“It was not easy to carry out such
an activity in today’s Iraq,” she
said, explaining that at the outset,
she received numerous threats by
politicians clearly intimidated by
the issues discussed.
But as time went on, her crowds
grew and her activities became too
popular to be silenced, she maintained.
Mutanabbi is also an attraction
to foreigners, mainly journalists
based in Iraq.
Canadian journalist Jane Arraf said she makes any excuse on
Fridays to visit Mutanabbi. “Shabander Teahouse is a reminder of
how much has been lost,” Arraf
told The Arab Weekly.
“The fact that the owner is still
there behind his desk, next to pictures of his sons killed in the explosion, is a testament to an Iraqi
spirit and culture that can’t be extinguished.”
Several months after the bomb-

ing, owner Mohammed Hayali
banned Americans from his teahouse because he was frustrated by
US policies. He blamed Washington
for “ruining” his country with its
invasion in 2003, which ultimately
saw violence gripping a country,
once the symbol of Arab pride.
Under Saddam, Iraq fought a
draining war with Iran to stem its
growing influence in a region traditionally ruled by rival Sunni Arab
governments who accuse Shia Tehran of seeking to control them.
“I’m not sure if he still keeps
that policy but, as a foreigner, I
feel lucky to be able to sit here surrounded by so much history and
humbled by so much tragedy,” Arraf added.
Indeed, Hayali, during interviews with visiting journalists, still
condemns the United States for
destroying Iraq but he is easing his
rejection of American customers,
allowing some in — as long as they
are journalists. In the 2007 blast,
Hayali lost three sons and three
grandsons.
At one point, Zahra, an 11-yearold street beggar who is a familiar
face to many in Mutanabbi, walked
into the Hayali’s shop, wearing
what appeared to be medical eyeglasses. The brunette is special to
many, always carrying drawing
papers and coloured pens ready to
learn painting, after finishing her
“job” of collecting enough money
from passers-by.
“How do you like my new look?”
she threw the comment at a crowd
in the shop, playfully.
Replying to whether she started
wearing medical eyeglasses, Zahra
said, “These are just fashionable
glasses to fit in with the crowd in
Mutanabbi!”
Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad,
has been covering Iraqi affairs for
three decades.
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Fortunes of war: Syrian art en vogue

“Unidentified person”

Samar Kadi

Beirut

A

dead body lying in the
street, a bloodied child
carried in the arms of his
father, the portrait of a
woman whose wrinkled
face expressed daunting sufferings
are some of the paintings by Tarek
Butayhi depicting the horrors of
the raging war in Syria.
Like other Syrian artists, Butayhi
is deeply affected by the war in his
homeland. “My paintings reflect
the reality of the war. They are inspired by all the tragedies I have
witnessed in Syria,” he said during
an interview with The Arab Weekly
in Beirut.
The 34-year-old artist, originally
from Damascus, fled Syria two and
a half years ago, after his workshop
was destroyed by a bomb, and settled in Beirut.
“When you go through so much
suffering and witness big tragedies,
you cannot but express yourself
and, for artists… art is a means of
expression,” Butayhi said.
For him, the artists have a mission to fulfil by “documenting” in a
way a period in the life of their people and the history of their country.
“It is frustrating because we feel

that we cannot change things but
we definitely have a duty to reflect
reality,” he said
“Our creations, which are drawn
from the facts of war, could become archives or testimonies of
that period… so when you look at
a painting or a sculpture you will
remember that there was a war and
that many people had suffered and
were victimised.”
The war in Syria forced him to
leave, as it did millions of Syrians
who sought refuge in neighbouring countries and other parts of the
world.

