
Ten years ago, the Syrians left Lebanon

Beirut

S 

yria has always had its eye 
on Lebanon. Since both 
countries obtained inde-
pendence from France 
shortly after World War II, 

Syria refused to recognise Lebanon 
as a sovereign nation. Damascus, 
for example, never wanted to es-
tablish an embassy or even a con-
sulate in Beirut, claiming that the 
Syrian and Lebanese people were 
too close to have the need of diplo-
matic legations.

And since independence Syria 
has continuously meddled in Leba-
nese politics, vetoing certain candi-
dates.

So when the opportunity arose 
during the Lebanese civil war to 
send troops into Lebanon, at the 
request of the Lebanese Christian 
militias, no less, Syria jumped at 
the chance and stayed and stayed 
and stayed. Thirty-nine years of oc-
cupation.

Ten years ago, the Syrians left 

Lebanon but only after large num-
bers of protesters took to the streets 
and international pressure from all 
angles for Damascus to recall its 
troops.

The protests began after the as-
sassination of former prime min-
ister Rafik Hariri. Accusing fingers 
pointed to Damascus and eventu-

ally Syria withdrew its military 
forces but left behind a battalion of 
secret police and intelligence offic-
ers working for Damascus.

Syria’s role in Lebanon changed 
continuously. Initially the Syrians 
went in at the request of the Chris-
tians who felt they were losing the 
war to the Muslims and their Pales-

tinian allies in the early days of the 
civil war. The first confrontation in-
volving the Syrian “peacekeepers” 
soon took place between the Syrian 
Army and the Palestinian resist-
ance in the southern Lebanese city 
of Sidon.

However, as was expected, it was 
not long before the fragile alliance 
between the Christians and the 
Syrians changed and the Syrians 
switched sides and started bomb-
ing the very people they were to 
safeguard in the first place.

The Syrian occupation of Leba-
non was a difficult time with resi-
dential areas on both sides of the 
capital coming under artillery and 
rocket fire at various times.

By the 39th year Syria had long 
overstayed its welcome. Popular 
protests brought massive numbers 
of Lebanese to the streets in peace-
ful demonstrations demanding Syr-
ia’s withdrawal. At the same time 
pressures from the international 
community, including the United 
States and the European Union, de-
manded an immediate withdrawal 
from Lebanon, which finally took 
place on April 30, 2005.

Ironically, today if President 
Bashar Assad is able to remain in 
power it is largely thanks to the 
Lebanese Shia militia, Hezbollah, 
which sent thousands of its young 
men to fight and die to keep the 
Syrian regime in place.

One would have hoped that the 
Lebanese civil war could have 
served as a lesson to the rest of the 
region on how not to proceed but no 
one was listening, no one was look-
ing. The Lebanese conflict served 
as a dry run for what is happening 
in the rest of the region today.

Claude Salhani is the opinion 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Major reshuffle aims to cope with new challenges
Saudi succession reset
London

S 

audi King Salman began the 
shift to a third generation 
of the Arab country’s lead-
ership by installing a new 
crown prince and inserting 

one of his sons next in the line of 
succession to the throne.

Salman made his nephew Inte-
rior Minister Mohammed bin Nayef 
crown prince and his son, Defence 
Minister Mohammed bin Salman, 
deputy crown prince. The moves 
effectively set the Saudi line of suc-
cession for decades.

Almost all powers under the king 
are in the hands of the pair, who 
lead committees determining se-
curity and economic development 
issues in Saudi Arabia and led Ri-
yadh’s campaign of air strikes in 
Yemen.

In another major shift, King Sal-
man replaced veteran Foreign Min-
ister Prince Saud al-Faisal, who 
had served in the role since 1975, 
with the kingdom’s US ambassador, 
53-year-old Adel al-Jubeir, the first 
non-royal to hold the post.

The changes announced on April 
29th mark the second major govern-
ment shake-up since Salman inher-
ited power in January.

“It’s a historical shift really. It’s 
real generational change,” a West-
ern diplomatic source told Agence 
France-Presse (AFP) referring to 
Mohammed bin Nayef’s appoint-
ment.

Mohammed bin Nayef is 55 and 
Mohammed bin Salman was born 
in 1985, a great change in the age of 
Saudi leadership that saw 79-year-
old Salman succeed Abdullah, who 
was 90 when he died on January 
23rd. Mohammed bin Nayef replac-
es Prince Muqrin as first in the order 
of succession. Muqrin, 69, was re-
moved after having “expressed his 
desire to be relieved from the posi-

tion of crown prince”, a statement 
by the official Saudi Press Agency 
(SPA) said. Mohammed al-Zulfa, a 
former member of the kingdom’s 
consultative council, told The Arab 
Weekly that Mohammed bin Nayef 
“has an outlook and a vision both 
domestically and regionally con-
cerning the challenges facing the 

kingdom, so in many ways his ap-
pointment is perfect timing”.

The Yemen campaign, where 
both princes have been involved,  
is seen by analysts as reflecting a 
more assertive approach to Saudi 
Arabia’s foreign policy under Sal-
man.

Mustafa Alani, an Iraqi secu-
rity analyst with close ties to the 
kingdom’s Interior Ministry, told 
Reuters he expects a “faster deci-
sion-making and more long-term 
thinking; a leadership that won’t 
hesitate from any confrontation”.

This follows what many Saudis 
see as a decade of growing Iranian 
influence across the Middle East 
and a steady disengagement by 
Riyadh’s historical main strategic 

partner Washington. Saudi Ara-
bia also faces long-term domestic 
challenges, including entrenched 
youth unemployment, unsustain-
able state spending and tension be-
tween religious conservatives and 
more Western-oriented liberals. 

Jane Kinninmont, deputy head 
of the Middle East and North Africa 
programme at Chatham House, told 
The Arab Weekly, “The reshuffle in-
dicates the king’s determination to 
press ahead with the transition to 
the next generation of Saudi lead-
ers.”

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Arab 
Weekly Gulf section editor.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Well-wishers greeting the new appointed Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abduaziz (C-R) and 
the new Deputy Crown Prince, Mohammed bin Salman (C-L) during   ceremony of allegiance
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The lessons of the Saudi reshuffle

T 

he long-awaited, million-
dollar question has been 
answered: Saudi Minister 
of Interior Prince Moham-
med bin Nayef will be the 

first of the third generation of Saudi 
royals to one day rule the oil-rich 
kingdom.

That is not all, his cousin the 
Minister of Defence Mohammed 
bin Salman, who is now the deputy 
crown prince, will likely be his suc-

cessor.
This clarity in the Saudi succession 
came to light April 29th when Saudi 
King Salman made an unexpected 
large government reshuffle that 
saw the promotion of many young 
Saudi officials, including members 
of the royal family, to more senior 
positions.

A few of the old guard, including 
Crown Prince Muqrin, were let go. 
According to Saudi media, Muqrin 
asked the king to relieve him of 
his post. The godfather of Saudi 
diplomacy, Prince Saud al-Faisal, 

stepped down after 40 years in his 
post in favour of Saudi ambassador 
to Washington Adel al-Jubeir, the 
first non-royal to hold the portfolio.

In short, Salman made very seri-
ous and bold moves in the shakeup. 
He set in motion a succession pro-
cess, injected new blood into the 
ageing Saudi government and made 
governance more inclusive by ap-
pointing non-royalty to the top 
jobs.

This will likely increase public 
confidence in Saudi Arabia and re-
move doubts and speculation that 

overshadowed the kingdom for the 
past two decades about whether 
the succession challenges will 
cause divisions within the royal 
family or undermine national sta-
bility. The few remaining second-
generation royals appear to have 
willingly passed on the torch to the 
third generation without any fuss.

It is worth noting that the recent 
changes took place while Saudi 
Arabia is leading Arab efforts to halt 
the spread of Iranian influence in 
the region through the export of 
the Islamic Revolution to Arab Shia 
communities. Saudi Arabia is spear-
heading an air campaign by an Arab 
alliance against the Iranian-backed 
Houthi forces in Yemen. It also oc-
curred at a time Riyadh is engaged 
in a war or fundamentalist terrorist 
groups the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
al-Qaeda.

Selecting as his crown prince the 
man who has been leading the war 
on terrorism for many years must 
not be seen as a mere coincidence. 
Prince Mohammed bin Nayef has 
gained the confidence of his people 
as well as world leaders who see him 
as an accomplished security leader 
with good diplomatic skills. He is 
also known to have good relations 
with the religious establishment, a 
quality that enabled him to be even 
tougher with radical groups.

As for the new deputy crown 
prince, he broke to fame with the 
launch of Operation Decisive Storm 
against the Houthis on March 26th. 
He has since become a familiar face 
to the public for his close associa-
tion with the Arab military cam-
paign to stop what is widely per-
ceived to be an Iranian incursion 

into Yemen via their Houthi allies.
So the newly selected crown 

prince and his deputy are both well 
experienced and seasoned officials 
who have the potential to confront 
future challenges facing the king-
dom.

However, it is still too early to 
tell how the world powers and in-
ternational markets will react to the 
big changes in Riyadh. More impor-
tantly, how will the adversaries of 
Saudi Arabia like Iran, the Syrian 
regime and extremist groups react 
to this development? Both Moham-
med bin Nayef and Mohammed bin 
Salman are considered hawkish 
leaders with a willingness to use 
force as much as diplomacy in deal-
ing with Iranian or terrorist threats.

Equally important is Jubeir tak-
ing on the post of foreign minister. 
His knowledge of the US system 
and Washington’s inner circles will 
likely gain him a good standing with 
current and future American lead-
ers. This will possibly serve Saudi 
Arabia well at a time it is trying to 
slow down the move by the current 
US administration to sign a nuclear 
deal with Iran, which could open 
the way to the normalisation of ties 
with Tehran. Saudi Arabia wants to 
ensure that no agreement with Teh-
ran will be at the expense of Arab 
interests in general and Arab Gulf 
States’ sovereignty in particular.

King Salman has proven to be a 
bold leader with a plan. His swift 
changes to the system and asser-
tiveness in confronting threats has 
impressed many people inside and 
outside the country. He has set Sau-
di Arabia on a new track with many 
challenges ahead. It is now up to 
the new young leaders to prove his 
choices were right.

Riad Kahwaji is the founder and 
chief executive officer of the 
Institute for Near East and Gulf 
Military Analysis (INEGMA) based 
in Dubai and Beirut.

King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud, left, speaks with his son Prince Mohammed, in 2012 file photo.
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New generation
of leaders comes
to the fore

London

I 

n a dramatic reshuffle, Saudi 
Arabia’s King Salman has en-
sured that, after six decades of 
power passing through a suc-
cession of brothers, a new gen-

eration will take control of the con-
servative monarchy when he dies.

Salman passed over his half-
brother Prince Muqrin, the 35th and 
youngest surviving son of Saudi 
Arabia’s founder King Abdul-Aziz, 
to name his nephew, current Inte-
rior Minister Prince Mohammed 
bin Nayef, as crown prince and suc-
cessor to the throne. A royal decree 
issued April 29th relieved Muqrin 
of his position as crown prince and 
second deputy prime minster, say-
ing it was done on his own request.

Salman named his son, Minister 
of Defence Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman, deputy crown prince, the 
second in line to the throne.

Seventy-five-year-old Prince 
Saud al-Faisal, foreign minister 
since 1975, also stepped down due 
to health reasons and was replaced 
with the kingdom’s former ambas-
sador to the United States, Adel Al-
Jubeir.

The succession has long been a 
favourite topic with Saudi political 
watchers and analysts, with many 
speculating about the mechanics 
involved behind the closed doors of 
Saudi Arabia’s Allegiance Council, 
the government body assigned with 
the task since 2007. The reshuffle 
of what has become known as the 
“triangle of power” marks the first 
time since 1953 that the positions 
of crown prince and his deputy are 
held by members from a new gen-
eration from the royal family.

“I think we’re going to see a 
more confrontational policy, faster 
decision-making and more long-

term thinking. A leadership that 
won’t hesitate from any confron-
tation,” Mustafa Alani, an Iraqi se-
curity analyst with close ties to the 
kingdom’s Interior Ministry, told 
Reuters.

Mohammed bin Nayef, globally 
known the kingdom’s counterter-
rorism tsar, was born in 1959 and 
became interior minister in 2012, 
the youngest Saudi royal to be 
named to such a high-ranking post. 
He oversaw a crackdown on al-
Qaeda following a wave of deadly 
attacks on the Gulf state from 2003 
to 2006.

Western governments noted his 
successes in confronting the global 
extremist network and his men 
were the first to detect and prevent 
al-Qaeda attacks, said one expert. 
The prince’s reputation put him in 
the firing line. He survived an at-
tack by the Yemen-based al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in 
August 2009 when a suicide bomb-
er infiltrated his security. Moham-
med suffered superficial injuries 
when the bomber killed himself.

According to Mohammed al-
Zulfa, a former member of the king-
dom’s consultative council, “The 
reason he’s been able to reach these 
heights is based on his diligent 
work at the Interior Ministry. He 
also has exceptional ties with both 
liberals and conservatives, and his 
work with dealing with those who 
have transgressed out of what our 
religion (terrorists) deems as ac-
ceptable is well documented.”

Zufla said Mohammed bin 
Nayef’s work in bringing former 
militants back into the fold of Saudi 
society through the CARE rehabili-
tation programme was testament 
to the prince’s abilities. “He also 
has an outlook and a vision both 
domestically and regionally con-
cerning the challenges facing the 
kingdom, so in many ways his ap-
pointment is perfect timing,” Zufla 
said.

According to Jane Kinninmont, 
the deputy head of the Middle East 
and North Africa Programme at 
Chatham House, “The reshuffle in-
dicates the king’s determination to 
press ahead with the transition to 
the next generation of Saudi lead-
ers, and to consolidate the power 
of his son, Mohammed bin Sal-
man. It smacks of a confident and 
assertive new king, but also raises 
some questions about the balance 
of power within the royal family.”

“Mohammed bin Nayef was al-
ready in line to be the first prince 
from the third generation of Al 
Saud to take the throne. King Sal-

man has overturned King Abdul-
lah’s decision to put Prince Muqrin 
in place as the next king, but em-
powering Mohammed bin Nayef 
continues a trend that had already 
begun under King Abdullah,” she 
said.

Mohammed bin Nayef, she said, 
is well liked in the West as he is 
seen as taking a more holistic ap-
proach to security than his father, 
former interior minister Prince 
Nayef. His programme of rehabili-
tation for would-be jihadis has had 
a mixed record as a small percent-
age of those involved returned to 
jihadi groups, but it symbolised his 
determination to use religious, ide-
ological, social and economic tools 
as part of security, not just tradi-
tional policing and punishment.

Mohammed bin Nayef is also 
seen as one of the key forces be-
hind the current programme of 
labour-force nationalisation, de-
signed to get more Saudis into jobs 
and make it harder for the private 
sector to employ quite so many for-
eign workers. He sees unemploy-

ment as a security issue, among 
other things.

Concerning the new deputy 
crown prince, Mohammed bin Sal-
man, Kinninmont told The Arab 
Weekly, “is less well known and his 
rapid rise this year has taken a lot of 
Saudi-watchers in the West by sur-
prise. At the age of 34, he now holds 
four of the kingdom’s top jobs.

“His designation as deputy 
crown prince indicates his father’s 
trust in him and his approval of the 
air strikes in Yemen, even if these 
are yet to have a decisive result on 
the ground. The extent to which he 
can work effectively with Moham-
med bin Nayef will be one of the 
key issues for Saudi policymaking, 
as between them the two Moham-
meds hold much of the power in 
Saudi Arabia.”

“Meanwhile the appointment 
of a younger-generation non-royal 
as foreign minister continues the 
trend of empowering younger-gen-
eration leaders and brings a tech-
nocrat into a position traditionally 
held by royals,” she said. 

S 

audi Arabia’s new foreign 
minister, Adel al-Jubeir , 
is a US-educated connois-
seur of Washington’s dip-
lomatic scene, a longtime 

adviser to the kingdom’s rulers and 
an articulate spokesman for his 
country’s new assertive approach 
to the Middle East’s growing con-
flicts.

A well-known figure in Wash-
ington government circles and 
on US television, Jubeir becomes 
the first non-royal in the job, suc-
ceeding Saud al-Faisal, who served 
for four decades and has been ap-
pointed a special envoy of King 
Salman.

Jubeir, 53, is not only a promi-
nent public face of Saudi diploma-

cy, but also an insider in Riyadh.
As ambassador to Washington, 

he translated for former King Ab-
dullah in meetings with US Presi-
dent Barack Obama and travelled 
to the kingdom regularly to brief 
the king in person.

So important are Jubeir’s pres-
entation skills to a conservative 
dynasty not always at ease with 

public messaging, that it was he 
who announced the launch of an 
air campaign by a Saudi-led coali-
tion against Iranian-allied Houthi 
militia forces in Yemen.

He couched the initiative in 
terms of checking Iranian influ-
ence in a country that Riyadh con-
siders its backyard.

“We see … Iran playing a large 
role in supporting the Houthis,” 
Jubeir said at an embassy briefing.

Iran denies giving military back-
ing to the Houthis, but Riyadh’s 
unprecedented action in assem-
bling a coalition to bomb them 
shows how seriously it takes what 
it sees as a threat from Iran and 
how much more assertive its for-
eign policy has grown.

In a March 26th interview with 
CNN, Jubeir said: “Everybody 
wants a peaceful solution to Iran’s 
nuclear programme, but it has to 
be a serious and solid agreement 
that is verifiable. We’re also just as 
concerned about the interference 
by Iran in the affairs of other coun-
tries in the region, whether it’s 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, and 
other parts.”

Iran says its nuclear programme 
is for peaceful purposes such as 
generating electricity and denies 
meddling in the affairs of countries 
of the region.

An earlier moment of promi-
nence for Jubeir came in 2011 when 
the United States accused two Ira-
nians of plotting to hire a hit man 
to kill him with a bomb planted in 
a restaurant. Iran denied any part 

in the alleged plot. Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad, then the Iranian presi-
dent, said the incident was fabri-
cated by Washington to cause a rift 
between Tehran and Saudi Arabia.

But in 2013 an Iranian-born 
used car salesman from Texas was 
sentenced to 25 years in prison af-
ter admitting to participating in a 
plot with an Iranian military unit 
to assassinate Jubeir.

Jubeir was appointed an ad-
viser to the royal court in 2005 and 
named ambassador to Washington 
in 2007 when he succeeded Prince 
Turki al-Faisal, a former Saudi in-
telligence chief.