Butayhi is deeply
affected by the war
in his homeland
However, this forced exile
opened new doors for young,
promising Syrian talents like
Butayhi, who started to have exhibitions in art centres in Beirut and
gain wider exposure of their art.
“Coming to Beirut made a big difference,” said the fine arts graduate from Damascus University.
Butayhi was referring to the first
exhibition he had at Beirut’s “Art
on 56th” Gallery in 2013. It turned
out to be a big success as it introduced his art to the public as well
as to Lebanese expatriates who

helped build his regional and international reputation.
“It definitely constituted a major leap forward in my career as I
got to be known by a larger public,
including art experts and collectors,” Butayhi said. “This gave me a
greater boost and I was convinced
that I could do much better here.”
However absurd it may be, the
war in Syria — with all the destruction and tragedies it inflicted — has
spurred interest in Syrian art.
“Syrian art is definitely en
vogue now because of the
war there. The trend at
present is to buy Syrian
art, especially the work
of young talents with
potential like Tarek,”
Noha
Moharram,
founder and director of “Art on 56th”
Gallery, told The
Arab Weekly.
Moharram,
whose
gallery
helped
promote
the work of at least
five exiled Syrian
artists, noted that,
prior to the war, Syrian art was mainly
popular locally and in
the region. “But after
the conflict, European and
international art collectors
started showing bigger interest
in Syrian art,” she said.
She also underlined the impact
of displacement on the artists’
work, explaining that Butayhi’s
“recent paintings diffused more
serenity, and less strain, compared
to the ones he did when he first
arrived here and that shows in
the light pastel colours he is using
now.”

Syrian art is
definitely en vogue
now because of the
war there

“Only son”

Although many of Butayhi’s
paintings reflect the war, the young
artist chose a totally different subject for his second exhibition, displayed at “Art on 56th” in April. His
exhibition “Women on Canvas”
depicted the Arab woman, which is
a topic very dear to his heart. The

abstract paintings, each featuring a
single woman, portrayed the oriental woman’s personality, states of
mind, feelings and body.
War and exile have, in many
ways, helped young Syrian artists
improve their work and open new
horizons, according to Moharram.
She said: “If you look at their art
before and after Beirut, you can see

the difference. After coming here
they inevitably acquired a different
experience and new exposure.”
Syrian artists are experiencing
what their Iraqi counterparts went
through more than a decade ago,
according to Rula Alami, an art
consultant and collector. Iraqi artists, like all other professionals,
fled Iraq before and after President
Saddam Hussein’s ouster in 2003.
“They went to Europe and the
US and everywhere in the world at
a time of growing interest in Arab
art. The fact that they were uprooted forced them to display their
work in the West, which increased
their exposure at the international
level,” Alami noted during an interview with The Arab Weekly.
Each, within his style, was bitterly affected by war and displace-

ment and the strain of having to
live in a new culture. “They had to
adapt their art to the Western taste.
But, in parallel of being compatible
with the trend in contemporary
and Western art, one can still feel
the umbilical cord with their homeland and culture,” Alami noted.
Many Iraqi artists, who had to
sell their artwork at ridiculously
low prices to make a living and
support their families when they
first fled Iraq, have since gained international reputations. “Their
art became a survival tool,
a shield and a link to their
roots, and an assertion of
their identity,” she explained.
The evolution of
“exiled” Iraqi art
manifested
itself
over several years,
Alami contended.
“In the beginning
of their exile, Iraqi
artists would depict all the pain and
despair of having to
leave their homeland but, after moving to new countries,
they went through an
evolution in order to
have their art more compatible with modern artistic
trends.”
Moharram also underlined the
importance for the young Syrian
talents to evolve in their art. “They
have a responsibility towards their
audience, clientele and the art collectors, not to depict war all the
time, especially that they are still
confused about it and they need
time to absorb and then project it
on canvas,” she said.
Butayhi, in the meantime, has
decided to stay in Beirut and work
on diversifying his paintings. “I am
concentrating more on my work
and feel more stable, secure and
relaxed now,” he said.
The art business also proved to
be more rewarding for Butayhi in
Lebanon, as his paintings sold at an
average of $7,000. Back at home,
he was sponsored like other young
artists by an art gallery in Damascus, which gave them flat rates and
a small percentage of the sale of
their paintings, which it exposed
and sold abroad.
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The Tahar Haddad Club