A few years earlier, Jubeir was 
designated by the kingdom to 
lead a public effort to dissociate 
the royal family from the Islam-
ist militancy of al-Qaeda after the 
September 11, 2001, attacks in the 
United States. Fifteen of the 19 
militants who carried out those at-
tacks were Saudis.

Fluent in Arabic, English and 
German, Jubeir earned a bache-
lor’s degree in political science and 
economics from the University of 
North Texas in 1982 and a master’s 
degree in international relations 
from Georgetown in 1984.
(Reuters)

Adel al-Jubeir is kingdom’s new foreign minister
Profile

Jubeir, 53, is not only 
a prominent public 
face of Saudi 
diplomacy, but also 
an insider in Riyadh

The reshuffle 
indicates the king’s 
determination to 
press ahead with the 
transition to the next 
generation of Saudi 
leaders

Skilled diplomat

Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abdul-Aziz, center, speaks with Saudi officials while he attends a Saudi 
armed forces exercise (File photo)
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T 

he mysterious death of 
a general, who was once 
considered a stalwart 
supporter of Syria’s belea-
guered President Bashar 

Assad and one of the country’s 
most powerful intelligence chiefs, 
has aroused speculation that As-
sad’s inner circle may be cracking.

Major-General Rustom Ghazal-
eh, until recently the chief of Mili-
tary Intelligence and latterly head 
of the much-feared Political Secu-
rity Branch, died in Damascus’ Al 
Shami hospital, reportedly on April 
24th.

The circumstances of the death 
of this influential regime insider 
remain unclear. State media have 
made no mention of his passing 
and the regime issued no state-
ment.

But a variety of Syrian and Leba-
nese sources report that Ghazaleh, 
62, had been clinically dead for 
some weeks after being mercilessly 
beaten by the bodyguards of a ri-
val, Major-General Rafik Shehadeh, 
who succeeded him as head of Mili-
tary Intelligence.

Both men were dismissed from 

their posts by Assad on March 21st 
because of their feud.

A report by the al-Hadath News 
website, which is close to the re-
gime, said Ghazaleh died from a 
massive trauma caused by severe 
head injuries. Several Lebanese 
politicians connected to Ghazaleh, 
who was Syria’s pro-consul in Leb-
anon in 2002-05, confirmed that.

The savage beating reportedly 
took place over several hours in 
Shehadeh’s office in late February. 
Several sources attributed the ani-
mosity between the men to differ-
ences over Iran’s domination of the 
Damascus regime after coming to 
Assad’s rescue when the civil war 
erupted in March 2011.

The Ghazaleh-Shehadeh feud ap-
parently went toxic earlier in the 
month when Iran’s Lebanese Shia 
proxy, Hezbollah, and Iraqi Shias 
deployed by Iran’s Revolution-
ary Guards to prop up the regime, 
mounted an offensive in southern 
Syria to take control of the disputed 
Golan Heights that would advance 
Iranian forces to Israel’s northern 
border.

That would bolster Iran’s long-
range objectives in the Levant but 
it would dash Assad’s hopes of re-
trieving much of the strategic vol-
canic plateau Israel captured in the 
1967 war.

Ghazaleh, who hailed from the 
southern province of Daraa where 
the recent Iranian-led regime of-
fensive is centred, wanted a great-
er Syrian involvement in the opera-
tion. Ghazaleh reportedly blew up 
his own mansion in his hometown 

of Qarfa after the Iranians said they 
wanted it as their headquarters.

The anti-regime Syrian Observer 
newspaper noted on March 25th, 
before Ghazaleh died: “The Assad 
government seems unable to con-
trol the internal conflicts that con-
tinue to destabilise the regime …

“When a man renowned for his 
ferocity in serving the head of the 
regime is stabbed in the back, it 
could mean Assad is no longer ca-
pable of protecting his men from 
the heavy grip of Iran.”

Ghazaleh had been long consid-
ered one of Assad’s most trusted 
generals and his death has prob-
ably weakened the president’s po-
sition. However, there is no indica-
tion that the regime is anywhere 
near collapse.

The workings of Assad’s inner 
circle are shrouded in secrecy and 
even more impenetrable than the 
paranoid opacity that eternally 
masks the regime.

But there have been repeated 
reports that Iranian domination of 
the regime does not sit well with 
some in Assad’s command group. 
Indeed, Iran’s influence in Da-
mascus, which mushroomed after 
Bashar took power in 2000 when 
his father Hafez died, has long been 
a contentious issue within the re-
gime — and the military.

Assad has had to deal with inter-
nal rifts within his core group and 
has shown he can be just as ruth-
less as his father.

In April 2008, he crushed what 
appeared to be a power struggle 
between his impetuous younger 

brother, General Maher Assad, 
and his ambitious brother-in-law, 
Major-General Asef Shawkat, fol-
lowing the February assassination 
in Damascus of Imad Mughniyeh, 
military commander of Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah. The killing of a key 
Iranian ally, supposedly by Israel, 
greatly alarmed the regime

Shawkat, married to the presi-
dent’s equally ambitious sister 
Bushra, was sacked as chief of Mili-
tary Intelligence. But, shielded by 
his marriage, he was not long out 
of favour.

Even so, that did not prevent him 
being assassinated too, on July 18, 
2012, in a mysterious bombing in-
side National Security Headquar-
ters, one of the most secure build-
ings in Damascus. Rebels claimed 
they smuggled in the bomb but 
suspicions linger that it was an in-

side job.
In an earlier crisis, triggered by 

the withdrawal of Syrian forces 
from Lebanon after the assassina-
tion of Lebanese statesman Rafik 
Hariri on February 14, 2005, Assad 
reportedly foiled a coup plot led by 
former Vice-President Abdul Halim 
Khaddam and former Interior Min-
ister Ghazi Kenaan, Ghazaleh’s 
predecessor as Syria’s supremo in 
Lebanon.

Khaddam, a stalwart of Hafez 
Assad’s regime and widely seen as 
“moderate” in the Syrian elite, fled 
to Paris. The regime said Kenaan 
“committed suicide” by blowing 
his brains out in his office.

Ed Blanche, The Arab Weekly’s 
Analysis editor, has covered the 
Middle East since 1967. He lives in 
Beirut.

After general’s mysterious 
death, is Assad’s inner 
circle coming apart?
Ed Blanche

Major-General Rustom Ghazaleh

The workings of 
Assad’s inner circle 
are shrouded in 
secrecy

Defeating ISIS means beating it in Syria, not just Iraq
Beirut

U 

S air strikes in Iraq 
against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) have prov-
en to be an important 
strategy to contain the 

expansion of the extremist group 
in that country. The operations 
have degraded the group, which in 
recent months has lost about 30% 
of the territory it controlled in Iraq.

While this strategy has reaped 
benefits in Iraq, it has not reduced 
ISIS’s reach in Syria, underlining 
the uncomfortable truth that nei-
ther war theatre can be dissociated 
from the other.

Thinking that one can vanquish 
ISIS in Iraq alone is a ridiculous 
idea, Randa Slim of the Middle East 
Institute declared during a March 
forum organised by the American 
University of Iraq.

The conflict in Syria has facilitat-
ed the transformation of al-Qaeda 
in Iraq, the original jihadist group 
there, into the transnational organ-
isation known today as the Islamic 
State, by effectively eliminating the 
border with Syria.

In recent months, coalition 
strikes have focused both on Syria 
and Iraq but in the latter the air 
campaign has been coordinated 
with Iraqi forces and local militias 
such as the Kurdish peshmerga and 
Shia factions.

In Syria, the United States and 

its allies have adopted what An-
drew Tabler of the Washington In-
stitute for Near East Policy refers to 
as the nascent US policy of “unco-
ordinated deconfliction”.

This has allowed the United 
States to lead coalition strikes in 
the fight against ISIS with the tac-
it agreement of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, who has turned a 
blind eye to international over-
flights led by what he considers to 
be enemy nations.

This two-dimensional strategy is 
not without problems: ISIS has cre-
ated strongholds on both sides of 
the Iraqi-Syria border, essentially 
in Mosul and Raqqa. The US De-
fense Department said ISIS had lost 
between 13,000 and 15,500 sq. kilo-
metres of territory in Iraq by mid-
April. But ISIS has been largely 
successful in holding onto a 
broad area across northern 
and eastern Syria and 
gained ground around 
the Syrian cities of 
Homs and Damas-
cus.

A successful 
Western and Arab 
strategy, thus, 
cannot focus on 
Iraq alone. If ISIS 
is sufficiently de-
graded in Iraq, 
it will regroup in 
Syrian areas where 
tribal and social af-
filiations are fluid 
and extend across 
borders.

In Raqqa, the ISIS 
“capital” in Syria, the 
terror organisation will be 
able to recruit more Islamist 
extremists and beef up its forces. 
If the group is allowed to remain 
strong in Syria, it would mean a 
spillover of terrorist activity into 

Iraq would be possible at any mo-
ment.

As long as a policy of “uncoordi-
nated deconfliction” is maintained, 
ISIS will not be successfully de-
graded and the prospect of defeat-
ing it more distant.

Removing Assad might not be an 
acceptable option for now but in no 
way does it contradict a revival of 
the support brought to the Syrian 
opposition forces so that it can be-
come a credible alternative to both 
Assad and ISIS.

A stimulus package for the op-
position would require additional 
military, intelligence and financial 
assistance as well as the creation of 

a force far beyond the 15,000 fight-
ers that are expected to be trained 
over three years, a time frame that 
gives ISIS an opportunity to further 
entrench itself within Syria and the 
country’s social fabric.

In addition, assistance should be 
provided to groups receiving West-
ern and Arab support, something 
Saudi Arabia appears to be already 
doing.

The Arab and Western coalition 
must also engage capable security 
partners at the local level. Tribal 
affiliations in Syria and Iraq run 
as far as Jordan and Saudi Arabia, 
which means that nurturing and 
using Sunni tribes as intermediar-
ies in both these countries would 
facilitate communication and pro-
mote a level of trust.

 Tabler rightly argues the United 
States should show common cause 
with Sunni tribal leaders and give 
those willing to stand against ISIS 
the support they need to maintain 
their power base.

As the number of mainly civil-
ian Syrian victims of the regime’s 
chemical weapons and barrel 
bombs mounts, the jihadists who 
make up ISIS will continue to thrive 
and rule over their Syrian caliphate. 
The daily massacres will keep on 
providing the traction the jihadists 
need to fuel Sunni-Shia tensions.

The terror organisation’s control 
over large areas of Syria will also 
provide it with sufficient strategic 
depth to launch new offensives 
into Iraq when the time is right, 
even if the group is temporarily 
eradicated on the other side of the 
border.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
analyst and a fellow at the Rafik 
Hariri Center for the Middle East 
of the Atlantic Council. She lives in 
Beirut.

Mona Alami

View point

Thinking that one can 
vanquish ISIS in Iraq alone is a 
ridiculous idea

If ISIS is 
sufficiently 
degraded in 
Iraq, it will 
regroup in 
Syria

Fighting ISIS in Iraq
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Looking back at Lebanon’s civil war
Beirut

F 

our decades after the start 
of Lebanon’s civil war, 
which the Lebanese com-
memorated on April 13th, 
there seems little to add to 

a conflict that was once regarded as 
the personification of sectarian ani-
mosity.

However, with the Middle East 
having dissolved into generalised 
conflict, it merits looking back on 
the years of Lebanon’s war. I re-
member a monumental event that 
helped shape who I would become. 
Since it is difficult to recall events 
that played a central role in one’s 
life with antipathy, I often redis-
cover a nostalgia for the war years. 
Not nostalgia for violence, but for 
a time when every new facet of the 
war brought a sense of novelty, both 
terrible and exhilarating.

To me, the war had, broadly, four 
phases, with the Lebanese experi-
encing the conflict differently de-
pending where they lived and what 
they had witnessed.

The first was the period of 1975 
and 1976, known commonly as the 
“two-year war”. This was marked by 
an endless succession of “rounds” 
of fighting, interrupted by fragile 
ceasefires. Not yet a teenager, I re-
member this period as one of fasci-
nation with weapons when I began 
collecting bullets and shrapnel. This 
passion led me and my friends to the 
burned out and crumbling Holiday 
Inn hotel on the interface between 
Christian and Muslim Beirut during 
a lull, and to my irresponsible dig-
ging up of an unexploded mortar 
shell.

That sense of irresponsibility very 
much defined my general frame 
of mind at the time. Too young 
to appreciate the meaning of the 
breakdown of the state, of death, 
myself and those of my generation 
regarded the early years of the war 
as an adventure. That I was not in 
a neighbourhood directly affected 
by the fighting surely made a differ-
ence. Others were less lucky.

This period ended with the entry 
of the Syrian army into Beirut, as 
part of an Arab Deterrent Force. I 
recall watching a convoy of Syrian 
tanks from my balcony after a night 
of bombardment that broke a win-
dow in my room. A Syrian soldier 
waved at me and I waved back, not 
sure what it all meant.

The second phase of the war came 
in 1978. That was a year marked by 
the Syrian bombardment of Chris-
tian quarters of Beirut. Though we 
suffered in no way, the presence of 
a Syrian cannon near our building 
was a constant reminder that others 
were suffering. The barbarism of the 
war was getting nearer, and with it 
the realisation that there was a stal-
wartness to the Lebanese that I was 
only beginning to appreciate.

The third phase of the war had 
the most impact on me. It was the 
Israeli invasion of Lebanon in the 
summer of 1982, which led to the 
siege of West Beirut, through which 

I lived. It is then that the war arrived 
on our doorstep, entered our homes 
and made us wonder for the first 
time whether we would survive. It 
ended with an illusory sense that 
the conflict was over, thanks to the 
international military presence de-
ployed in the country.

Within less than two years the 
foreign armies had left and Lebanon 
would return to a state of nature. 
Militias ruled the streets — mad, un-
tamed gangs whose principal pas-
time was fighting with other gangs. 
These were the years 1984-86, when 
the situation would so deteriorate in 

West Beirut that Sunni politicians 
would be pleased to see the Syrians 
return.

At the end of the summer of 1985, 
I left Lebanon to pursue my stud-
ies. Arriving in the normalcy of the 
United States, all I could think of 
was compatriots back home, the 
contempt they provoked in a West-
ern world devoted to rationalism. I 
saw things differently. Lebanon had 
endured far more than most West-
erners could. The Lebanese were 
not innocent when it came to their 
dire situation, but scorn was the last 
thing they merited.

It was during those years that I 
switched on the television to hear of 
the assassination of the president-
elect, Rene Moawad, only to see 
my mother, injured, on the televi-
sion screen. It had been weeks since 
we spoke because telephone lines 
were down but by some miracle I 
managed to get through to her. She 
was shaken but above all was lucky. 

Only minutes before the blast, she 
had been standing where the explo-
sion took place. A Syrian soldier had 
checked her bag and she had said 
there was a bomb inside. Both had 
laughed.

Such violence has become com-
monplace to the region. To many 
Westerners, Arabs are best aban-
doned to their destructive impulses.

Forty years after the start of the 
Lebanese war, this indifference still 
provokes resentment in me. Coun-
tries that demand solidarity when-
ever their own citizens are targeted 
should be prepared to offer the 
same. But as Lebanon taught me, 
those most in need of assistance 
often prompt deep coldness. At no 
time has that been truer than today.

Michael Young is a commentator 
and analyst based in Beirut. He 
is the author of The Ghosts of 
Martyrs’ Square: An Eyewitness 
Account of Lebanon’s Life Struggle.

Michael Young

Hezbollah’s sectarian politics
Beirut

I
t might be a somewhat 
pointless and tedious 
exercise to recall previous 
speeches by Hezbollah 
leader Hassan Nasrallah to 
highlight the position that 

his party has come to occupy 
amid the political and military 
developments occurring in the 
region.

But the party’s open declaration 
of hostility towards the Arab posi-
tions on events in Yemen, made 
during the most recent address by 
Nasrallah, sums up Hezbollah’s 
political trajectory since the early 
1980s.

After Nasrallah’s statements 
about the Saudi-led alliance in 
Yemen, the questions are: How 
much of Hezbollah’s Arab and 
Lebanese identity remains intact 
as the party definitively demon-
strated its complete bias on the 
side of the Iran camp? And what 
will be the repercussions of this 
latest stance on Lebanon’s internal 
politics and its relations with Arab 
and especially Gulf countries?

Nasrallah must have realised 
that his allies are holding back. 
This applies to former Lebanese 
prime minister Najib Mikati and 
Speaker Nabih Berri as well as 
Christian MP Michel Aoun; they 
would rather stay out of Nasral-
lah’s fierce anti-Saudi Arabia 
campaign.

This realisation forced Nasral-
lah to say in his address, devoted 
to expressing “solidarity with 
Yemen”, that he “doesn’t blame 
anyone or ask anyone to adopt 
Hezbollah’s policy, since he under-
stands their positions”.

The party’s declarations are in 

line with its ongoing political pro-
ject and behaviour, which reflect 
badly on  the balance that Lebanon 
has sought.

It is  reminder of the many pre-
vious warnings about Hezbollah’s 
two-pronged intent. The party 
thinks it is able to alter Lebanon’s 
political makeup by imposing its 
logic of defeating all other Leba-
nese and relying on its regional 
allies. The latter are deluded into 
believing they can move ahead 
with their project which consists 
in dominating the entire country.

And, if this can’t happen, Hez-
bollah will be as determined to be-

have as a de facto state, relying on 
its own capacities. Nasrallah has 
accordingly put Lebanon before 
two options. Either there is con-
sensus agreement on its policies, 
or pursue its own course, whatever 
the consequences.

The new and unprecedented 
development, however, is Hezbol-
lah’s public expression of these 
policies, which will eliminate any 
chance of a political settlement, 
especially with the parties calling 
for some type of federal, confed-
eral or dramatically de-centralised 
system.

Hezbollah has monopolised 
decisions of war and peace with 
Israel. It has become militarily 
involved in the war in Syria, has 
given priority to the war in Yemen 
and has launched a vicious cam-
paign against Saudi Arabia. These 
facts can’t be hidden; they confirm 
once again that there can be no ac-
ceptable political deal in Lebanon 
with the party exercising this level 
of dominance.

As for the Arab political scene, 
since the 1979 Islamic revolution 
in Iran there have been changes to 
the balance of power and ma-
nipulations of the socio-political 
makeup of several countries. 
Reforming the situation requires 
many years, as changes will affect 
these societies as they struggle to 
regain their political balance.

Sam Menassa is a Lebanese 
political analyst who has been 
covering Lebanon and the Middle 
East for 25 years.