Cultural centres in the Tunis Medina continue to thrive
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

t the entrance of the
cultural club of Tahar
Haddad, children gather,
waiting for the movie
screening to start. They
chat, giggle and talk about making
a movie and enthusiastically invite
other visitors to see the movie they
planned to make. The stone-carved
hall of the cultural club of Tahar
Haddad, in a small alley in the
Medina of Tunis, welcomes these
children every Saturday to a cinema workshop that thrives on their
dreams and laughter.
The cultural club of Tahar
Haddad is one of many historic sites
that became cultural centres after
Tunisia’s independence. Located in
the old city of Tunis, monuments
that once bore witness to history
take on different roles today as they
are rendered into cultural centres.
Reshaping such historic sites has
revealed the need for new cultural
spaces that draw people not only to
discover the historic and aesthetic
identity of the monuments but,
also, to experience their cultural
value.
Monuments like the annexed
provision rooms of Dar Lasram and
the Bir Lahjar school became centres that have contributed to the
continuity of the cultural scene for
decades. The relatively recent role
that was bestowed on the historic
monuments serves to highlight the
importance of introducing culture
and art to the different parts of the
city, including the old city where
the population is made up of lower

and middle income earners.
Not only do the centres preserve
the patrimony of Tunisia, they also
help the cultural scene thrive.
Ikram Azouz, actor and director
of the cultural centre of Bir Lahjar,
emphasised the dual character of
the centres and their crucial role in
Tunisian culture.
“Cultural centres in the Medina
have always played a pivotal role
in portraying both the historical
and the cultural significance of
each site. This monument of Bir
Lahjar, for instance, used to be the
residency of the Ezzitouna (University) students. This school brought
together students from different
regions of the country who came to
Ezzitouna to learn the teachings of
our religion,” Azouz explained.
“Around the time of the Maghrib
Prayer, neighbours would put food
on the steps of the hall outside so
that the students don’t have to beg
for their food if they don’t have dinner. Those steps in the hall still exist today as a proof of the hospitality and unity of neighbours which
continues till today.”
Similarly, the cultural club of
Tahar Haddad boasts both historic
and cultural importance being the
destination of many artists and art
enthusiasts. Since its creation in
1974, the Tahar Haddad club has
had a pivotal role in the Tunisian
cultural scene, with activities and
workshops involving different disciplines.
The building itself bears witness
to important chapters of the history
of Tunis. It was a storage room and
a stable annexed to the old palace
of Dar Lasram, which dates to 1812;
today it is the destination of people
seeking art and culture.

Inaugurated in 1974, the club was
named after Tahar Haddad, a Tunisian thinker, feminist and social
reformer who advocated women’s
rights. Interestingly, the first director of the cultural centre was a
woman.
“Over 40 years ago, the cultural
club of Tahar Haddad was directed
by Jalila Hafsia, a feminist and journalist. We have often consulted her
on important decisions and issues
concerning the club. The philosophy of this space was set by her,”
Mouaouia Gharbi, Tahar Haddad
director, said.

Cultural centres
offer visitors
different clubs,
including painting,
theatre, cinema and
writing
He added: “Named after Tahar
Haddad, this space continued to focus on the idea of advocating women’s rights. This centre used to host
a club for women activists back in
the ’80s, which produced all the
Tunisian feminists who came to be
known today.”
After independence, the Tunisian Ministry of Culture aimed to
revive and shape the Medina. Reintroducing the historic monuments
as cultural centres helped reshape
traditional forms of cultural events.
“Cultural events and shows have
a different taste when taken outside the traditional form of performances, which is the Italian stage.
Instead, in cultural centres like Bir
Lahjar, shows are performed in the
form of the circle theatre at the centre of the building. This space also