Sam 
Menassa

View point

There can be no acceptable 
political deal in Lebanon with 
the party exercising this level 
of dominance

Nasrallah 
must have 
realised that 
his allies are 
holding back

Learning the lessons of the war

With the Middle East 
having dissolved 
into generalised 
conflict, it merits 
looking back on the 
years of Lebanon’s 
war
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t least 1,300 people died trying to cross the Mediter-
ranean from Libyan shores during the month of 
April. The number of migrants who have died since 
the beginning of the year is 30 times higher than 
during the same period in 2014. It is that time of the 
year when would-be migrants on the southern shore 
of the Mediterranean feel that weather conditions 

are more propitious to attempt a crossing of the sea. It is also the 
time when unscrupulous smugglers think they can increase their 
profits. At a rate of about $90,000 per boatful, they literally make a 
killing.

In their meeting in Greece, EU countries decided to triple the 
funds allocated to the Operation Triton border patrols. Triton’s 
mandate, however, is not about search and rescue like the Mare 
Nostrum operation discontinued last year by Italy that saved more 
than 100,000 people. Under Triton, European patrols cannot go 
beyond 30 nautical miles from Italian shores, for fear of accentuat-
ing the “pull factor”, i.e. that the close proximity of European boats 
could in itself encourage even more migrants to attempt the risky 
venture.

Pressed by domestic public opinion, European leaders are trying 
to stem the unbridled flow of migrants and restrict the number of 
refugees and asylum seekers their countries take in. EU countries 
would like to establish migrant “processing camps” on North 
African shores, despite the impracticality of such an option.

Other European leaders, such as French President François 
Hollande, are advocating pre-emptive military strikes to sink 
smugglers’ boats before they leave the shores of North Africa, and 
in particular the unsecured ports of Libya. This military approach 
seems to borrow a page from the fight against pirates in the Horn of 
Africa, not considering that such an approach is impractical, 
dangerous and probably unlawful.

Who can determine whether a boat has no innocent people 
onboard? Who is entitled to issue a death sentence on presumed 
smugglers? What are the likely reactions to such attacks? None of 
these questions seem to have been carefully considered.

Worse still are the impressions such calls convey. North Africa, 
Europe’s southern neighbour, is now equated with the lawless 
shores of Somalia, hence the military modus operandi invoked. 
Libya needs help sorting out its domestic feuds and not European 
warships aiming their guns at its harbours. The current state of 
disarray in Libya is in great measure the result of the lack of a clear 
strategy in launching and ending the European- and US-supported 
military campaign to topple the Qaddafi regime in 2011. Libya does 
not need another ill-conceived Western military campaign on its 
shores.

The European Union must muster the vision and the will to deal 
with the complex situation faced by countries south of the Mediter-
ranean, including their inability to develop enough employment 
opportunities, secure their borders and deal with the huge flow of 
displaced persons and climate of insecurity created by local and 
regional conflicts. Helping Libyans end their civil strife and 
establish a viable government could be a step in the right direction.

Editorial

A different vision is needed to 
address the immigration crisis

Editorial

S
un-Tzu, possibly the 
greatest military thinker 
of all time, wrote in his 
book The Art of War that 
the first step in defeating 
an enemy is getting to 

know him. This holds as true today 
as it did when it was first written 
during the sixth century BC.

Before the group of some 21 
countries lined up by Saudi Arabia 
to fight the Islamic State (ISIS) suc-
ceeds, they must first understand 
ISIS’s inner workings, chain of com-
mand and motivations.

While ISIS is a group unlike 
anything previously seen in the 
Middle East, to some degree there 
are frightening similarities with the 
Iraqi Ba’ath Party and its modus 
operandi under Saddam Hussein. 
The big difference, of course, is 
that the Ba’ath chose socialism as 
their banner while ISIS employs a 
form of radical Islam. I believe it is 
safe to conclude that, just as there 
was no real socialism in Iraq under 
Saddam, there is no real Islam 
under ISIS.

To comprehend the hate that 
drives ISIS, one should  recall how 
Iraq and Iraqis were treated when 
the country was occupied by the 
United States. When US forces en-
tered Baghdad one of the first acts 
by Paul Bremer, Washington’s de 
facto “viceroy,” was to disband the 
military and outlaw the Ba’ath Par-
ty. With the stroke of a pen, roughly 
300,000 people were rendered job-
less and for a great many of them 
soldiering was their only skill.

Then, there was bombing from US 
warplanes and missiles fired from 
ships of the US Navy. According to 
Iraqbodycount.org, an independ-
ent non-government organisation 
(NGO), between the first day of 
the invasion until April 27, 2015, 
between 137,952 and 156,341 civilian 
deaths were recorded.

Yes, ISIS is a monster, but it’s 
a monster that the United States 
helped create.

When ISIS first entered the inter-
national spotlight, I could not help 
but think of how it resembled the 
organisational structure put into 

place by Saddam after 
he returned to power 
following a coup .

To be sure, in terms 
of violence the ISIS is 
on a level of its own 
but, when it comes to 
violence, the Iraqi Ba’ath 
and the Iraqi intelligence 
services under Saddam 
also used horrific 

methods of execution and 
torture.

ISIS and the Ba’ath practically 
mirror one another in their use of 
violence and disregard of human 

life; they share other aspects, such 
as detailed organisational charts, 
the mistrust of everyone includ-
ing top leaders, surveillance of all  
members, using informants, arrests 
and imprisonment without trial, 
and so forth.

And there is a good reason for this 
similarity. Both were inspired by 
the same methodology.

You may ask, what can the Iraqi 
Ba’ath and ISIS have in common 
aside from opting for the same 
organisational model?

While Saddam was a lower ech-
elon thug working for his cousin 
– who took power in a military 
coup – the family was overthrown 
in a counter coup but managed a 
comeback.

Once back in power, Saddam 
set up an underground system of 
operations from which the regime 
could recover in the event of a 
future coup. Saddam excelled in 
securing back-up plans and in the 
process got rid of the top man and 
placed himself at the head of the 
state and party. Saddam never 
forgot the importance of maintain-
ing the emergency fallback protocol 
and his former generals have, by all 
appearances, taken over the net-
work and made it operational under 
the guise of ISIS.

An exclusive report by the Ger-
man magazine Der Spiegel outlines 
how the group was structured 
thanks to meticulous notes that 
were found by Iraqi security forces 
in a house used by high-ranking 
ISIS member.

According to the report the 
group’s leader, Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi, was selected as caliph by 
a group of former Iraqi Ba’athist 
intelligence officers to give ISIS a 
religious face.

It is, in fact, doubtful that Bagh-
dadi is the one really calling the 
shots. Since its involvement in Iraq 
the United States has systemati-
cally targeted resistance leaders 
for assassination, so it is quite 
understandable that the real lead-
ers of ISIS choose to remain in the 
shadows.

Indeed, there have been reports 
in the last few weeks that Baghdadi 
was wounded in a US air strike and 
has become incapacitated. This 
does not seem to have slowed op-
erations to any noticeable degree, 
bolstering the belief that Baghdadi 
is not the one actually at the helm.

With this data in hand, the next 
step for the intelligence community 
concerned will be to start identi-
fying the actual members of this 
shadowy cabal.

Claude Salhani is The Arab Weekly 
Opinion Page editor. Follow him on 
Twitter @Claudesalhani.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly
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Has Obama given up on regime change in Iran?

Saad Mehio

Beirut

T
here is a spectre 
haunting the Middle 
East, resembling the 
spectre that Karl Marx 
spoke of in The 
Communist Mani-

festo. But this time, the spectre is 
not communism, as it was in 
1848, but capitalism-led regime 
change or capitalist globalisation.

From Yemen to Syria, and in 
Iraq, Egypt and Tunisia, regime 
change is taking place at a vigor-
ous pace. It is violently tearing the 
social and cultural fabric of these 
countries. But has Iran become 
isolated from this game, after it 
signed an interim nuclear frame-
work agreement with the United 

States?
Or, to put it even more 

bluntly: Has Washington 
offered guarantees to Iran 
that it has truly abandoned 
its objective of regime 
change, which the Bush 
administration pursued 
forcefully, as evidenced 
by the National Security 
Strategy of September 

2002 that suggested regime 
change offered the only guarantee 
of eliminating potential existential 
threats? Or, as vice-president Dick 
Cheney declared, “We don’t nego-

tiate with evil, we defeat it?”
In his recent New York Times 

interview with Thomas Fried-
man, US President Barack Obama 
hinted that he was ready to do 
such a thing. Not only that, but he 
promised the mullahs of Iran that 
after the agreement their country 
“would be an extremely successful 
regional power… by virtue of its 
size, resources and its people”.

But along with these guarantees 
and promises there is a string of 
clear, decisive conditions connect-
ed to “change” in Iran. In the same 
interview, the president said: “If 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei wanted to 
see Iran re-enter the community of 
nations, then there were going to 
have to be changes… Iranians have 
to change their behaviour more 
broadly… if they want to be part of 
world economy.”

The term “change” is used more 
than ten times in the interview and 
it covers the economy, strategy 
and regional policies, meaning that 
the Islamic Republic must change 
itself instead of having change 
imposed on it by the outside world 
through the force of diplomatic 
isolation, economic strangulation 
and financial attrition produced by 
arms races.

The trade-off here is clear: the 
economy (i.e. incorporating Iran 
into globalised institutions and 

markets) in exchange for abandon-
ing its foreign policies (terror and 
regional destabilisation) and its 
nuclear policies.

This is the trade-off that Obama 
wants to see. And it’s the same 
trade-off that Richard Nixon of-
fered Mao Zedong, when Beijing 
gave up its revolutionary, commu-
nist foreign policy for the dollars 
of the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) and the bonds of the US 
Treasury.

Some have called this new policy 
orientation the “Obama doctrine,” 
based on the notion of engagement 
with rogue states such as Cuba, 
Myanmar and Iran, while preserv-
ing the fundamental strategic 
interests of the United States.

In fact, this principle isn’t new at 
all and it does not at all mean com-
pletely giving up on the goal of 
regime change; Washington didn’t 
abandon the goal of changing the 
regimes of two superpowers, the 
Soviet Union and China.

Whether the United States by us-
ing military force, as in Iraq, or the 
threat of force, as in Libya under 
Muammar Qaddafi, or a policy of 
containment and deterrence, as 
with Cuba, North Korea and Iran, 
the strategic goal is the same even 
though tactics might differ: Force 
regional rogue states to adhere to 
the laws and fundamentals of the 

current world order in politics, 
economy and security. And this 
order has a specific name today: 
capitalist globalisation.

Through the nuclear framework 
agreement, the “Great Satan” has 
re-established a foothold in Iran, 
35 years after it was kicked out 
of the country. The United States 
now intends to achieve in peace 
what it avoided doing through 
war: changing the Iranian regime 
by enticing it to begin  changing its 
behaviour.

We must now wait to see if Iran’s 
hawks will at the last moment 
avoid drinking this bitter cup of 
change or actually imbibe it, as 
Khomeini did when he agreed to 
end the war with Saddam Hus-
sein’s Iraq, out of fear that his 
regime’s economy would collapse. 
Or, will domestic turbulence ensue 
and civil war erupt instead?

Whatever option Tehran pur-
sues, one can now see the “Great 
Satan” with a half-smile on his 
face as he reads from a book enti-
tled Best Ways to Achieve Regime 
Change.

Saad Mehio is a Lebanese writer 
and journalist, who has been 
covering the Middle East for 30 
years. He is the author of The 
Dilemma of Arab Modernism and 
Arabs and Globalization.

Iranian threat, ISIS catalysts for joint Arab force
Dubai

T
he Arab League 
decided in its recent 
meeting in Egypt that 
it is time for Arabs to 
have their own joint 
military force and the 

chiefs of staff of Arab militaries 
gathered later in Cairo to discuss 
ways to bring this long-sought 
quest into reality.

Arab countries have a joint 
defence pact that was last put into 
action in the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. 
Previous calls by some leaders to 
pursue this objective fell on deaf 
ears but this time the geopoliti-
cal situation is quickly changing, 
heightening threat perceptions in 
most Arab capitals. Arab regimes 
feel endangered. Hence a joint 
military force could become a 
reality.

So what are the current driving 
factors to establish this force?

First is Iran’s expansionist 
policy. The demographic fabric 
and sovereignty of Arab states 
is under a strong threat posed 
by Iran’s attempts to export the 
Islamic Revolution to Shia Arab 
communities. Self-proclaimed 
victories by Iranian officials claim-
ing that Tehran controls four Arab 
capitals (Baghdad, Damascus, 
Beirut and Sana’a) raised concerns 
of the oil-rich Arab Gulf States, es-
pecially Saudi Arabia that is more 
or less the centre of gravity of the 
Arab world. Riyadh and other Arab 
capitals accuse Iran of enflam-
ing the war in Syria by aiding the 
regime there in its fight against 
rebels. They also blame Tehran for 
the deteriorating conditions in Iraq 
and Lebanon.

Second is the heightened 
sectarian tension. Although this 
is related to Iran’s expansionist 
policies, it, however, constitutes 
a strong pressing element with 

the presence of extrem-
ist groups like the Islamic 
State (ISIS). This terrorist 
group has used sectarian 
rhetoric to mobilise thou-
sands of Muslim Sunni 
young men to fight Iran’s 
allies in Syria and Iraq and 
subsequently occupy large 

areas of the two countries.
ISIS is challenging Arab regimes 

as to who can better uphold and 
defend the interests of Arab Sunnis 
against the Persian-Shia invasion. 
It is becoming increasingly dif-

ficult for Arab regimes to combat 
terrorism in an escalating sectar-
ian environment. ISIS and similar 
terrorist groups are as much of a 
threat to Iran as they are to the rest 
of the Arab governments.

Third are the improved rela-
tions between Iran and the West. 
The United States and the Euro-
peans surprised their Arab allies 
with the deal they reached with 
Tehran over the Iranian nuclear 
programme. Arab countries have 
grown alarmed that the West was 
fine with Iran expanding its influ-
ence in the region and threatening 
them and they are worried that 
a deal with Iran would be at the ex-
pense of Arab interests. Most Arab 
countries have doubts in the reli-
ability of Washington as a trusted 
ally that could be counted on to 
protect them from Iran.

Fourth is the vastly improved 
capability of Arab militaries. Arab 
Gulf states have invested heav-
ily in their military over the past 
three decades and even made big 
donations to some of the poorer 
Arab states closely allied with 
them such as Egypt, Jordan and 
Morocco, to help them keep their 
military highly modernised and 

well-equipped.
The Arab Gulf countries grouped 

in the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) plus Egypt, Jordan and 
Morocco can put together an 
impressive military force with a 
formidable air power and navy as 
well as a sizeable land force. These 
countries have adopted a Western 
military doctrine and most of their 
hardware and systems are inter-
operable. They can quickly form 
the core of a joint Arab force and 
any other country joining them 
would be a plus.

These same countries comprise a 
Saudi-led Arab alliance waging an 
air campaign against the Iranian-
backed Houthi forces in Yemen to 
restore the deposed government 
of President Abd Rabbo Mansour 

Hadi. Also some of these countries 
are part of the US-led air campaign 
against ISIS and terrorist groups in 
Syria and Iraq. So Arab militaries 
today are more experienced and 
self-confident than ever and are 
capable of forming alliances and 
working within coalitions.

It seems that if this force was to 
be created it will see action against 
ISIS and Iranian-backed groups 
in the Arab world. Therefore fear 
of Iran might eventually manage 
to do what the Israeli threat has 
failed to do, which is to prompt the 
establishment of a joint Arab force 
that could intervene in conflicts 
undermining Arab sovereignty.

Although political hurdles have 
to be overcome before this force is 
born — such as determining where 
the command be based, national-
ity of the commander, sovereignty 
questions, legal jurisdiction and so 
forth — however, common threats 
and increased fears might do the 
trick.

Riad Kahwaji is the founder and 
CEO of the Institute for Near 
East and Gulf Military Analysis 
(INEGMA) based in Dubai and 
Beirut.

Riad Kahwaji

A joint military 
force could 
become a reality

It’s the same
trade-off that 
Richard Nixon 
offered Mao Zedong

Meeting of Arab army chiefs at the Arab League headquarters in Cairo, on April 22, 2015.

If this force was 
to be created it 
will see action 
against ISIS and 
Iranian-backed 
groups in the 
Arab world
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Armenia and the ‘great crime’: The long shadow of history

Bourj Hammoud 
fights the Armenian 
genocide by 
keeping identity

Armenian Anniversary

Beirut

A 

rmenians call it Medz 
Yeghern — the “great 
crime” — when they say 
as many as 1.5 million 
of their ethnic kin were 

slaughtered by Ottoman forces 100 
years ago, starting with scores of 
prominent intellectuals, lawyers, 
journalists, teachers, priests and 
doctors who were rounded up on 
government orders in Istanbul on 
April 24, 1915, then sent into the in-
terior and killed.

That was the start of what the Ar-
menians, and most historians, call 
a genocide in which they maintain 

the Ottoman Caliphate, in its dying 
days, systematically annihilated 
most of a thriving Christian minori-
ty through massacres, forced labour 
and death marches into the Syrian 
desert, then part of the Ottoman 
Empire.

This has been seen as the fore-
runner of the Nazi Holocaust in the 
second world war.

Hundreds of thousands of Arme-
nians were herded into concentra-
tion camps by the Ottomans, whose 
empire was crumbling around 
them, decayed by corruption from 
within and doomed by the Sublime 
Porte’s alliance with Kaiser Wil-
helm’s imperial Germany in the first 
world war.

“The roads and the Euphrates are 
strewn with corpses of exiles and 

those who survive are doomed to 
certain death,” the New York Times 
reported in August 1915. “It is a plan 
to exterminate the whole Armenian 
people.”

To this day, Turkey vigorously 
denies there was an officially sanc-
tioned extermination programme 
and bitterly rejects the term “geno-
cide”.

All references to these events 
have been expunged from official 
histories and from school text-
books in Turkey in what interna-
tional affairs commentator David 
Gardner calls “an enforced amnesia 
strengthened by a wall of silence 
from reputed Ottomanist scholars”.

Turkey concedes that around 
500,000 Armenians died of starva-
tion, thirst and disease as they were 

deported because they were con-
sidered revolutionaries allied with 
Russia against the Ottomans in the 
first world war.

At the time, the Ottomans were 
reeling from the loss of their Euro-
pean territories in 1912-13 as Chris-
tians across the Balkans rose up to 
throw off the Turkish yoke. As Mus-
lim groups were driven eastward, 
Istanbul had to find space for them 
and Anatolia, where most Armeni-
ans lived, was selected to accom-
modate the refugees.

Ottoman horror of being encir-
cled was heightened with the Allied 
amphibious assault on Gallipoli, in 
the strategic Dardanelles Strait, on 
April 25, 1915. Turkish forces re-
pelled the British, French, Austral-
ian and New Zealand forces but the 
Ottomans remained fearful of the 
fate that was descending on them.

Today, five generations later, the 
events of 1915-16 still sear the col-
lective memory of a region, most of 
which the Ottomans ruled for more 
than five centuries, as it grapples 
with the current massacre of Shias, 
Christians and other minorities by 
jihadist fanatics of the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

The events of 1915-16 remain a 
source of conflict for Turkey, and 
the resonance is particularly trou-
blesome right now as President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan pursues ambi-
tions of making Turkey a regional 
power again.

At the same time, more world 
governments are accepting the 
Armenian accusations, largely be-
cause historians are unearthing 
evidence to substantiate Armenian 
claims. This is impeding Turkey’s 
relations with the West and its as-
pirations of joining the European 
Union.

It is true that Erdogan, a neo-Is-
lamist who dreams of restoring his 
nation’s influence a century after 
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk abolished 

the empire and declared a secular 
republic, has made more effort than 
any of his predecessors to open up 
about the events of 1915-16.

In April 2014, while still prime 
minister, Erdogan set a precedent 
by publicly referring to the victims 
of 1915-16 as “Ottoman citizens” 
and offered condolences to their 
descendants.

But Erdogan  still seems deter-
mined never to acknowledge the 
genocide. That would be to admit 
there was premeditated intent by 
the Ottoman state to murder its 
own citizens on a monumental 
scale. Under a 1948 international 
convention, such intent is required 
to prove genocide.

Pope Francis dramatically stoked 
the controversy on April 12th by de-
claring that “the first genocide” of 
the 20th century took place in 1915-
16. Ankara withdrew its ambassa-
dor to the Vatican.

On the other hand, US President 
Barack Obama gave Erdogan a pass 
— primarily for geopolitical reasons 
— when he avoided using the term 
“genocide” while marking the cen-
tennial anniversary of the killings, 
despite campaign promises in 2008 
to do so.

The US State Department and the 
Pentagon had pressed Obama to 
omit the G-word out of deference 
to a key US partner and NATO’s only 
Muslim member whose support 
against jihadism is considered es-
sential.

Ed Blanche is the analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly and has 
reported on the Middle East since 
1967. He lives in Beirut.

Ed Blanche

Erdogan  still seems 
determined never to 
acknowledge the 
genocide

Beirut

O 

ne hundred years on, the 
memories of the mass 
killings and deportation 
of Armenians living on 
their ancestral land un-

der Ottoman rule are still vivid in 
the neighbourhood of Bourj Ham-
moud, north of Beirut.

Most, if not all, of the Armenian 
inhabitants in the area are descend-
ants of survivors of the Armenian 
genocide. Arpi Mangassarian, an 
architect and urbanist fights tears as 
she recalls how, in 1915, her grand-
mother Nazeli, then a young wom-
an, had to abandon her mother to a 
sure death in the desert during their 
deportation. “Keep walking and 
don’t look back,” begged the older 
woman with bad legs who found 
herself helpless as the donkey on 
which she was riding fled. Mangas-
sarian’s grandmother was never to 
see her mother again.

A few days later, she found herself 
facing a new terrible ordeal. She had 
to bury with her bare hands and a 
few handfuls of sand, Koharik, her 
7-year-old daughter who died of ex-
haustion, a fate shared by many of 
the million or so Armenians deport-
ed on foot through the Syrian and 
Iraqi deserts by Ottoman soldiers 
riding horses.

Such heart-breaking stories can 
be heard in many streets, shops 

and workshops of Bourj Hammoud, 
the 2.5 sq. kilometre neighbour-
hood that came to existence in 1928 
when prominent Armenian families 
bought empty land between the 
Beirut river and the Mediterranean 
coast and built homes and shops for 
the destitute survivors of the depor-
tation.

Bourj Hammoud is, in fact, made 
up of many Armenian neighbour-
hoods named after villages in East-
ern Anatolia or elsewhere such as 
New Sis, New Marash or New Adana.

“The first thing Armenians did 
here before building their own 
homes was to erect churches with 
adjacent schools. In the aftermath 
of the genocide, Armenians have 
focused wherever they went on pre-
serving their language and religion 
that are the pillars of our identity,” 
said landscaper Sarine Hagopian as 
she shows visitors Karasoun Man-
oug — Church of the 40 Martyrs — 
the oldest in Bourj Hammoud.

Elsewhere in Lebanon old con-
vents or churches built even before 
the deportation stand as a testimony 
of Armenian identity.

Armenians, upon the establish-
ment of modern Lebanon, were 
granted Lebanese citizenship by the 
French mandate authorities. This 
helped their integration into the 
Lebanese economic and political 
fabric.

They profess a strong attachment 
to Lebanon but they are also inhab-
ited by their ancient culture and 

civilization and in Bourj Hammoud 
many are focused on safeguarding 
what they consider a unique Ar-
menian heritage. One such place is 
Badguer, a cultural space in an old 
renovated pink two-storey house. 
The project was initiated by Man-
gassarian, using all the money she 
inherited from an uncle in Australia.

There are regular exhibitions, 
there is a restaurant with a bar with 
rugs hanging from the walls, and a 
piano. Middle-aged women are seen 
in the restaurant preparing typical 
cuisine, including Armenian cin-
namon tea and homemade cookies. 
Old Caucasian carpets, delicate in-
tricate embroideries and antiques, 
such as the loom of a legendary Ar-
menian carpet weaver, are on dis-
play.

Armenians brought with them 
their craftsmanship such as jewel-
lery making, leather work, carpen-
try and copper work.

“To me our artisan art is also a 
pillar of our culture and my aim is 

to help this survive in an era where 
challenges are numerous and com-
petition tough from Asian-made 
cheaper products,” said Mangassar-
ian, who also heads the technical 
and urban department at the mu-
nicipality.

Through her work at Badguer, an 
Armenian word for “image”, Man-
gassarian recently won a UN grant 
to develop and pass on the crafts 
of Bourj Hammoud to a new gen-
eration, with a focus on jewellery. 
Training schools will open and Ar-
menian goldsmiths and jewellers, 
who are already very successful in 
Lebanon and Arab gulf countries, 
will receive technical assistance 
to meet the demands of European 
markets.

But Bourj Hammoud is no Arme-
nian ghetto.

Most days this neighbourhood, 
despite its old decaying buildings, is 
a busy place with unique shops, the 
like of which are hard to find else-
where in Lebanon. It is a favoured 

destination for many in the coun-
try looking for shops to manufac-
ture jewellery, fix or repair almost 
everything from home appliances 
to watches, or just shop along the 
unique streets lined with jewellery 
and clothing shops, shoemakers, old 
photographers and seamstresses, 
spices and leather goods at whole-
sale prices.

To Beirutis bored with luxurious 
empty shopping malls in downtown 
Beirut, Bourj Hammoud offers an 
exotic and different experience.

Because of cheaper rents and the 
influx of Syrians in Lebanon, there 
are many Syrians and Kurds living or 
working in Bourj Hammoud but the 
place retains its Armenian identity 
as reflected by the multiple banners 
hung across the streets or on walls 
where one can read: “1915-2015, I 
remind, I remember and I demand.”

Dominique Roch is a regular analyst 
and special correspondent for The 
Arab Weekly.

Dominique Roch

In Marash street, sculptor Ashod displays his works including a bust of Armenian American writer 
William Saroyan. (Photo: Badguer)
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W 

ith Yemen still vola-
tile, Saudi Arabia 
and its allies have 
once again ramped 
up their air cam-

paign against Iranian-allied Houthi 
militias.

Arab coalition forces conducted a 
series of air strikes on Sana’a for the 
first time since scaling back military 
operations. There were at least five 
air strikes on military positions and 
an area near the presidential palace 
compound at dawn on April 26th 
while warships pounded an area 
near the port of the southern city of 
Aden, Reuters reported.

After nearly four weeks of military 
action, Saudi Arabia and its coalition 
partners, at the request of Yemen’s 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, 
decided to cut back on military op-
erations and launch Operation Re-
newal of Hope, which, according to 
the Saudi government, is designed 
to enhance humanitarian and medi-
cal assistance to the Yemeni people, 
kick-start the political process based 
on UN Security Council Resolution 
2216, the GCC Initiative and the out-
come of the Yemeni National Dia-
logue.

But a few hours after the launch of 
the initiative, Houthi rebels seized 
a brigade base from forces loyal to 
Hadi, which led to the resumption 
of air strikes. Meanwhile, Saudi 
Arabia’s National Guard entered the 
fray for the first time, arriving in the 
southern Najran region. The king-
dom’s elite fighting force is there to 
protect the southern border of Saudi 
Arabia against potential threats, ac-
cording to the official Saudi Press 
Agency.

Adding to the situation, Yemen’s 

exiled foreign minister, Riyadh Ya-
seen, rejected calls for peace talks 
by former President Ali Abdullah 
Saleh. “These calls are unacceptable 
after all the destruction Ali Abdullah 
Saleh has caused. There can be no 
place for Saleh in any future political 
talks,” the foreign minister said in a 
news conference in London.

With the spike in military opera-
tions, the question arises of where 
this leaves the much-needed politi-
cal process.

“Currently both sides are insist-
ent on not giving in to the other’s 
demands,” said Hakim Almasmari, 
publisher and editor-in-chief of 
Yemen Post. “This will lead to a new 
civil war in Yemen or a new Iran-
Saudi proxy war.”

Regarding what the Houthis want, 
Almasmari, told The Arab Weekly: 
“They have no demands. They are 
not the oppressed side. They con-
tinue to expand in new provinces, 
taking over new territories that were 
never under their control to begin 
with.

“The Saudis are demanding they 
evacuate these areas and the Hou-
this are not, which is the reason 
these air strikes are continuing. 
As long as the Houthis continue to 
spread, Yemen will pay the price.”

On whether Iran can play a posi-
tive role in trying to resolve the con-
flict, Almasmari stressed that “Iran 
is playing a role in Yemen right know 
and the Houthis continue their ac-
tivities because of the role of Iran, 
any further intervention from Iran 
is going to make it worse because 
we’ve reached this point only be-
cause of Iranian intervention. What 
Yemen really needs is compromise 
within its political factions, who are 
looking for followers and not part-
ners, and that is something we Yem-
enis reject.”

Iran’s involvement in Yemen has 
been well documented and its ef-
forts to destabilise the country 
were never limited to its support of 
the Houthis.

In 2013, US Ambassador to Yemen 
Gerald Feierstein accused Iran of 
actively trying to undermine the 
Yemeni government by supporting 

southern secessionists.
 Feierstein revealed that exiled 

former leader of the Yemeni Social-
ist Party, Ali Salem al-Beidh, was re-
ceiving financial support from Iran 
and that there was “no doubt that 
he is responsible for efforts to foil 
the Gulf initiative (for democratic 
transition in Yemen) by supporting 
the calls for secession”.

Additionally, Iran’s military sup-
port of the Houthis has also been 
thoroughly detailed. In January 2013 
Yemeni authorities with the help of 
the US Navy intercepted an Iranian 
ship off the cost of Yemen carrying a 
cache of weapons that included sur-
face-to-air missiles intended for the 
Houthi rebels. And in October 2009, 
Saudi-owned Al-Arabiya news chan-
nel reported that the Yemeni Navy 
stopped an Iranian vessel carrying 

anti-tank weaponry. Crew members 
on the ship were weapons experts 
travelling to Yemen to replace Ira-
nian fighters who were injured fight-
ing alongside the Houthis.

On whether the Houthis are re-
ally looking for a peaceful political 
solution, Fahad Nazer, a political 
analyst with JTG, Inc highlighted 
that the Security Council resolution 
on Yemen, which passed almost 
unanimously, reflects the prevailing 
sentiment in the international com-
munity and puts most of the blame 
for the current turmoil in Yemen on 
the Houthi rebels and their allies.

“The Houthis don’t appear to 
believe in the efficacy of peaceful 
resolution of conflicts and seem to 
want to impose their will on the rest 
of Yemen through the use of force. 
The Houthis’ intransigence and bel-

ligerence has been reflected in both 
words and deeds. They even reject-
ed the UNSC resolution.” Nazer told 
The Arab Weekly.

The Saudi security analyst went 
on to say that the recent televised 
address by their leader Abdul Malik 
al-Houthi seemed to blame every-
one — especially Saudi Arabia and 
the United States — for the current 
crisis in Yemen but refused to ac-
knowledge any wrongdoing on his 
part.

“The Houthis and their allies, 
including former President Saleh, 
have to put the well-being and se-
curity of the people of Yemen first 
and realise that they cannot adopt 
the ‘It’s my way or the highway’ ap-
proach indefinitely.  They have to 
make compromises, like everyone 
else,” Nazer added.

Beirut

T 

he unresolved conflict 
in Yemen raised 
tensions in interna-
tional waters off the 
Arabian Peninsula 
amid claims that Iran 

dispatched a cargo fleet to ferry 
weapons to the Shia Houthi 
fighters controlling northern 
Yemen.

As an Iranian destroyer and 
other vessels headed to Yemeni 
waters, where a Saudi-led coalition 
is maintaining a naval blockade, 
the Pentagon announced the 
United States was also beefing up 
its presence in the Arabian Sea.

Although the scene appeared 
set for a confrontation on the high 
seas, the crisis dissipated almost 
as rapidly as it arose. Two days 
after US reinforcements were an-
nounced on April 21st, the flotilla 
of nine Iranian cargo ships was 
reported to be moving away from 
the Yemeni coast.

The outcome looked like 
vindication of the United State’s 

familiar minatory tactics — 
diplomatic speak for what its 
opponents might more readily 
describe as bullying. This 

time, however, neither Washing-
ton nor Tehran had any interest in 
a showdown over Yemen, where 
Saudi Arabia and its regional allies 
have taken the lead in the anti-
Houthi campaign.

By the time the Pentagon an-
nounced on April 21st that the 
aircraft carrier USS Theodore 
Roosevelt and the guided-missile 
cruiser USS Normandy had entered 
the Arabian Sea in response to the 
deteriorating security situation in 
Yemen, Saudi Arabia was preparing 
its own announcement that it was 
suspending a month-long bombing 
campaign against the Houthis.

The suspension, which turned 
out to be temporary, was wel-
comed by both Washington and 
Tehran. The United States retro-
spectively backed the Saudi-led 
Operation Decisive Storm against 
the Houthis but officials expressed 
limited enthusiasm if not plain 
hostility towards an initiative 
launched unilaterally by Riyadh. 
US and other Western officials have 
questioned Saudi claims about the 
extent of Iranian support for the 
Houthi rebels and some are scepti-
cal about Riyadh’s insistence the 
rebellion is part of a grand scheme 
by Tehran to dominate the entire 
region.

This caution was reflected in the 
Pentagon announcement of naval 
reinforcements. US Army Colonel 
Steve Warren, a Pentagon spokes-
man, said the additional warships 
had “a very clear mission to ensure 
that shipping lanes remain open, to 

ensure there’s freedom of naviga-
tion through those critical water-
ways and to help ensure maritime 
security”.

Warren did not refer to news re-
ports that the Iranian cargo convoy 
might be trying to deliver weapons 
to the Houthis and said the Iranian 
vessels had so far demonstrated 
no threat. Tehran, like Washing-
ton, invariably explains its naval 
deployments in regional waters as 
part of measures to guarantee the 
security of international shipping. 
Both navies have indeed been 
involved in safeguarding regional 
waters, in part against the assaults 
of Somali pirates on merchant 
shipping.

A US destroyer even rescued an 
Iranian fishing boat from pirates in 
early 2012 and an Iranian warship 
returned the compliment a few 
months later by chasing away raid-
ers who targeted a US-flagged ship.

Tehran and Washington have 
an interest in maintaining such 
symbolic harmony. Their wider 
strategic concern at the moment 
is in keeping up the momentum 
towards securing a final deal on 
the future of Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme. A naval confrontation 
over Yemen would scarcely con-
tribute to that. The decision of the 
Obama administration formally to 
side with the Saudis over its Yemen 
bombing campaign may have been 
in part a gesture to appease Saudi 
concerns about a US shift in Iran’s 
favour on the nuclear issue.

In reality, Washington may be 
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Arms still speak louder than words

Political solution appears elusive 
as fighting continues in Yemen

Stalemate by US, Iranian navies off  Yemen – but for how long?
less concerned about the Houthis 
than in the prospect that the con-
tinued Yemen unrest will enhance 
the position of the local al-Qaeda 
franchise, al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP). “Ironically, the 
most effective force against AQAP 
in Yemen has so far been the Hou-
this, and vice versa,” according to 
a current intelligence briefing from 
the New York-based Soufan Group 
consultancy.

The US administration’s interest 
now lies in avoiding a direct role in 
the Yemen conflict — least of all a 
naval confrontation with the Irani-
ans — while pressing for a political 
settlement.

That continued to look doubt-
ful this week as Saudi coalition 
air strikes continued despite the 
previous announcement of their 
suspension. “Operation Decisive 
Storm has not ended,” Yemeni For-
eign Minister Riyadh Yaseen said 
April 26th, referring to the Saudi-
led campaign. “There will be no 
deal with the Houthis whatsoever 
until they withdraw from areas 
under their control.”

While the stalemate persists, 
the US and Iranian fleets will be 
keeping a wary eye on each other 
in regional waters, but avoiding 
any move that might prompt an 
escalation.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains 
published in 1989.

Harvey 
Morris

View point

The US administration’s 
interest now lies in avoiding 
a direct role in the Yemen 
conflict

The US and 
Iranian 
fleets will 
be keeping a 
wary eye on 
each other 
in regional 
waters

Mohammed Alkhereiji

 As long as the 
Houthis continue to 
spread, Yemen will 
pay the price
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Arab East Jerusalem feeling 
brunt of Israeli discrimination

General perspective of Har Homa

Jerusalem

P 

alestinian residents of 
Israeli-occupied East Jeru-
salem are stuck between 
the continuous threat of 
Jewish settlements closing 

in on them and inadequate services 
provided by their discriminating 
Israeli-run municipality.

Everything from deteriorating 
infrastructure, severe shortage of 
classrooms and lack of basic public 
services are part of the daily battle 
for survival amid the Judaisation 
plans of the contested city. Ahmed 
Hdaib, a 25-year-old Palestinian ac-
tivist living in East Jerusalem, said 
Jerusalemites live under pressure 
with “minors’ arrests, inspections, 
road closures, human rights viola-
tions, home demolitions and Is-
raelising the curriculum”.

“Our lives are loaded with chal-
lenges,” Hdaib told The Arab Week-
ly. The college student arranges cul-
tural and other events in Jerusalem 
to raise Palestinian awareness in 
political issues.