became a place for art galleries with
photography and paintings being
displayed inside the rooms,” Azouz
said.
The cultural centres offer members and visitors access to culture
that is affordable for the inhabitants of the Medina. They also provide a variety of workshops and
activities that are entertaining and
cultivating.
“The planning of our cultural
activities is inspired from our conversations with our members and
visitors. It voices their interests and
requests,” Gharbi stated.
Directors of such cultural centres
emphasise the importance of adjusting the centres to the needs and
requests of the neighbourhood by
building an interactive relationship
between visitors and staff members.
“The success of your work in cultural centres comes from the interactions between the people directing the place and those who visit
the place,” Gharbi explained.
“We always leave a margin for
visitors who come and suggest. We
are interested in new suggestions
which will help regenerate culture.”
The cultural centres have drawn
the attention of young people who
found in the spaces to be perfect
places to enjoy cinema, theatre and
other art disciplines.
‘’What is interesting about this
place is that it draws both young
and old people. It attracts all different age categories,” Gharbi said.
“And we have kids, the kids who
live in the neighbourhood. Our club
primarily responds to the needs of
the neighbourhood.”
Each day the cultural centres offer visitors different clubs, includ-

ing painting, theatre, cinema and
writing. The Tahar Haddad club
invites visitors to the famous café
culture, dating to the centre’s beginning.
“It is a meeting point for people
who are interested in a particular
theme, a book or film. The topic differs from one month to another.
We are also interested in shedding
light on low-key artists and amateur young writers, since this space
will provide them with sufficient
exposure as well as constructive
criticism from experts,” Gharbi
said.
On a late Saturday afternoon, the
sound of piano playing echoed in
the corners of the cultural centre
of Bir Lahjar as young children attended their music lessons. At Tahar Haddad club, visitors roamed
around the art gallery, contemplating and discussing the paintings
hanging on the walls. Others sipped
Turkish coffee at the café.
“I come here all the time to attend some events and to check the
art gallery. I also come here to the
café to study since the place has
this unique serenity about it,” Rania, a student, said
“I live around here and it is
a beautiful place to enjoy your
friends’ company and discover the
workshops they have,” another student, Bilel, said
“Whoever comes to the cultural
club of Tahar Haddad will always
find an event or an activity to enjoy.
If not, they will always find a welcoming mood and a beautiful monument to discover. That is the beauty of the Medina,” Gharbi stated.
Roua Khlifi a regular Travel and
Culture contributor in Tunis.

Rabat museum makes mark on cultural map
Rabat

W

A visitor examining photographs and artefacts from medieval
Spain and North Africa, including the replica of a griffin statue
from Pisa originally captured from Tunisia.

ith its imposing
mountains, peerless beaches and
medieval
cities,
Morocco has been
a key tourist attraction for centuries, though few take the time to
visit its tidy little capital Rabat unless on business.
Rabat, however, is making
its mark on the cultural map,
especially with the new King
Mohammed VI art museum
that until June 3rd is hosting a
wide-ranging exhibit on the art
of medieval North Africa and
Spain during the glorious years of
Andalusia.
Right in downtown Rabat,
the exhibit, which just came
off a successful stint at the
Louvre in Paris, features 220 artefacts gathered from Moroccan
mosques and dozens of European museums to illustrate an
empire that stretched from Mali

to central Spain during the Middle
Ages.
There are detailed explanations
of the period covered in French,
Arabic and English and artefacts
include ceramics, metal statues
and stucco carvings painstakingly gathered together for the first
time.
Carved wooden doors from
schools in the royal city of Fez
flank the entrance as viewers enter rooms filled with pulpits from
mosques, the brass astrolabes that
allowed the seas to be navigated
and delicately carved ivory boxes
made by Muslim craftsmen that
later held holy relics in the vaults
of European churches.
Museum director Abdelaziz
Idrissi said it is a measure of the
trust European museums has in
Morocco that it was able to host
such a varied and delicate collection of artefacts.
“At a time when internationally
some are destroying their heritage, here in Morocco we are show-