“We don’t expect anything from 
this municipality,” he said.

A two-minute ride from the Jew-
ish settlement of Har Homa in East 
Jerusalem to the Palestinian neigh-
bourhood of Um Tuba reflects the 
degree of discrimination by the 
Jerusalem municipality against its 
Arab residents.

The smooth drive in the partially 
built Har Homa gives a feeling of a 
modern infrastructure, similar to 
the United States or Europe. The 
hilly settlement on Jerusalem’s 
southern edge boasts flamboyant 
white-limestone apartments, play-
grounds, cavernous roundabouts 
and spotless roads with spacious 
pavements bedecked with trees, 
benches and bus stands.

In one area, about six cranes stand 
ready to build more housing units, 
as part of Israeli plans to expand the 
settlement. The beautification and 
organised urban planning schemes 
bring a sense of modernity and 
neatness.

Nearby in Um Tuba, the simple 
public service requirement of gar-
bage collection is non-existent. 
Roads are riddled with potholes and 
scattered garbage bins. There is no 
clear street infrastructure: no lanes 
and cracked sidewalks with no sign 
of budding flowers and no traces of 
public parks.

Officials in Jerusalem municipal-
ity did not return repeated calls 
for comment by The Arab Weekly. 
In the past, municipality officials 
blamed the insufficient services 
extended to Palestinians on stone-
hurling youth, who — the officials 
claimed — hamper municipality 

work in East Jerusalem neighbour-
hoods.

Nearly 300,000 Palestinians live 
in East Jerusalem. Of the total, 80% 
live below the poverty line. The 
constant delay by the Israeli bu-
reaucracy in renewing their papers, 
such as residency cards, is pushing 
many Palestinians out of the city.

Israel annexed East Jerusalem 
which houses sites holy to Muslims, 
Christians and Jews in the 1967 war. 
Since then, 35% of the land in East 
Jerusalem has been confiscated for 
Israeli settlements while only 13% 
of the area is zoned for Palestinian 
construction, much of it is already 
overcrowded.

East Jerusalem is the crux of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict. Its future is to 
be determined in final status nego-
tiations between Palestinians and 
Israelis. However, the talks broke 
off a few years ago with no sign that 
they will be restarted.

The Palestinians want East Jerusa-
lem as the capital of their would-be 
state in the West Bank and the Gaza 
Strip. Israel claims the tradition-
ally eastern Arab sector of the city 
as part of the indivisible and eternal 
capital of the Jewish state.

While East Jerusalem was an-
nexed, its Palestinian population 
was not. The state of Israel offers 
Palestinian residents of Jerusalem 
a special permit that allows them 
only to obtain travel documents but 
not residency status. The permit 
is revoked if a Jerusalemite leaves 
the city for more than two years. 
The measure applies to students, or 
those working or receiving medical 
treatment abroad.

Unlike Palestinians who live in 
Israel proper, Jerusalemites were 
not given Israeli nationality or pass-
ports. They depend on temporary 
Jordanian passports for travel.

Education is contentious for many 
Jerusalemite parents and their chil-
dren. Palestinians must pay for edu-
cation in overcrowded classrooms. 
Human rights organisations esti-
mate a shortage of 3,000 classrooms 
in Jerusalem.

“Why is it that we can’t find a 
place to build classrooms in East Je-
rusalem but when we want to open 
a massive visitor centre in Silwan 
(an East Jerusalem neighbourhood) 
there’s room to do that?” asked 
Betty Herschman, director of Inter-
national Relations & Advocacy at Er 
Amim, which is an Israeli non-gov-
ernmental organisation dedicated to 
an equitable and viable Jerusalem.

With plans to build new Jewish 
settlements, which are considered 
illegal under international law and 
rejected by the United States, Pal-
estinian building permits are often 
rejected or shelved for 10 years or 
longer without a response.

Rent prices also skyrocketed. Pal-
estinian families find it almost im-
possible to find a new housing unit. 
The result is large families crammed 
into small houses.

Some take the risk of building 
without a permit.

Ziyad Hamouri, head of The Jeru-
salem Centre for Social & Economic 
Rights (JCSER), questioned the Is-
raeli reasoning behind its permit 
restrictions.

“We are in need of 40,000 build-
ing units, when will we be able to 
meet our need?,” Hamouri asked in 
an interview with The Arab Weekly.

“There are 20,000 pending house 
demolition orders in the city. Is it 
the people’s mistake or the city’s?”

Hamouri’s JCSER is a Palestinian 
non-governmental human rights 
organisation based in Jerusalem to 
provide legal assistance and repre-
sentation to Palestinian residents 
of occupied Jerusalem against dis-
criminatory policies.

A statement by the United Na-
tions’ Office of the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) in 
January said that the planning poli-
cies applied by Israel in East Jerusa-
lem discriminate against Palestin-
ians, making it extremely difficult 
for them to obtain building permits.

“As a result, many Palestinians 
build without permits to meet their 
housing needs and risk having their 

structures demolished. Palestin-
ians must have the opportunity to 
participate in a fair and equitable 
planning system that ensures their 
needs are met,” the statement cau-
tioned.

Palestinian residents are required 
to pay taxes, like other city resi-
dents. But Jerusalemites argue that 
they do not receive equitable ser-
vices to match their participation in 
the budget.

“The Palestinians contribute 30-
35% to the Jerusalem municipal-
ity’s budget, yet they don’t get more 
than 7% of its services,” Hamouri 
said. He explained that internation-
al law allows the occupying authori-
ty to collect taxes from the occupied 
people, provided that it is returned 
in the form of municipal services.

Analysts accuse Israel of intensi-

fying building in East Jerusalem to 
create a status quo that prevents 
contiguity between the Palestinian 
cities and their desired capital.

For Palestinians living in the city, 
their mere existence is seen as a de-
mographical threat to Israel, which 
foresees a Jewish majority in the 
city.

“They are interested in pushing 
the Palestinian Jerusalemites to 
leave. This is a demographic war,” 
Hamouri said, describing the case 
as what is now widely known as the 
“quiet transfer”.

“Bad services, house demolitions, 
no building permits, bad economy, 
taxes, are all tools to have a limited 
number of Palestinians in Jerusa-
lem and the maximum land possi-
ble for Israelis,” Hamouri added.

The result: a majority of Palestin-
ians in the city do not participate 
in municipal elections in line with 
a political decision to refrain from 
recognising Israel’s annexation of 
East Jerusalem.

Nida Ibrahim, based in the West 
Bank, has been covering Palestinian 
affairs for seven years for several 
media outlets.

Nida Ibrahim

Nearly 300,000 
Palestinians live in 
East Jerusalem. Of 
the total, 80% live 
below the poverty 
line

Palestinian building 
permits are often 
rejected or shelved 
for 10 years or longer

35%
of the land in East 
Jerusalem has been 
confiscated for Israeli 
settlements

Israeli settlement of Har Homa in annexed East Jerusalem

Palestine   Israel
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Palestinian Bedouins squeezed by settlements
A tent community threatened by displacement

Tubas

T 

ighter Israeli security, 
attacks by Jewish set-
tlers, prosecutions and 
incentives to relocate to 
specially built homes are 

threatening the traditional pas-
toralist way of life of Palestinian 
Bedouin, local activists and com-
munity members said.

Driving for some 20 minutes 
along a muddy, unpaved road to 
the Humset Bqiea area of the vast 
green and brown Jordan valley, 
first a few tents appear. But they 
belong to the Israeli army; those 
of the Bedouin, the descendents 
of the traditional nomads who 
roamed the deserts for centuries, 
are still a little further off.

Strings of colourful laundry 
hanging out to dry mark those 
tents where Abu Kbash and his 
family live. Other tents are for their 
livestock. Nearly 30 Palestinian 
Bedouins live in the area. Not far 
away, there are more tents belong-
ing to Abu Kbash’s extended fam-
ily.

Squeezed between two Jewish 
settlements, with the army camped 
close by and air force jets scream-
ing overhead to drop bombs in the 
distance as part of a military exer-
cise, it is hard to forget the Israeli 
presence, even for a short while.

Around 7,000 Palestinian 
Bedouins and sheepherders, some 
60% of them children, reside in 46 
small residential areas in Area C, 
according to figures by the United 
Nations’ Office for the Coordi-
nation of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA). Area C, which covers 60% 
of the West Bank, is under Israeli 

control, including security, plan-
ning and zoning.

Some 70% of Area C is off-limits 
to Palestinian construction; 29% is 
heavily restricted, and the remain-
ing 1% has buildings. With building 
permits all but impossible to obtain 
from the Israeli authorities, many 
people take the risk of building 
without permission.

“We can’t take the sheep to graze 
in the green areas, which means 
extra costs to feed them,” Abu 
Kbash told The Arab Weekly. Hu-
man rights organisations say 90% 
of Bedouin income comes from 
livestock.

Even a simple structure such as 
a tent is under a constant Israeli 
threat of removal. Sixty-five year-
old Ali Abu Kbash has been receiv-
ing demolition orders for more 
than five years and a few of his 
tents were destroyed in April 2014.

“We even can’t use the water,” 
he said, pointing to a water tank 
belonging to the Israeli army about 
300 metres away. “There would be 
trouble if we tried.” Instead, the 
group has to drive 15 kilometres to 
a spring and the cost of fuel to get 
there adds up.

Ayesha Abu Kbash, Ali Abu 
Kbash’s sister-in-law, washed her 
hands after making yoghurt, a 
main constituent of the local diet.

She did not seem bothered by a 
plane whizzing overhead, saying 
the noise has become routine as 
the Israeli military conducts train-
ing in the valley.

“We’re frequently asked to put 
everything on hold and leave for 
a day until they finish military 
training. They don’t care if it’s too 
cold or too hot. We stay almost ten 
hours until we’re allowed to go 
back to our tents,” she said.

For 15 days each February, the 
families have to leave the area al-
together so the Israeli military can 
conduct training away from view, 
she said.

“Why don’t the neighbouring 
settlers get evicted, if the claim is 
military concerns?” asked a work-
er with a European humanitarian 
agency in Area C.

“The security claims are one of 
the multiple ways to push people 
out of the area and allow for settle-
ment expansion,” said the worker 
who asked that neither his name, 
nor that of his organisation be used.

The Israeli Civil Authority has an-
nounced plans to relocate Bedouin 
communities to Al-Nuwaimah, an 
area near the West Bank town of 
Jericho in the Jordan valley. The 
plans include 1,100 housing units 
as well as infrastructure and roads. 
But it remains unclear which com-
munities are to be targeted by the 
plan. 

The authority put the idea to 
some of the communities, but the 
Bedouins flatly rejected them, say-
ing they clash with their lifestyle.

“You can’t put a Bedouin near 
another, there will be no place for 
the sheep to graze,” Abu Kbash 
explained. He said Israel never 
offered to relocate him, but he 
believes the restrictions and ob-
structions they face could be steps 
towards eviction.

Palestinian Bedouins know all 
too well how difficult displacement 
is. Abu Kbash’s family is made up 
of refugees, displaced during the 
1948 and 1967 Arab-Israeli wars. 
Figures from the UN Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestinian Ref-
ugees in the Near East (UNRWA) 
show 70% of Palestinian Bedouin 
are refugees who refused to live in 
camps that are incompatible with 
their lifestyle.

“The coercive atmosphere from 
tightening these measures, in-
creased settlers’ attacks and legal 
cases against the Bedouins, as well 
as luring them to move out are 
gimmicks to make a forced trans-
fer seem like a voluntary one,” Fa-
tima Abdul Karim, media and local 
advocacy officer at Jerusalem Le-
gal Aid and Human Rights Center 

(JLAC), told The Arab Weekly.
JLAC accused Israel of consid-

ering the presence of Bedouins in 
the West Bank an obstacle for im-
plementing its “E1 Master Plan”, 
which aims to expand and con-
nect settlements in the Jerusalem 
periphery, towards Jericho, with 
greater Jerusalem.

“To be implemented, (the plan) 
will involve the relocation of 
Bedouin communities residing in 
this vicinity to designated areas re-
sembling reservations,” JLAC said 

in a statement. Lawyer Wael Al-Qat 
said a case for the Bedouins could 
be filed with the International 
Criminal Court (ICC), which the 
Palestinians joined in April. “Inter-
national law prohibits the occupy-
ing state to relocate its own citizens 
to the occupied territory,” he said.

Abu Kbash and his family say 
they have no alternative but to 
fight relocation to the end.

“There’s no place else to go,” Abu 
Kbash said. “Settlements ate our 
lands.”

Nida Ibrahim

America and Israel  at the UN — change of course?
Washington

T
he United States cast 
its first veto to kill a 
UN Security Council 
resolution critical of 
Israel on September 
10, 1972. Ever since, 

defending Israel against censure 
has been routine US procedure in 
vote after vote — 42 in all — on 
actions from invading Lebanon 
and laying waste to Gaza to 
building illegal Jewish settle-
ments on the West Bank.

But if US President Barack 
Obama and senior aides mean what 
they say, Israel can no longer take 
the American protective umbrella 
at the United Nations for granted. 
Frustrated by what it sees as Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu’s lack of commitment to a 
two-state solution, Washington 
is reassessing its Israel-right-or-
wrong attitude at the world body.

Obama conveyed that message 
in a telephone call to Netanyahu 

after the Israeli elections in March. 
Netanyahu’s re-election came 
partly on a pledge he would not 
to allow the establishment of a 
Palestinian state as long as he is in 
office.

Washington shrugged off Netan-
yahu’s later attempts to backtrack 
from such campaign statements. 
Instead, administration officials 
began talking about the Israeli-
Palestinian contact in language 
seldom used in public. Listen to 
White House Chief of Staff Denis 
McDonough: “An occupation that 
has lasted almost 50 years must 
end and the Palestinian people 
must have the right to live and 
govern themselves in their own 
sovereign state… Israel cannot 
maintain military control over 
another people indefinitely.”

If past performance were a 
reliable guide to the future, one 
might assume that such blunt 
language and the threat of furling 
the US veto umbrella would remain 
words without action. After all, the 
US-Israeli relationship has often 
resembled that of an indulgent 
parent with a wilful child rather 
than nation-to-nation ties. The 
Israeli tail, as critics call it, has 
often wagged the big American 
superdog.

The United States’ oft-stated op-
position to Jewish settlements on 
the West Bank, on land that would 
form part of a Palestinian state, has 
been routinely ignored. Relentless 

expansion has brought the number 
of Jewish settlers in the West Bank 
to close to 400,000, from around 
100,000 at the time of the 1993 
Oslo accord. More than 250,000 
Israelis live in East Jerusalem.

No matter how deep the Obama 
administration’s irritation runs 
at present, it is not contemplat-
ing using the huge levers it has, in 
theory, to influence Israeli behav-
iour. US military and economic 
aid of more than $3 billion a year 
will continue to flow. The United 
States’ commitment to give Israel 
a “qualitative military edge” over 
other Middle East countries is 
enshrined in law.

So, furling its protective um-
brella over Israel at the United Na-
tions is not the biggest tool in the 
American policy box. But a vote 
of censure along with the other 14 
members of the Security Council 
would be the end of a tradition 
that has long poisoned US relations 
with the Arab world. A resolution 
drafted by the United States would 
have even greater impact.

Samantha Power, the US ambas-
sador at the United Nations and 
a close confidante of Obama, has 
hinted that a US resolution on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is no 
longer unthinkable. At a congres-
sional hearing in mid-April, Power 
reminded lawmakers that the ad-
ministration had discussed putting 
forward a resolution on ending 
the Gaza war between Hamas and 

Israel last summer.
An end to the automatic US veto 

could have consequences beyond 
deeper diplomatic isolation for 
Israel.

In the European Union there are 
discussions on measures to label 
products from Jewish settlements 
in the West Bank, a move that 
would discourage European buy-
ers. Supporters of the decade-old 
campaign for boycotts, divest-
ments and sanctions (BDS) against 
Israel are confident their BDS 
movement could gain momentum.

Obama, a week after the Israeli 
elections, said that the US re-evalu-
ation of its stand at the United Na-
tions would wait until the forma-
tion of a new Israeli government. 
In other words: Let’s see what you 
do, not what you say.

Some Israeli officials understood 
the message. Three days after 
Obama’s remark, the Jerusalem 
municipality said it was halting 
plans to build 1,500 apartments for 
Jews in an East Jerusalem neigh-
bourhood. No reason was given for 
the unexpected halt but it’s a safe 
assumption that it was meant as a 
gesture to ward off a showdown at 
the United Nations.

Bernd Debusmann is a writer 
on foreign affairs based in 
Washington. He has reported from 
more than 100 countries and was 
wounded twice while covering the 
civil war in Lebanon.
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Debusmann

View point

Samantha Power has hinted 
that a US resolution on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is 
no longer unthinkable

Some Israeli 
officials 
understood 
the message

 Ms Aysha Abu Kbash working near her tent in the Palestinian 
Bedouin community that faces Israeli threats to be demolished or 
evicted. (Photo: Nida Ibrahim)
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EU leaders triple funding
for rescue operations, but no 
migration solution in sight

Mediterranean immigration crisis

London

E 

U leaders agreed at an 
emergency summit to tri-
ple the funding of Opera-
tion Triton, the European 
Union’s border policing 

mission in the central Mediterra-
nean.

The April 23rd meeting in Brussels 
came in the wake of international 
outrage at the drowning of more 
than 900 people in a shipwreck 
110 kilometres off the Libyan 
coast. Only 28 of those on the 
unseaworthy vessel, including 
its skipper, Mohammed Ali 
Malek, survived the incident. 
Malek, 27, is facing charges 
of illegal confinement, cul-
pable homicide, causing a 
shipwreck and aiding illegal 
immigration.

After the summit, German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel 
stressed the need for urgency, 
declaring that “Money should be 
no object” when it comes to saving 
the lives of migrants.

The tripling of the budget for Op-
eration Triton from $3.25 million to 
$9.8 million a month brings Triton’s 
budget in line with that of its prede-
cessor, Mare Nostrum.

But there remains one crucial dif-
ference between the two opera-
tions. While Mare Nostrum was a 
search-and-rescue operation, pa-
trolling close to the Libyan coast, 
Operation Triton is a border-protec-
tion operation, with a mandate to 
patrol only within 60 kilometres of 
the Italian coastline. The Brussels 
summit may have tripled the budget 
of Operation Triton, but it did not 
change its restricted mandate.

Operation Triton takes place un-
der the authority of Frontex, the 
European Union’s border agency. In 
comments to the Guardian newspa-
per on the eve of the Brussels sum-
mit the head of Frontex, Fabrice 

Leggeri, was unequivocal that Tri-
ton’s mandate would not change.

“Triton cannot be a search-and-
rescue operation. I mean, in our 
operational plan, we cannot have 
provisions for proactive search-and-
rescue action. This is not in Fron-
tex’s mandate and this is in my un-
derstanding not in the mandate of 
the European Union,” Leggeri said.

Advocacy groups quickly con-
demned the response of European 
leaders as inadequate. 

Amnesty International (AI) brand-
ed the summit as “face-saving, not 
life-saving”, pointing out that with-
out deploying resources close to 
the Libyan coast where many of the 
drownings occur, the death toll will 
continue to rise.

The limited operational area of 
Triton and its focus on border pro-
tection reflects a long-standing re-
luctance of some European leaders 
to accept more migrants. Many poli-
ticians have reflected a widespread 
belief that the generous mandate of 

Mare Nostrum constituted a “pull 
factor” for migrants, encouraging 
smugglers to pack more migrants 
on unseaworthy vessels in the belief 
they would be rescued.

The persistent reluctance to settle 
more migrants was clear in the ac-
tions of some leaders at the Brussels 
summit. While British Prime Min-
ister David Cameron committed to 
deploy Britain’s flagship HMS Bul-
wark, three helicopters and two pa-
trol ships to the Mediterranean, he 
stressed that any migrants rescued 

would be taken directly to Italy 
and not to the United Kingdom. 

Cameron also flatly rejected 
taking part in a voluntary 

scheme to resettle North 
African migrants across EU 
members.

The failure to reach 
agreement on the resettle-
ment issue reflects deep 
disagreement and disquiet 
among EU members about 

asylum and immigration 
policies. Germany has led 

calls for a scrapping of the 
present EU rules on asylum 

seekers, known as the Dublin 
regulations.
Under the Dublin regulations, 

asylum seekers must claim asylum 
in the first EU country they enter, 
placing a heavy burden on south-
ern European entry points such as 
Italy. The system does not appear to 
be working, however, and Germany 
accuses southern states of fail-
ing to register many migrants and 
encouraging them to move on to 
Germany, which has no border con-
trols with Italy, for example, as both  
are in the border-free Schengen 
area.

The haphazard nature of the pre-
sent system is reflected in the statis-
tics. Germany, despite not being an 
entry-point for illegal migrants and 
asylum seekers, received 173,070 
asylum applications. This is more 
than twice as any other EU member. 
More geographically remote Britain, 
which is not a member of the Schen-

gen area, received 31,260 applica-
tions.

The deep-seated differences sur-
rounding the resettlement issue 
have prevented EU leaders agreeing 
on the number of migrants to be re-
settled and the location of resettle-
ment.

“We didn’t fix a number today be-
cause it was our opinion that 5,000 
is not enough,” Merkel said after the 
summit.

Unable to agree on a new approach 
to asylum, and with many European 
politicians concerned about domes-
tic opposition to increased immi-
gration and concerns over the “pull 
factor” argument, leaders instead 
focused their attention on stem-
ming the flow of arrivals.

Leaders tasked EU foreign-policy 
chief Federica Mogherini with lining 
up diplomatic options that would al-
low EU military to strike against the 
boats used by traffickers, including 
a supporting UN Security Council 
resolution.

With Libya in political chaos, 
however, it is difficult to see how 
European states can hope to stem 
the flow of those making the peril-
ous journey.

The International Organisation 
for Migration (IOM) calculates that 
the latest tragedies push the death 
toll for migrants crossing the Medi-
terranean to more than 1,750 for the 
first four months of this year. This 
is many times higher than the same 
period in 2014, when Mare Nostrum, 
with its expansive search-and-res-
cue mandate, was in operation.

“A truly effective European opera-
tion needs to be not only properly 
funded and equipped but should 

also have a clear mandate to save 
lives as the first priority and not be 
shackled by the geographical re-
strictions that are currently keeping 
the patrols of the EU’s border con-
trol mission, Operation Triton, near 
the Italian and Maltese coasts,” said 
Alessandro Bechini, director of Ox-
fam’s programmes in Italy.

Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.

Rediscovering the Mediterranean

The failure to reach 
agreement on the 
resettlement issue 
reflects deep 
disagreement and 
disquiet among EU 
members

Illegal immigrants are not just numbers

F
rom the moment they 
land on the shores of 
Italy, illegal immigrants 
are numbers. The 
mostly African and Arab 
young men do not carry 

passports. They are assigned 
identification numbers as they are 
processed upon arrival by security 
and health officials. They are 
assigned different numbers if they 
are in body bags. Behind each 
number there is a human life 
unfilled, a dream that went 
nowhere.

There is nothing scarier to Eu-
ropeans than the desperation that 
drives the poor and dark-skinned 
migrants to put their lives — and 
their meagre savings — on the line 
to cross the sea in search of a better 
life. It certainly does not help that 
the migrants’ departure shores in 
North Africa are associated with 
poverty, violence and terrorism. 

The fear is only compounded.
But even if it is unrealistic to 

expect any country to welcome 
with open arms the thousands of 
illegal migrants making their way 
by the boatful to its shores, no 
long-term solution to the immigra-
tion problem can be found without 
understanding what drives the im-
migrants to such desperation.

There is an explosive contradic-
tion between the closed borders of 
Europe and the open means of com-
munication bringing images of the 
better lives in Europe to the living 
rooms, tents and shacks, north and 
south of the Sahara.

For decades, the young men of 
the Maghreb and Africa have been 
bombarded by messages of the 
good life in the West. In their bid to 
widen the markets for its goods and 
services and enlarge its scope of 
cultural influence, Western nations 
promoted their standards of living 
and value systems south of their 
borders.

The teenagers and children of 
the Maghreb and Africa are the 
frustrated recipients of such mes-
sages. They are the young Arab 
adults who cannot marry or date 
for lack of a steady income. They 
are the school dropouts with no 
way back into the socioeconomic 
system, today or tomorrow. They 
are the minors roaming the streets 
of Tunis, Casablanca and Algiers, 
with no parents to look for them 
when they do not come home at the 
end of the day. They are the Syrians 
and Iraqis displaced by war 
and de- prived of a place 

they can call home. They are the 
same people who would rather 
self-immolate than stop selling 
“Made in China” products without 
a permit. Despite lots of promises, 
many of the young men and women 
with university diplomas but no job 
opportunities have no option but to 
board the rickety boats and attempt 
to cross the sea. They are the end 
product of decades of failed social 
development policies implemented 
by ill-advised local elites, often with 
the short-sighted encouragement of 
foreign organisations with budgets 
to spare. Countries on both shores 
of the Mediterranean share respon-
sibility for the current tragedy. For 
too long, they preferred expediency 
over long-term solutions.

There are tens of thousands of 
would-be immigrants in the villages 
and towns of the Maghreb, many 
parts of the Middle East and the Af-
rican continent. They spend the day 
sipping cheap coffee and looking 
for an unscrupulous smuggler who 
will give them a shot at a high-risk 
crossing of the sea. And if they are 
fortunate enough not to end up as 
food-for-fish at the bottom of the 
sea, they will earn an identification 
number at an internment camp in 
Lampadusa or Sicily.

Oussama Romdhani is the chief 
editor of The Arab Weekly.

Oussama 
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View point

They are the school dropouts 
with no way back into the 
socioeconomic system, today 
or tomorrow

Behind each 
number there 
is a human 
life unfilled, 
a dream that 
went nowhere

Listening to whom?

Processing migrants

Tom Dinham
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Pointing fingers

The EU is not the superpower it claims to be
Beirut

T here is a naive, 
almost endearing, 
enchantment about 
how so many 
organisations and 
individuals con-

demned Brussels for the 900 
immigrants who died recently in 
European waters.

How could such a revered 
organisation as Human Rights 
Watch (HRW) be so off the mark? 
Why can’t its chief Kenneth Roth 
understand that the European 
Union is nowhere near a super-
power that it claims to be? That, 
despite handing out billions in 
relief operations, it is an em-
bryonic foreign policy test tube 
experiment that, barely able to 
create, let alone regulate a single 
telecoms or energy market, is 
hardly able to muster up battle 
ships and helicopters?

It is a widely held belief in 
Middle East countries that the 
European Union has a foreign 
policy, largely due to the charade 
of orchestrated public relations 
stunts assisted by a constellation 
of despots who are happy to play 
along with the party tricks.

Yet the European Union doesn’t 
do concrete foreign policy initia-

tives; it doesn’t even have an EU 
army.

For years, this has been debated 
but when EU members can’t even 
agree on Israel, say, or even what 
category Hezbollah should be, the 
result is that the grandiose idea 
remains just that: An idea.

But does that stop Brussels 
wheeling out the clowns and 
the lions when a performance 
is needed to create the aura of a 
foreign policy being in place?

Moreover, the recent tragedy 
of deaths, while merely outlining 
the patent racism in Europe, also 
throws the spotlight on another 
murky aspect of the European Un-
ion that perhaps HRW might not 
like the broader public to know 
about or understand: the corrupt 
and unsavoury relationship be-
tween most of these governments 
in the Middle East and Brussels.

In reality EU apaches all know 
what is the heart of the mat-
ter and what is to blame for the 

migrants in the first place. Failed 
states which the European Union 
pumps full of non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) slush money 
allow these sorry individuals to 
pass through their countries — or 
in some cases emulate from the 
ashes of war and despair, created 
by despots who will never face 
the cold shoulder from Brussels.

But why? Put simply, the 
European Union’s credibility on 
the foreign policy circuit among 
its own leaders is pathetically 
low. And so, to counterweight 
what is an embarrassing deficit, 
the European Commission uses 
poor countries to boost its own 
foreign policy status shamelessly 
in return for turning a blind eye to 
dictators’ abysmal human rights 
abuse.

When MEPs from the European 
Parliament’s foreign affairs com-
mittee visit any Middle Eastern 

country, they get the full inter-
national superstar status from 
the despot, which usually means 
bulletproof limos, motorcades 
and helicopters in the sky. These 
countries, which no doubt HRW 
writes scathing reports on, know 
the deal all too well which is why 
when EU mandarins fly in, a show 
is put on. It’s all about media cov-
erage via a press pack in Brussels 
which is basically bought and in 
the pocket of the European Union.

But it’s not just the 1,200 or 
so pressroom wasters in Brus-
sels who are in the pocket of the 
European Union. It’s also the NGO 
industry made up of around 150 
outfits that all have offices in the 
Belgian capital and receive fund-
ing directly from the EU budget.

When you begin to unravel 
what it takes for dictators to not 
only sustain their fiefdoms but 
actually thrive with EU help, then 
a clearer picture of where this 
redundant human cargo of mainly 
middle class migrants emanates 
from.

Roth was right to point the fin-
ger at the European Union but he 
should hold his own organisation 
to account much more for failing 
to draw attention to how the 
EU bankrolls most of the failing 
regimes in these countries.

If we are to have a serious 
debate about the immigrants’ 
deaths, then the European Union 
has to be held much more to ac-
count, perhaps by HRW. Or would 
that be rocking the boat?

Martin Jay is the Middle East 
correspondent for the Daily Mail 
and English language editor for 
An Nahar newspaper in Lebanon 
@MartinRJay.
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Omar al-Bashir keeps 
iron grip on Sudan 
against all odds
Khartoum

M 

ore than 60% of the 
population of Sudan 
has known no leader 
other than President 
Omar al-Bashir. The 

figure is likely to grow following 
mid-April elections that allowed 
al-Bashir and his National Congress 
Party to retain power.

Sudan’s National Electoral Com-
mission (NEC) released vote totals 
on April 27th that showed al-Bashir 
took 94% — more than 5.2 million 
votes — of the presidential vote. 
His closest challenger in the field 
of 16 candidates was Fadl el-Sayed 
Shuiab, who claimed 79,665 votes 
(1.43%), NEC said.

Turnout was reported to be 
46.4% — African Union observers 
had put turnout at 30-35% — indi-
cating support for the call by ma-
jor opposition parties to “Boycott 
the Blood Elections” — as popular 
graffiti put it. But even before that 
plea, there was little doubt that 
al-Bashir, 71, would claim another 
five-year term and retain power for 
the foreseeable future.

Al-Bashir, then an officer in the 
Sudanese Army, assumed the pres-
idency in a June 1989 coup, begin-
ning a reign that is approaching 26 
years. Nearly two-thirds of the Su-

danese population of 35.5 million 
is 25 years old or younger, meaning 
they have known no Sudan other 
than the Sudan ruled by al-Bashir.

That does not mean, however, 
they are satisfied with the situa-
tion.

Al-Bashir and his regime have ef-
fectively silenced political opposi-
tion through arrests, intimidation, 
threats of legal action on specious 
charges and the heavy-handed ap-
proach of the National Intelligence 
and Security Services (NISS). The 
agency, formed to gather informa-
tion, has had its mandate expand-
ed to serve as a security force. This 
has greatly reduced visible dissent.

September 2013 saw large anti-
government protests but al-Bashir-
aligned forces violently stopped 
the demonstrations and about 200 
people were killed.

Sudan has far from flourished in 
the quarter century since al-Bashir 
took power. Its gross domestic 
product (GDP) is about $70 billion. 
Per person, that is about $4,500, 
175th among the 230 countries 
listed in the CIA’s World Factbook. 
Poverty is rife across the country.

Sudan lost about one-third of its 
territory — and a great deal of its oil 
wealth — when South Sudan broke 
away in 2011. The country has been 
torn by internal wars and battered 
by international sanctions for al-
leged support of terrorism.

Aside from years of horrendous 
crimes in its Darfur region, Sudan 
is perhaps best known as having 
the first sitting president wanted 
by the International Criminal Court 

(ICC). Al-Bashir has been charged 
as being responsible for “genocide, 
crimes against humanity and war 
crimes”. The president allegedly 
masterminded plans to have mili-
tias wipe out several ethnic groups 
in Darfur.

Despite oppression and econom-
ic privation, Sudan was relatively 
untouched when the “Arab spring” 
swept across the region. The pub-
lic, perhaps swayed by government 
assertions that chaos would rule 
should al-Bashir be removed, or 
cowed by fear of swift and brutal 
retaliation by government forces, 
did not rise as it did in other coun-
tries.

“After the peace with the South 
in 2005, and throughout the ‘Arab 
spring’, we could make speeches 

outdoors and meet on campus,” 
25-year-old activist Bedreldin Mo-
hamed told Reuters. “Now we’re 
meeting in the dark or at home.”

Most of Sudan’s main opposition 
parties boycotted the April elec-
tions, saying the government con-
tinues to detain and harass them 
despite al-Bashir’s promises last 
year to allow more political free-
doms. At least two presidential 
candidates pulled out citing irregu-
larities in polling, Reuters reported.

As a result, say government crit-
ics, voters have few viable alterna-
tives to al-Bashir and his National 
Congress Party.

But there are voices calling for 
change even though they endure 
hardships while they seek to re-
move the al-Bashir regime.

“The main concept is humilia-
tion,” Salah said of his time in the 
Ghost House. Detention is a tool 
used by al-Bashir aimed to instil 
fear in the detainee by controlling 
and isolating him, he said.

“In the end, I keep this in my 
mind,” Salah said to the AP. “The 
death of an individual will not kill 
the cause.”

Medani told the AP that gather-
ings, such as the 2013 protests that 
ended in the deaths of some 200 
people, actually indicate the emer-
gence of more youthful opposition, 
which could lead to change.
“We haven’t lost the spirit,” he said.

Compiled from reports by the 
Associated Press and Reuters news 
agencies.

Five more years

Al-Bashir and his 
regime have 
effectively silenced 
political opposition

Sudan after the elections
Washington

N
ational elections 
were recently held 
in Sudan for the 
presidency, the 
national legislature 
and local govern-

ment. Some 13 million voters 
were registered, but turnout was 
reported very low.

Sixteen candidates ran for 
president against the incumbent 
Omar al-Bashir, whose victory was 
confirmed April 27th when the 
National Electoral Commission 
reported that the president took 
more than 94 percent of the vote 
in winning another five-year term.

Observers from Arab and African 
countries commended the elec-
tions as free from irregularities, 
but several Western governments 
denounced them as unrepre-
sentative. They pointed to the 
unfulfilled promise of a national 
dialogue among the regime and 
its various opponents in regional 
rebel areas, joined by others in the 
Sudan Call.

These elections are a far cry 
from those in earlier decades when 
Sudan was among the pioneers 
in the Arab world in conducting 
competitive elections for parlia-
ment. Those held in 1953 (leading 
later to a referendum on national 
identity, resulting in independ-
ence from Britain and Egypt on 
January 1, 1956), in 1958 and 1968 
(resulting in a peaceful turnover of 

government from party to party), 
in 1965 and 1986 (leading to the 
re-establishment of parliamentary 
democracy with coalition govern-
ments following extended military 
rule) were universally judged to be 
free and fair, unlike most others in 
Africa and the Arab world.

The major political parties were 
the National Unionist Party and the 
Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), 
the latter resulting from a merger 
of National Umma Party (NUP) and 
People’s Democratic Party (PDP), 
whose main supporters were 
members of the largest religious 
sects, the Ansar and Khatmiyya, 
respectively.

They each obtained 30-40% 
in all elections and they were 
complemented by smaller parties 
representing “radical” ideologies 
(communists and Muslim Brother-
hood) or geographic interests (Beja 
Congress in the east, Nuba Moun-
tains Federation in the centre, 
Darfur groupings in the west and 
the Sudan African National Union 
(SANU) plus Southern Front in the 
south).

Many parliamentary regimes 
require coalitions for majority rule. 
Unfortunately, free and fair elec-
tions did not produce stable gov-
ernments, primarily because of the 
ethnic and sectarian divisions in 
Sudan, a huge country of 597 tribes 
speaking almost 400 languages and 
dialects and adhering to approxi-
mately 200 religious identities.

The constant need for compro-
mise among sometimes strange 
bedfellows, compounded by 
ever-present personal rivalries, 
made Sudan’s internal politics look 
very similar to those of Israel and 
Lebanon, and to Turkey’s prior to 
the rise of President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan.

Parliamentary gridlock in richer 
countries can be endured with 
misgivings, but in a third-world 
country like Sudan, bordering 

on fourth-world status, desper-
ate conditions seem to call for 
more desperate measures. When 
military juntas intervened in 
November 1958 (Ibrahim Abboud), 
May 1969 (Jaafar Numayri) and 
June 1989 (al-Bashir) the politically 
aware populace welcomed them 
and even the country’s intellectu-
als abided.

Alas, no one expected the juntas 
to remain in power as long as they 
did, having in mind perhaps the 
example of the Turkish military 
intervention of 11 months (1960-
61). Yet almost paradoxically, 
politically aware Sudanese dislike 
military rule or authoritarianism 
in any form, except briefly in crisis 
situations to address a particu-
lar emergency. If and when the 
military overstay their presence 
in government, resentment builds 
quite rapidly.