ing off the riches of our country,”
he said.
The medieval Berber empires of
Morocco were deeply influenced
by their European and African
neighbours as well as Christian
and Jewish inhabitants.
The beautiful pieces in the exhibit, which are flanked by photographs of mosques and ancient
schools in Morocco, are a timely
reminder of the achievements of
Islamic civilisation.
Visitor Information:
Mohammed VI Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art: Corner
of Moulay Hassan Ave and Allal
Ben Abdellah Ave, Rabat, Morocco; www.museemohammed6.ma
Admission: MAD20 ($2.50).
Open 10am-6pm; closed Tuesdays.
Medieval Morocco: An Empire
of Africa and Spain through June
3rd.
(The Associated Press)
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The story of Muslims in America
Peter Manseau’s One Nation, Under
Gods is a must-read
Najwa Margaret Saad

P

eter Manseau rocks the
status quo in his book, One

Nation, Under Gods: A New
American History. Dissecting 500 years of history, he
presents scholarly research as compelling storytelling that presents a
controversial view: the notion that
the United States was founded as a
Christian nation is a myth.
Manseau acknowledges that early Christian settlers, such as the Puritan pilgrims, wielded political and
economic power. But, he says: “A
society is always shaped not only
from the top down but the bottom
up. We take for granted that other
parts of culture — music, literature,
art — are influenced from the margins… the same is true of belief.”

African Muslims
were imported en
masse by slave
traders and forced to
convert to
Christianity
Manseau introduces a fascinating
cast of characters of diverse faith
traditions, who enslaved, indentured or free, native or immigrant —
were present in vastly larger numbers than the Christian colonists
long before the establishment of
the United States. Their presence,
Manseau argues, reflects the true
American character in all its religious diversity.
Manseau writes carefully documented history but the outcome is
a real page-turner. “I wanted this to
be a story of individuals as much as
it is a story of 500 years of history,”
he told The Arab Weekly. “I wanted
it to be entertaining for readers to

relate to these lives and their faith
traditions, to open up that world
for them and break it down by generation, to find a story of a community or a person caught by minority
beliefs when the majority was so
dominant.
Manseau’s accounts of the first
documented contacts by Europeans with the American continent
make for fascinating storylines,
such as the role played
by Moriscos and Marranos, Spanish Muslims and Jews who
converted to Christianity in the 15th and
16th centuries. As
people who were accustomed to adapting and were often
multilingual, they
were invaluable.
On Christopher
Columbus’s first
voyage, the first
man to spot land
and
the
first
dispatched as a
“translator”
to
communicate
with the natives were
Marranos. A key member of another exploration team, who survived
a shipwreck and led a milestone
survey trip through what is today
Arizona and New Mexico, was a
Morisco who became famous as an
explorer-diplomat.
Jews played a crucial role in financing the American Revolution,
the Continental Congress and the
Civil War. They established flourishing centres of commerce in New
Amsterdam (New York City), Philadelphia and even a strategic Caribbean island.
Muslims accompanied the explorers and were later imported en
masse from Africa by slave traders.
Most ultimately were forced to convert to Christianity. But one slave,

Omar bin Said, remained a devout
Muslim and in 1848 published a
book in Arabic about his life, exposing the inhumanity of slavery.
Fast forward to today when Muslims account for less than 1% of the
US population (compared to the
5% of 200 years ago). Anti-Muslim
rhetoric and attacks on mosques
reflect the phenomenon of the
powerful majority perceiving a minority threat.
Manseau
writes:
“While
some of the incidents making up
this trend may
be bold racism
dressed up in religious garb and
others may have
grown out of misdirected responses
to news of atrocities
committed by ISIS
[the Islamic State]
and other extremist
groups, they all are
now part of a more
complicated history:
Islam today plays
a role in American
culture previously occupied by other supposedly foreign
beliefs. Every generation finds its
own religious bogeyman… Fear is
the constant; the beliefs that inspire it change over time.”
A YouGov/Huffington Post poll
of 1,000 Americans, published
in March, found that 58% had a
“somewhat unfavourable” or “unfavourable” view of Islam. Just
7% reported “favourable” and 14%
“somewhat favourable” views.
Responding to a poll indicating
that 57% of Republican respondents
support establishing Christianity
as the national religion, Manseau
wrote on the Fox News website:
“The insistence that the United
States is explicitly Christian arises

from the assumption that a majority of citizens have been [Christian]
since the nation’s founding. Yet historians have estimated the number
of American churchgoers in 1776 to
be only around 350,000 — less than
a fifth of the population.”

Islam today plays a
role in American
culture previously
occupied by other
supposedly foreign
beliefs
It is ironic that, while polling
shows American religiosity in precipitous
decline,
conservative
voices, particularly in the Evangelical Christian community, are
disproportionately energetic and
politically influential. Despite the
nation’s diversity and, up until recently, the clarity of separation

between church and state, in the
1950s Congress replaced the first
official American motto E Pluribus
Unum with ”In God We Trust” and
inserted the words “under God”
into the Pledge of Allegiance. We
are increasingly diverse and now
see references to God in public life
more than ever.
One Nation, Under Gods is a tour
de force, definitely in the must-read
category. The book comprises more
than 400 pages of text with helpful chapter summaries, 40 pages of
end note references and an index.

One Nation, Under Gods: A New
American History, published by
Little Brown and Company, January 2015. $28. 469 pages including
chapter notes, end-notes and index.
Najwa Margaret Saad is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in Washington.

Operation Magic Carpet:
An action-packed adventure from London to Baghdad
Dunia El-Zobaidi

I

n Operation Magic Carpet, a
new play written by Samantha
Ellis and currently shown at
the Polka Theatre in London,
Nomi seeks to find the heart her
mother left in Baghdad. A young
girl living a “boring” life in London
wonders about Iraq, the country her
parents come from. She creates an
imaginary world of magical flying
carpets and shooting stars, a fantasy that comes to life on stage for
children to see.
One night, Nomi and her family
are eating dinner discussing life in
Iraq. She wishes to eat watermelons
and sleep on a roof under the stars.
Her father tells her how lucky she
is to live in London where it is safe
and full of opportunities.
Her blind uncle, on the other
hand, seems to struggle to adapt to
London. He mocks fish fingers and
wonders why they are called fish
fingers when fish don’t have fingers and reasserts the importance
of knowing your identity. He takes
great pride in Iraq, claiming that
Shakespeare is Iraqi calling him
“Sheikh of Zubair”.
Her father tells his brother off for
telling Nomi this lie and relays how
important it is to adapt to British
culture. Her mother is loving, constantly calling Nomi “Gulbi“, which
means “heart” in Arabic.
A genie appears out of a mango pickle jar offering Nomi three

wishes. Her adventure begins. She
travels to Baghdad on a magic carpet and meets characters from the
Arabian Nights such as Sinbad the
Sailor.
Sinbad appears as a sly merchant
who agrees to help Nomi find her
mother’s heart. Nomi realises he
means it in the literal sense — the
actual heart of her mother he cuts
from her chest.

The audience leaves
the theatre with a
lesson learned —
“You must know
where you come
from to know where
you are going.”
Nomi uses her final wish to save
her mother, realising how much her
family means to her.
As Nomi’s three wishes are used
up swimming the Tigris, she worries how to return home. She fights
animals and the corrupted Sinbad
trying to become the caliph. She restores order into the region.
A well-paced play full of humour
and colour, it keeps children glued
to their seats. The play is thoughtprovoking dealing with issues such
as longing for identity and the confusion of finding a balance of adapting eastern upbringing to Western
lifestyle.
Five actors give a great performance that is well-researched. Common Iraqi sayings are used such as

“Son of a dog”, which is a common
curse, and “Your health”, which is
said after someone sneezes.
The actors create a lively atmosphere through music using the
Arabic drum as the mother belly
dances.
They even create personal engagement with the audience by sit-

ting next to them and speaking to
them in the interval, while in character.
The play makes for a great night
for the family that can be enjoyed
by both adults and children. The
audience leaves the theatre with a
lesson learned — “You must know
where you come from to know

where you are going.”