This was true of the Numayri 
and Abboud regimes and has been 
growing regarding the National 
Congress Party (NCP) government 
under al-Bashir. Many observ-
ers believed one decade ago that 
al-Bashir would lose a competitive 
election, except that the unreason-
able pressures from outside forces, 
especially the US government, but 
also the International Criminal 
Court (ICC), caused many Suda-
nese to rally behind him.

Inter alia, he was falsely accused 
of masterminding a “genocide” in 
Darfur; thankfully, genocide never 
happened and was acknowledged 
as such by the African Union and 
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan. 
(I have discussed this calamity in 
detail in Darfur, the ICC and Ameri-
can Politics, Middle East Policy Vol. 
XVI, No.2.)

The Western-led disinformation 
campaigns by groups like Save 
Darfur were so obviously contrived 
that many Sudanese who were 
otherwise fed up with al-Bashir’s 
authoritarian rule, rallied around 

him and backed him in the 2010 
elections — he won 68% of the vote 
— which he might very well have 
lost otherwise.

It is within this context that this 
year’s elections must be under-
stood: A sort of legitimation for 
al-Bashir domestically, combined 
with the hope, curiously, that it 
might enhance his credibility inter-
nationally. Meanwhile, the largest 
opposition party has boycotted the 
elections and has been able to drag 
some minor groupings along.

So once again, the body politic 
is split: the regime and its National 
Intelligence Service refer to the 
participation of 44 different politi-
cal parties as proof of legitimacy, 
while the various oppositionists 
point at the unusually small voter 
turnout as proof that the elections 
lacked legitimacy. There is histori-
cal precedence for this: In 1965 the 
Khatmiyya-based PDP also boy-
cotted the elections on spurious 
grounds when, in fact, it had failed 
to organise in time and wanted to 
avoid embarrassing results at the 
polls.

There are many Sudanese 
groups, unfortunately, that believe 
it is better to boycott the sys-
tem than to work from within to 
improve it. They have been able 
to convince their followers of the 
correctness of their cause but, in 
the end, they do lose out. This mis-
guided policy led to the demise of 
the PDP as a previously significant 
party, and it might apply this year 
to opposition groups as well.

Peter Bechtold is former director 
of the Middle East Studies Center 
at Portland State University where 
he continues to teach as adjunct 
professor.  For 30 years, he was 
Chairman of Near East/North 
African Studies at the US State 
Department’s Foreign Service 
Institute. He is the author of 
Politics in Sudan.
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US leadership conspicuously absent on Libya crisis
Washington

T 

he European Union had 
an emergency meeting 
on April 23rd to address 
the rise in illegal migra-
tion and its humanitar-

ian implications. The summit came 
on the heels of one of the worst 
migrant tragedies in recent times, 
when nearly 900 people fleeing 
war and poverty drowned in the 
Mediterranean after their ship 
sank.

Embarking from Libyan ports on 
vessels of questionable sea worthi-
ness has become an increasingly 
common way for desperate people 
from Arab and African countries to 
try to reach Europe.

At the summit, EU leaders tripled 
the budget of the Triton border 
protection operation, now cost-
ing about $3.22 million per month, 
which includes aircraft and coastal 
patrol boats protecting the Euro-
pean southern coastline.

But some international organisa-
tions and immigration advocates 
say the European Union’s new plan 
remains inadequate in the face of 
an immigration crisis that is likely 
to worsen in the coming months. 
Amnesty International (AI) noted 
that the Triton operation patrols 
only within 50 kilometres of the 
Italian and Maltese coasts, far from 

where many of the deaths at sea oc-
cur.

Conspicuously absent from the 
debate is leadership from Wash-
ington, which critics say appears to 
believe that the crisis is a European 
problem.

This is a big mistake, says Wayne 
White, a policy expert with the 
Washington-based Middle East In-
stitute and former deputy director 
for the Near East at the US State 
Department’s Bureau of Intelli-
gence and Research. The solution 
to abetting illegal immigration and 
its related security concerns lies in 
Libya and world powers must take 
an initiative to push for a remedy 
there.

“You want to fix your immigra-
tion problem? Then start fixing the 
Libya problem. Start putting things 
on the table that might interest the 
two warring parties in Libya. And 
both the EU and the US need to be 
doing this together,” White told 
The Arab Weekly.

Libya effectively has two govern-
ments that are fuelling the coun-
try’s civil war with the majority 
secular, Tobruk-based government 
internationally recognised. It was 
elected last June when barely one-
fifth of Libyans showed up to vote. 
Opposing it is the former Libyan 
General National Congress, based 
in Tripoli, which boycotted the 
elections but seeks a legitimate 
stake in ruling the country.

UN Special Envoy Bernardino 

Leon has, since December, been 
trying to broker a diplomatic so-
lution between the two govern-
ments with little progress. White 
says without real incentives and 
the gravitas of Washington’s diplo-
matic involvement, Leon has little 
chance of success.

“A diplomatic solution is tough 
when it’s not being addressed in 
terms of real heft and … concrete 
help in terms of finance and mili-
tary … from both the EU and US. 
That needs to change,” he said.

Beyond the deteriorating hu-
manitarian situation lie many se-
curity concerns related to the im-
migration wave. The Islamic State 
(ISIS) claims to have inserted ji-
hadist sleepers among the illegal 
migrants seeking passage to Eu-
rope and, although its claim that 
it has sent thousands is probably 
exaggerated, the European Union 
worries about jihadists entering its 
borders.

ISIS has a small but growing pres-
ence in Libya. In April, the militant 
organisation shocked the world 
with footage of cold-blooded kill-
ings of dozens of Christian Ethio-
pians on the beach. The victims 
had likely left their country for the 
Libyan coast in an attempt to cross 
into Europe.

White said the ISIS threat only 
makes it that much more impera-
tive for the United States to become 
more involved.

“Not by putting boots on the 
ground, but by providing maritime 
patrol aircraft, surveillance from air  
of coastal areas,” he said.

Already, a well-functioning inter-
national maritime force prevents 
the smuggling of oil by Libya’s war-
ring factions. A similar commit-
ment can perhaps curtail human 
smugglers and prevent their unsea-
worthy vessels from setting sail, he 
added. Equally important, if Wash-
ington throws its weight behind a 
diplomatic solution, the warring 
factions in Libya could be held to 
their word regarding a commitment 
to fight ISIS.

“In other words, if you guys co-
operate against the terrorists, we’ll 
help … with loans and grants. And 
if you’re not going to cooperate 
and engage with air strikes (against 
ISIS), then you won’t benefit from 

the financial aid we’re offering,” 
White said.

But more active US engagement 
seems unlikely in the current po-
litical climate in Washington. The 
2016 presidential campaigning has 
begun and hardly anyone mentions 
Libya, except perhaps to point the 
finger at the Obama administra-
tion’s role in deposing Libyan 
leader Muammar Qaddafi without 
having a plan for the aftermath.As 
things stand, the European Union 
is more focused on keeping illegal 
migrants from reaching its shores 
than it is on fixing Libya.

As for the United States, the most 
recent, significant mention of Libya 
by US President Barack Obama was 
during a visit by Italian Prime Min-
ister Matteo Renzi just two days 
before the tragic drowning of hun-
dreds of migrants.

“We … spent a considerable 
amount of time discussing our 
deep, shared concern for the situa-
tion in Libya, where we continue to 
support UN efforts to form a unity 
government,” said Obama. How-
ever, no further pledges or concrete 
ideas were forthcoming from the 
president.

Rasha Elass is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Rasha Elass

Impact of US and Algerian positions on Libya crisis

T
he Libyan crisis is 
worsening day after 
day, despite the fact 
that Libyan society 
largely lacks the type 
of ethnic and sectar-

ian divisions noted in Iraq, Syria 
or Yemen.

As a result, several questions 
may be posed in this context: Why 
is the fighting escalating? Why 
have the political elites failed 
to reach a national consensus? 
Why did the international com-
munity give up on Libya and end 
the monthly meetings that were 
convened by the so-called Friends 
of Libya?

Bearing direct responsibility 
for this state of affairs is foreign 

intervention, which toppled 
the former regime by military 

force and paved the way for minor 
players to intervene in Libyan 
affairs in a blatant manner. Qatari, 
Turkish and Sudanese interven-
tions mark the beginning of the 
aggravation of the crisis. Through 
their interventions this triumvi-
rate believed they could impose 
their agendas, along with their 
Libyan allies, by force of arms and 
money.

Mercenaries and terrorists from 
these countries began to flow 
towards Libya as early as 2011. 
These same countries also formed 
armed militias to implement their 
agendas and unleashed these 
groups to destabilise the country 
to the point that one-third of the 
population is now either refugees 
or internally displaced.

Political life in Libya has dete-
riorated and the country is ruled 
by force of arms. Early in 2012, the 
leaders of the February uprising 
of the previous year fell out with 
one another, leading to a strug-
gle for power that gained such 
momentum that it turned Libya 
into a failed state with two gov-
ernments, two legislative bodies 
and two armed entities. With the 

Tripoli government representing 
Islamist extremism, some coun-
tries decided to side with the par-
liament of Tobruk. In this camp 
we find Egypt, which considers 
Libya a source of terrorism, along 
with the UAE, Saudi Arabia and 
Jordan, which see Libyan extrem-
ism as a threat to the region as a 
whole.

The Algerian and US positions 
vis-à-vis the Libyan crisis have 
undergone significant changes. 
Algeria has come to see the events 
in Libya as being connected to its 

own domestic security. It there-
fore engaged in direct dialogue 
with extremists in Libya in the 
hope that this would neutralise 
Islamists in Algeria and isolate 
them from their Libyan counter-
parts. This policy was given added 
urgency as Libyan border areas 
became fertile ground for terrorist 
training camps.

The United States also adopted 
a duplicitous position, giving free 
rein to Turkey, Sudan, and Qatar 
to act as they wished. When the 
UAE and Saudi Arabia intervened, 
however, US President Barack 
Obama quickly demanded that 
the Gulf countries not interfere in 
Libyan affairs.

The wrong-headed policies of 
both the United States and Algeria 
have served to exacerbate the 
crisis in Libya, and they undoubt-
edly bear some responsibility for 
the disaster that is unfolding as a 
result.

Saleh Ibrahim is a Libyan writer. 
His commentary was translated 
and adapted from the Arabic. 
It was initially published in the 
London-based Al Arab newspaper.
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Britain’s Tories lay out 
counter-extremism strategy
New strategy will also target active
opposition to ‘fundamental British values’

London

B 

ritain’s governing Con-
servative Party has an-
nounced a wide-ranging 
strategy to counter the 
influence of Islamist ex-

tremists in the country, amid grow-
ing concerns that public institutions 
have been infiltrated by terrorism 
sympathisers and a series of high-
profile embarrassments in which 
British citizens have been involved 
in violence overseas.

In contrast with previous strate-
gies that have been heavily focused 
on preventing violent extremist 
activity, the new strategy will also 
target “non-violent extremism”, de-
fined as “the vocal or active opposi-
tion to fundamental British values, 
including democracy, the rule of 
law, individual liberty and the mu-
tual respect and tolerance of differ-
ent faiths and beliefs”.

The announced strategy is the 
culmination of an approach first 
articulated by British Prime Min-
ister David Cameron in a key-note 
speech at the Munich Security Con-
ference in February 2011, in which 
he flagged “Islamist extremism” 
as being an ideology that includes 
“those who back terrorism” as well 
as “people who may reject violence 
but who accept various parts of the 
extremist world view including real 
hostility towards Western democ-
racy and liberal values.”

Concern about Islamists being 
antithetical to British society has 
grown in the wake of a number of 
scandals in which radicals within 
Britain have been accused of pro-
moting extremism and infiltrating 
public institutions. The most prom-
inent of these, the so-called Trojan 
horse plot, involved Islamists plan-

ning to take over the governing 
bodies of schools in Birmingham 
to promote an extremist agenda. A 
government enquiry into the plot 
concluded there was “a common 
ideological stance among key linked 
individuals and the implementation 
of conservative religious practices 
in the schools where these individ-
uals have influence”.

More recently, the high-profile 
killer of foreign hostages for the 
Islamic State (ISIS) terror group, 
formerly known as “Jihadi John”, 
was revealed to be British resident 
Mohammed Emwazi, who stud-
ied computer programming at the 
University of Westminster. Former 
students at the university have said 
they believe he may have been radi-
calised while studying there.

Despite the public outcry fol-
lowing the unmasking of Emwazi 
and his links to Britain, politicians 
appear unaware of the affiliations 
of those presenting themselves as 
legitimate representatives of Mus-
lim communities. In March it was 
revealed that Members of Parlia-
ment and senior Conservative Party 
member Baroness Warsi, one of 
the most high-profile Muslims in 
Britain, attended an event hosted 
in parliament by Islamist extremist 
Azad Ali.

Ali wrote on his blog in 2008 that 
terrorist Anwar Awlaki was “one of 
my favourite speakers and schol-

ars”. Awlaki was killed by a US 
drone strike in 2011 and described 
by US President Barack Obama as 
“the chief of external operations for 
AQAP (Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Pen-
insula)”. Ali was a former chairman 
of the now-dissolved Muslim Safety 
Forum, which met regularly as of-
ficial liaisons with London’s Met-
ropolitan Police to discuss issues 
concerning the Muslim community.

In a bid to prevent the infiltra-
tion of official bodies by extremist 
individuals, Britain’s Home Sec-
retary Theresa May has set up The 
Extremism Analysis Unit, which 
will “set out clearly for the first 
time which individuals and organi-
sations the government and public 
sector should engage and should 
not engage.”

The moves to better understand 
the phenomena of extremism and 
protect public institutions from it, 
known as “entryism”, the conscious 
infiltration of organisations by oth-
er groups in order to expand their 
influence, have been welcomed by 
some experts.

Hannah Stuart, a research fellow 
at The Henry Jackson Society think-
tank, welcomed the establishment 
of The Extremism Analysis Unit, 
pointing out that the government 
has unwittingly funded debates in 
which extremist Islamist groups 
such as Hizb ut-Tahrir, have par-
ticipated. Both Conservative and 
Labour governments have sought to 
ban Hizb ut-Tahrir.

“Recently, a front group for Hizb 
ut-Tahrir spoke in front of the Ed-
ucation Select Committee about 
sexual relationship education. 
They put on a different name and 
hide their affiliations and the gov-
ernment doesn’t see it … So I think 
it’s very good that they need to un-
derstand the phenomena and the 
groups and the individuals much 
more,” she said.

Other individuals active in Mus-
lim communities in Britain, howev-
er, have expressed concerns about 
the new approach. Alyas Karmani, 
an imam, community activist and 
elected member of Bradford City 
Council, sees the new strategy as 
creating a “quasi-legal” process 
whereby the government becomes 
the arbiter of which groups are ac-
ceptable.

“We’ve got legislation about the 
prescription of groups that are 
deemed to promote terrorism … 
Why do you need to make a quasi-
legislation … deeming them (non-
terrorist organisations) to be an 
unacceptable organisation? Really 
it’s McCarthyite, really it’s Orwelli-
an and McCarthyite in its very es-

sence,” he said. Karmani said he had 
been branded a non-violent extrem-
ist under the strategy.

“I’m one of those people that 
are legal but unacceptable … even 
though I’m an elected member, I’ve 
voted as a councilman here in Brad-
ford, even though I’m one of the 
loudest voices against sexual vio-
lence in the country,” he said.

British newspaper the Telegraph 
recently reported Karmani’s coun-
ter-radicalisation group, Street 
UK, had links with hardline Islam-
ist clerics that condemn democ-
racy as un-Islamic. Street UK had 
its government grant cancelled in 
2011 for financing the publication 
of a booklet by Islamist group Salafi 
 Manhaj.
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Tom Dinham

Egypt and Russia deepen relations
Washington

P
olitical currents 
unleashed by the “Arab 
spring” four years ago 
have roiled across the 
Maghreb and Middle 
East, upending stability 

and longstanding politics.
Since the overthrow in July 2013 

of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood 
government of President Muham-
mad Morsi, its successor, that of 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 
has been politically ostracised 
for instigating the coup. The Sisi 
administration has subsequently 
been seeking political allies and 
has found one in Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, who is reviving 
one of the older 20th-century 
traditional Middle Eastern political 
relationships.

Egypt’s rapprochement with 
Russia, which included a Putin 
visit to Egypt in February, is occur-
ring against the background of its 
increasingly problematic relation-
ship with Washington.

Egyptian-Russian relations date 
to the 16th century, when Russia 

began supporting Orthodox Chris-
tian interests in Egypt, while for 
much of the Cold War Egypt was a 
major Soviet ally.

Military cooperation, which 
began in 1955 when Egypt became 
the first Arab nation to buy Soviet 
weapons, is increasing between 
the two states. Egypt remains one 
of Russia’s largest arms importers. 
Since November 2013, the two have 
signed $3.5 billion in contracts for 
MiG-29s, Mi-35M attack helicop-
ters, a K-300P Bastion-P mobile 
coastal missile system, firearms 
and ammunition. After Putin’s 
visit, MiG Russian Aircraft Corpora-
tion head Sergei Korotkov said his 
firm was ready to supply advanced 
MiG-35 fighters, should Egypt 
request them.

The February official visit by 
Putin included a delegation featur-
ing energy, economics, agriculture, 
nuclear and space development 
industrial experts. Putin last previ-
ously visited Egypt a decade ago. 
Sisi visited Russia twice in 2014, 
first as Egyptian defence minister, 
then as president.

Putin signed a number of 
economic agreements to deepen 
bilateral cooperation in trade, 
energy, security and tourism. Most 
notably, Egypt agreed to establish 
a free-trade zone with the Eurasian 
Economic Union, joining Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, Armenia, and Kyr-
gyzstan in Putin’s project, intended 
as a counterweight to the European 
Union.

In 2014 bilateral Russian-Egyp-
tian trade surpassed $4.5 billion, an 

80% increase compared to 2013.
Putin also offered the Egyptians 

Russian assistance in building the 
country’s first nuclear power plant. 
Not surprisingly, Sisi said at a news 
conference following his meet-
ings with Putin, “We see in Russia 
a strategic friend and a real asset 
to balanced foreign relations for 
Egypt.”

During Putin’s visit the countries 
also agreed to intensify efforts to 
settle the Israeli-Palestinian and 
Syrian conflicts as well as coor-
dinate their efforts in combating 
terrorism.