Operation Magic Carpet will be performed at the Polka Theatre in London through May 24th.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly culture contributor in London.
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Oman: An oasis in the Arabian Gulf,
waiting to be discovered
Khaled Abdel Malek

Muscat

D

ubbed “Arabia Felix” by
the Romans — Latin for
“happy, fertile Arabia” —
Oman is one of the lesser
known countries in the
Arab world. Unlike most of its Gulf
neighbours, Oman is not as rich in
oil but it boasts a diverse natural
beauty and ancient cultural sites
that are waiting to be explored by
Arab and foreign visitors.
With its majestic high mountains, deep canyons and white,
sandy beaches, the country is trying to build on its rich natural landscapes by developing the tourism
sector.
Oman, in the southern part of
the Arabian Peninsula, has lagged
behind other regional tourism
markets because of a keenness to
preserve its natural and cultural
heritage. A main concern was that
large-scale tourism would have an
adverse effect on people and the
environment. But now, the country is seeking a prized place on the
global tourism map as part of a bid
to diversify sources of income and
find revenue alternatives to oil and
gas.

Oman remains
largely a
high-end
destination
where fivestar resorts are
prevalent
Upgrading the tourism infrastructure through the building of
new hotels and beach resorts is
high on the government’s agenda.
The number of hotels and other
types of travel accommodation are
increasing fast all over Oman, creating new holiday break possibilities for visitors and residents.
Moreover, Oman offers
an ideal environment
for tourism investment, largely due
to its political
and economic stability.
Many foreign
investors,
including
Egypt’s
giant development
company,
Orascom,
have
been
injecting capital into Omani
tourism over the
past decade. “Oman is
the most preciously kept
treasure in the Middle East, with
a unique and diverse offering encompassing 2000 kilometres of
unspoiled beaches, magnificent
mountains and amazing canyons,
which makes it a very attractive
tourist destination,” commented
Ahmed Dabbous, the CEO of Muriya, a joint venture between Oras-

com and the Omani government.
“Moreover, Omanis are a very
pleasant and hospitable people, a
great asset for tourism… You cannot teach hospitality, but Omanis are born with it,” Mr Dabbous
said in an interview with the Arab
Weekly.
Orascom Development is one of
the biggest foreign touristic investors in the Sultanate. Its joint venture with The government owned
Omran, already has over 500 million dollars invested. So far, the
venture has opened three hotels
with a capacity of 600 rooms, sold
some 400 villas and apartments
and developed two marinas with
an additional 500 hotel rooms under development. It is currently
working on four development projects in Muscat and in the southern
region of Dhofar.
The notion of tourism is fairly
new in the sultanate. It was only in
the late 1990s that the government
established a Ministry of Tourism,
seen as a first step towards exploiting the country’s unique tourism
potentials in the Gulf region. More
than a decade later, a lot has still to
be done in terms of development
planning, infrastructure as well as
human resources and training hospitality personnel.
“When it was first created, the
Ministry of Tourism had no real
strategy for developing tourism.
There was no clear vision as to
what kind of tourism they were
targeting. It was not clear if it was
five-star tourism, eco-tourism, adventure or cultural tourism,” remarked Khaled al Siyabi, a government official.
Siyabi, an information technology expert and professional climber who is celebrated for being the
first Omani to reach the summit
of Mount Everest, underlined his
country’s poor experience in the
field of tourism. “We must seek
the proper advice from other countries and foreign professionals who
have a longer experience. Oman is
fairly a newcomer in this field,” Siyabi told The Arab Weekly.
“The touristic potential of
Oman is huge, as the
country possesses
a unique landscape
of
beaches,
majestic
mountains
and
spectacular
canyons
compared to
the flat
neighbouring
countries,” he
added.
Underscoring
the importance of involving local communities in
developing tourism, Siyabi said the
government should invest in training and capacity building. “The
people must be part of the development. The government could
help them train and open businesses related to tourism like craftwork
or restaurants serving Omani food,

Agenda
Djerba, Tunisia:
May 1st-10th
The annual pilgrimage to El
Ghriba Synagogue, in the
Djerba Island, Governorate
of Medenine features rituals including writing wishes
on hard-boiled eggs, which
are then placed near a stone
brought from Jerusalem 2,600
years ago.
Hammamet, Tunisia:
May 11th-16th
The Arab States Broadcasting
Union (ASBU) organises the
16th edition of the Arab Radio
& TV Festival. The festival
includes several major events,
such as the organisation of the
“ASBU Broadcast Exhibition”.
Dubai:
May 27th-31st
The seventh edition of Dubai
Tango Festival will host various Tango Dance Workshops,
Milongas, an unparalleled
Tango Dance Night and Gala
Dinner with famous tango
maestros, artists, teachers
and dancers from all over the
world.
Byblos, Lebanon:
Throughout July
Byblos International Festival
held in the ancient Phoenician
port city of Byblos, north of
Beirut, features international
rock bands and pop singers.
This edition includes ninetime Grammy winner John
Legend, Irish stadium-rockers
The Script and Moby.
Baalbek, Lebanon:
July 31st-August 30th

Crystal clear emerald pool in Wadi Tiwi
or become tourist guides on the old
trails leading to the most remote
and spectacular places,” he said.
“Local communities must be
partners in the business not employees.”
In the meantime, Oman remains
largely a high-end destination
where five-star resorts are prevalent over budget accommodation.
Ahmed al Abri, a young Omani
entrepreneur who runs a small
bed-and-breakfast business in his
hometown of Misfat al Abriyeen,
in Dakhiliya governorate in central Oman, pinned down the big
shortage in budget accommodation. “We are the only business of
this kind in the country while the
demand for budget accommodation is growing considerably,” Abri
said. He urged the government to
encourage projects targeting the
average-, or lower-budget tourist,
especially the young who come to
Oman to experience adventure in
climbing its unique canyons, commonly called “wadis.”
Abri transformed his parents’ old
residence into a small motel and
employed 15 people from his village. His main clients come from
abroad through tour operators or
are expatriates living in Oman. He
said he did not receive any help
from the government when he

The country
possesses
a unique
landscape
of beaches,
majestic
mountains and
spectacular
canyons
started his business in 2007 but
hopes to get some help in the future as he plans to expand.
Dabbous, for his part, underlined
the need to diversify the accommodation facilities in the sultanate.
He said, “The country must also
consider [developing] different
kinds of facilities like camping sites
in the mountains and wadis offering a unique product for the tourists and not only hotels.”
Oman is definitely a new tourism
destination waiting to be discovered.
Khaled Abdel Malek, a Lebanese
expatriate living in Muscat since
1995, is an enthusiast of exploration and mountain trekking. He has
published two books on Oman’s
natural heritage.

Remains of houses built in the cliff in Jabal Akhdar, the highest mountain in Oman some 2000 metres above sea level

Set in the Roman ruins in
the city of Baalbek, in east
Lebanon, the international
Baalbek Festival will open
with a special tribute to the
Sun City, which was affected
by the spill over of the Syrian
conflict on Lebanon’s eastern border. It stages opera,
classical music, pop and jazz
concerts, modern and classical dance and contemporary
performances by international
and home-grown artists and
musicians.
UAE:
April 23rd-May 2nd
The Children’s International Film Festival will take
place in Vox Cinemas (Abu
Dhabi, Dubai, Ajman, Ras Al
Khaimah & Fujairah), Dubai.
The journey of imagination
resumes this year with 70
International Films in over 50
languages from 60+ countries
across the world! Also on
display will be a collection of
56 student films made by the
children of UAE.
Jerash, Jordan:
July 23rd-August 1st
Taking place every year since
1980, the Jerash Festival of
Culture and Arts transforms
the ancient city of Jerash into
one of the world’s liveliest
cultural events. With singers, poetry readings, ballet
performances, symphony
orchestras and art shows, the
Jerash Festival showcases the
Jordanian culture in a host of
different arenas.