On February 26th, Egyptian For-
eign Minister Sameh Shoukry, lead-
ing an Organisation of the Islamic 
Conference (OIC) delegation, met 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov in Moscow to discuss OIC 
collaboration with Russia against 
the Islamic State (ISIS). 

Egyptian Foreign Ministry 
spokesman Badr Abdel Atti said 
the pair also discussed Libya and 
its “effect on international peace 
and security” and considered how 
to support the “legitimate govern-
ment in Libya and empower it to 
combat terrorism” while encourag-
ing political dialogue between all 
parties.

Trade relations in light of 
Western sanctions have become 
increasingly important to Rus-
sia after it imposed sanctions of 
its own against European and US 
foodstuffs. Egypt and Russia are 
very compatible in agricultural 
capabilities. Egypt enjoys year-
round good weather allowing 
multiple harvests, particularly fruit 
and vegetables, which can meet 
the seasonal needs of the Russian 
market. Russia has wheat surpluses 
and Egypt is the world’s largest 
wheat importer. Russia provides 
about 40% of all Egypt’s grain, criti-
cal to the Egyptian government in 
producing subsidised bread.

The Sisi-Putin summit was a 
symbolic gesture of solidarity, 
snubbing Western leaders criti-
cal of both Russia’s relations with 
Ukraine and Egypt’s recent human 
rights record. While Russia weak-
ens its diplomatic isolation result-
ing from its Ukraine policies, Egypt 
also benefits from the relationship 
by asserting its independent for-
eign policy.

John Daly is a Washington-based 
specialist on Russian and post-
Soviet affairs.

John Daly

View point

Trade relations in light of 
Western sanctions have 
become increasingly 
important to Russia

The Sisi-Putin 
summit was 
a symbolic 
gesture
of solidarity

Complex relationship



17May 1, 2015

News & Analysis  White House 2016
What will the second 
President Clinton do 
in the Middle East?

Jeb Bush playing to all sides of the Republican foreign policy spectrum

Washington

H 

illary Rodham Clin-
ton has been a familiar 
presence in the Middle 
East for nearly a quarter 
century. Yet for all her 

high visibility as first lady, senator 
and secretary of state, she remains 
an opaque, sphinx-like figure. How 
will she treat the region if she is 
elected president?

Clinton is in no way anti-Arab. 
The Clinton Foundation has re-
ceived at least $40 million from 
wealthy Gulf Arab donors. She has 
longstanding friendships with lead-
ers and members of royal families 
throughout the region. She struck 
up an especially close friendship 
with Suha Arafat, the widow of Pal-
estinian Authority president Yasser 
Arafat. She also has close ties and 
friendships with Israel.

But as secretary of state and puta-
tive presidential candidate, Clinton 
reversed herself on key issues in 
recent years. She spoke out repeat-
edly and strongly against allowing 
Iran to develop nuclear weapons 
when she was secretary of state. 
Yet now her intimates have said she 

strongly supported the talks that 
led to the formal negotiations for 
Tehran.

She was a powerful hawk arguing 
that the United States must main-
tain a strong military commitment 
in Iraq and Afghanistan throughout 
her four years as secretary of state. 
She was a key figure in encourag-
ing the democratic protests and 
overthrow of old authoritarian re-
gimes that characterised the “Arab 
spring”. Yet now she is distancing 
herself from that policy and criti-
cising US President Barack Obama 
for his support of the protest 
movements, which she at the time 
shared.

How can one make any serious 
assessment of what she will do as 
president, given such wildly con-
tradictory and erratic stands? There 
are enduring contexts and key fac-
tors that can give us at least an idea 
of the key policies Clinton will pur-
sue in the region.

First, she has had an enduring 
passion for a two-state solution to 
resolve the Israel-Palestinian con-
flict. She passively accepted the 
policies of Obama, his top political 
advisers and the National Security 
Council, then under national se-
curity adviser Tom Donilon, and 
made no effort whatsoever to pres-
sure Israeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu to stop expanding 
settlements outside Israel’s 1967 
borders or to make him seriously 
pursue a two-state solution.

However, once elected president, 
it is a safe bet that Clinton will move 
with far more determination and 
pressure to force Netanyahu back 
to the negotiating table in earnest. 

However strained US-Israeli rela-
tions will be under Obama in the 
next two years, they will be vastly 
more so, to an unprecedented de-
gree in recent decades, if Clinton 
becomes president.

Her presidency will not be an un-
mixed blessing for the main Arab 
nations in the region. If Clinton 
follows her traditional orientation 
of the past quarter century, they 
should be able to expect strong, 
predictable and consistent US sup-
port. But this will be distorted by 
the immense emphasis Clinton 
will certainly give to promoting 
women’s rights and human rights 
throughout the region, even at the 
risk of destabilising longstanding 
regimes.

In the short run, her policies run 
the risk of making even the strong-
est Arab states more vulnerable to 
Iranian aggression and destabilisa-

tion. However, Clinton is far more 
likely than Obama to act decisively 
and send renewed US military forc-
es into the region yet again, this 
time to counter growing Iranian 
threats.

Two other crucial factors, usu-
ally entirely overlooked by pundits, 
must be taken into account: Clinton 
will have just turned 69 if she wins 
the presidency and she will be her 
own person in it.

The first factor means that she 
will be an older woman in a hurry. 
Unlike Obama she will not be cau-
tious on domestic and foreign 
policy issues that she cares deeply 
about during her first term.

Clinton has seen how Obama 
squandered his landslide 2008 vic-
tory and the healthy majorities he 
then carried also in the Senate and 
the House of Representatives. She 
will not make the same mistake. 

She has waited a very long time to 
win the supreme executive power. 
Expect her to start using it deci-
sively and controversially as soon 
as she gets the chance.

Second, she will not follow 
meekly in the policies of her hus-
band, former president Bill Clinton. 
If anything, she will react strongly 
against them.

These factors mean that the first 
six months of a Hillary Clinton 
presidency will not be tranquil ones 
for the region. There will be energy, 
new surges of optimism in different 
countries for different reasons, new 
opportunities and new dangers. 
But do not expect things to simply 
continue as they are.

Martin Sieff is a national columnist 
for the Post-Examiner newspapers 
and a senior fellow of the American 
University in Moscow.

Washington

J 

eb Bush, a likely Republi-
can presidential contender, 
is a novice in the foreign 
policy field. In this respect, 
he is more like his brother-

president George W. Bush than his 
father-president George H.W. Bush.

While the latter is more identified 
with the “realist” school of foreign 
policy, the former, especially after 
9/11, is associated with “neo-con-
servatives” who wanted to bring 
about regime change in Iraq and 
transform the Middle East.

Seemingly unsure where to plant 
his staff, and wanting to attract as 
much Republican Party support as 
possible before the gruelling prima-

ry season, Jeb Bush has gathered 
around him a group of advisers that 
represent both foreign policy wings 
of the Republican Party.  How he 
reconciles these two wings is a 
guessing game.

Bush’s political credentials come 
from his stint as governor of Flori-
da, a state that is connected to Latin 
America because of trade with and 
immigration from that region.  With 
his Mexican-born wife and his flu-
ency in Spanish, Bush can speak 
with some authority about Latin 
American affairs but his knowledge 
of and political fluency in Middle 
East affairs is limited.

All we know is that he is a strong 
supporter of Israel and has praised 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu’s address to Congress on the 
Iran nuclear issue. But all of the de-
clared and undeclared Republican 
presidential candidates have done 
the same, so Bush is clearly in the 
middle of the pack.

To establish his foreign policy 
credentials, Bush gave a speech to 
the Chicago Council on Global Af-
fairs in February. The speech was 
noteworthy only for his attempt to 
distance himself somewhat from 
his father and brother, saying that 
while he loves them both, he is his 
“own man” and that his views are 
shaped by his “own thinking and 
own experiences”.

On the controversial issue of the 
Iraq war of 2003, Bush offered some 
criticism of his brother’s adminis-

tration but not of his brother, say-
ing “some mistakes” were made, 
particularly on intelligence matters 
and for failing to provide for secu-
rity in the post-invasion period. 
The rest of the speech centred on 
US President Barack Obama.

Like other Republicans, Bush 
has said that Obama has made the 
United States less influential in the 
world. He added that the United 
States should have “no reason to 
apologise for our leadership and 
our interest in serving the cause of 
global security, global peace and 
global freedom”. Presumably, the 
last phrase was added by his neo-
conservative advisers who still 
yearn for his brother’s so-called 
Freedom Agenda.

In addition, Bush called for: more 
economic growth at home to aid 
US force abroad; increased defence 
spending; greater global engage-
ment and a strategy to defeat the 
Islamic State (ISIS); the need to face 
“radical Islamic terrorism”; and a 
“liberty diplomacy”, which is based 
on American values of “individual-
ism and liberty”.

He then criticised the negotia-
tions that led to improved relations 
with Cuba, said the West should 
provide more military help to 
Ukraine and praised the congres-
sional invitation to Netanyahu.

These were all standard Repub-
lican positions. Where he tried to 
distance himself somewhat from 
the pack was his comment that the 
United States needs an immigra-
tion reform policy (sounding like 
Obama) because multiculturalism 
is “one of America’s strengths”.

So who is advising him on these 
positions?  The list is a sort of Who’s 
Who in the Republican foreign pol-
icy field. They include realists such 
as former secretaries of state James 
Baker and George Shultz, and for-
mer Middle East adviser to George 
H.W. Bush, Richard Haass, now 
president of the Council on Foreign 
Relations.

They also include a few neo-con-
servatives, such as Paul Wolfow-
itz, a former deputy secretary of 
defence under George W. Bush, 
and former adviser to former vice-
president Dick Cheney, John Han-
nah. The list includes former CIA 
directors Michael Haydon and Por-
ter Goss.

An unnamed Republican foreign 
policy veteran told a reporter that 
Jeb Bush is “trying to be everything 
to everybody”.

Perhaps because his foreign 
policy speech in Chicago was not 
a rousing success, Bush recently 
hired a couple of congressional staff 
members to give more life and more 
direction to his foreign policy. They 
include Robert Karem, who was 
a foreign policy adviser to former 
House Majority Leader Eric Cantor 
(R-Va.) and later to House Majority 
Leader Kevin McCarthy (R-Calif.); 
and John Noonan, who was spokes-
man for the House Armed Services 
Committee and a former defence 
adviser to former Republican presi-
dential candidate Mitt Romney.

Although Karem and Noonan 
are more on the side of the real-
ists, they will have to placate the 
neo-conservatives for the time be-
ing. The latter’s wings have been 
clipped because of the problems as-
sociated with the Iraq war but they 
are still a force within the party.

Ultimately, Jeb Bush will have to 
choose one side or the other but he 
is unlikely to do so before the pri-
maries, which will consume the 
first half of 2016.

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

Her policies run the 
risk of making even 
the strongest Arab 
states more 
vulnerable to Iranian 
aggression

Jeb Bush is “trying to 
be everything to 
everybody”

Jeb Bush is a novice 
in the foreign policy 
field

A women’s advocate

Martin Sieff

Making choices

Gregory Aftandilian
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Riyadh rising:
Housing demand 
continues 
to outstrip supply
Yazad Darasha

Dubai

W
ith property inves-
tors in the Middle 
East focused on the 
United Arab Emir-
ates, the market in 

neighbouring Saudi Arabia, the re-
gion’s largest economy, has been 
relatively overlooked.

Though Saudi Arabia remains a 
difficult place for foreign investors 
to do business, the opportunities 
available far outstrip the pain of tak-
ing advantage of them, real estate 
agents said.

The kingdom’s financial regulator, 
the Saudi Arabian Monetary Author-
ity, continues to support initiatives 
that reduce the economy’s depend-
ence on oil and year-on-year growth 
in the non-oil sector has outstripped 
growth in the oil sector for several 
years and is expected to continue 
doing so, according to data gathered 
by Saudi lender National Commer-
cial Bank (NCB).

“Real [gross domestic product] 
GDP growth is expected to rise by 
4.3%, due mainly to an expected 
growth in non-oil sector by 5.4%, 
driven by the private sector that 
will offset the negative contribution 
of oil,” said Said A. al-Shaikh, the 
group chief economist at NCB.

The key beneficiaries will remain 
“the construction and manufactur-
ing sectors, growing at 6% and 5%, 
respectively. Our projections for the 
two sectors are supported by buoy-
ant activity in the projects market 
and strong business confidence.”

A higher business confidence has 
resulted in increased hiring activ-
ity from both the local as well as 
expatriate human resource pools. 
As business activity ramps up, so 
has purchasing power, resulting in 
higher demand for housing.

According to a research note 
by real estate consultancy Knight 
Frank, a combination of rapid popu-
lation growth and a shortfall in the 
number of units built has exacerbat-
ed the housing under-supply issue 
in the kingdom.

In 2011, the late King Abdullah an-
nounced a plan to construct 500,000 
homes. The programme was “slow 
to gain traction due to problems re-
lating to land availability, the com-

plexity of allocating aid, and slow 
moving bureaucratic processes”, 
the Knight Frank report said.

To bypass these obstacles, the 
Ministry of Housing launched a 
scheme called ESKAN last year. 
Through this programme, Saudi 
families were given two months to 
register online for a state-subsidised 
home loan or a subsidised sale of 
land or housing.   But even this 
was slow to take off because to be 
eligible for the scheme, a number of 
conditions had to be met: applicants 
could not be existing homeown-
ers and they could not be previous 
recipients of aid from a state-sub-
sidised housing programme. Also, 
applications are prioritised accord-
ing to factors such as family size, 
monthly income and age being tak-
en into consideration.

In spite of these initiatives, resi-
dential housing prices in Riyadh 
rose 5-7% in 2014. Like any organi-
cally growing metropolis, these 
growth numbers are not uniform 
across the city. Congestion issues 
in the south, for example, have 
been responsible for prices stagnat-
ing there. In the north, which has 
seen notable development activity, 
prices have seen a healthy uplift of 
around 9%.

In his first address to the nation 
since assuming the throne, King Sal-
man vowed in March to speed up ef-
forts to tackle the kingdom’s hous-
ing shortages, and in less than 24 
hours sacked the kingdom’s Hous-
ing Minister Shuwaish al-Duwaihi, 
while appointing Essam bin Saeed, 
the current minister of state and 
cabinet member, as acting minister 
of housing, highlighting the urgency 
of resolving the housing issue.

“In the short to medium term, 
with new supply unlikely to be able 
to fully offset pent-up demand, we 
expect residential prices to continue 
to move in an upward direction,” 
said Khawar Khan, research man-
ager at Knight Frank.

Saudi Arabia has witnessed rapid 
population growth over the past 

decade, outpacing the region’s av-
erage. According to SAMA data, the 
kingdom’s population reached 30 
million in 2013, up 2.7% on the pre-
ceding year and 36% higher com-
pared to 2003. Unofficial estimates 
suggest that,  in 2013, Saudi Arabia’s 
population was around 52% larger 
than the rest of the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) combined, and 
– in contrast to its neighbours such 
as the UAE, Qatar and Kuwait – the 
kingdom’s expatriates were in the 
minority. In fact, non-nationals ac-
count for less than one-third of the 
total population.

Employment growth across Saudi 
Arabia has been strong. In 2013, it 
rose 13.9% year-on-year to 10.9 mil-
lion, while the unemployment rate 
edged up from 5.5% in 2012 to 5.6% 
in 2013. A higher level of joblessness 
among non-nationals was respon-
sible for the increase. By contrast, 
the unemployment rate for Saudi 
nationals declined 0.4% to 11.7% in 
2013; a sign of progress in the “Sau-
disation” programme.

The number of inhabitants in the 
administrative region of Riyadh, 
which accounts for one-quarter 
of the kingdom’s population, rose 
2.8% to 7.5 million in 2013. SAMA 
data show that, alongside the East-
ern region, Riyadh’s population was 
the fastest growing in Saudi Arabia 
from 2008 through 2013.

“This growth can largely be at-
tributed to increasing urbanisation, 
high birth rates and rising num-
bers of expatriates joining the local 
workforce. The latest available data, 
for example, show that the number 

of non-nationals in Riyadh’s labour 
force increased at an average rate 
of 5.2% per year between 2006 and 
2013,” Khan wrote.

According to Labour Ministry 
data, average wages for Saudi na-
tionals in Riyadh stand at almost 
$1,305 per month and $15,584 per 
year. While household incomes are 
often higher than this due to mul-
tiple family members being em-
ployed, average income levels are 
nevertheless low relative to average 
house prices. With an average 130-
160 sq metre apartment in the south 
of Riyadh priced at around $98,568, 
the average price to income ratio is 
six to one – high by international 
standards. Assuming a deposit of 
20% and a mortgage amortised over 
20 years at 4%, payments account 
for roughly 37% of average income.

In the case of an average-priced 
villa of $293,040, the mortgage pay-
ment increases to $1,412 per month 
– higher than the average monthly 
income. There is clearly a consid-
erable mismatch between afford-
ability (based on suitable financing 
mechanisms) and current residen-
tial values.

In recent years, Saudi Arabia’s 
residential construction sector has 
been expanding rapidly. SAMA data 
show the value of residential build-
ing construction across the king-
dom rose for the ninth consecutive 
year in 2012 – increasing 11.4% to 
$25.5 billion in current prices.

Not surprisingly, Riyadh is an im-
portant driver of construction activ-
ity in Saudi Arabia. The capital ac-
counted for an average of 27% of all 
residential and commercial permits 
issued across the kingdom from 
2003-13.

Moreover, the number of permits 
issued in the capital rose 319% over 
the 10-year period – outperforming 
Saudi Arabia as a whole, which ex-
perienced a 215% increase. Despite 
rising development activity, how-
ever, demand for residential units 
continues to outstrip supply in Ri-
yadh. The capital has a requirement 
for around 50,000 housing units per 
annum over the next five years and 
has an estimated housing inventory 
of 1.15 million units.

However, due to construction de-
lays and the lack of available land, 
developers have found it increas-
ingly difficult to bridge the gap be-
tween supply and demand. What is 
more, although there are a number 
of large housing schemes planned 
to be completed in the short term, 
there is unlikely to be enough ca-
pacity in the system to deliver the 
required number of units to satiate 
current levels of pent-up demand.

Jeddah apartment buildings under construction

 As business activity 
ramps up, so has 
purchasing power, 
resulting in higher 
demand for housing

Urban regeneration holds promise

Oil surges as Saudi 
resumes Yemen 
strikes

Qatar’s economy 
grows more than 6% 
in 2014

Palestinian economy 
chief tasked with 
Gaza rebuilding quits

Global oil prices advanced as the 
Saudi Arabia-led coalition renewed 
air strikes in Yemen, stoking new 
supply concerns about the crude-
rich Middle East.

“The market may be drawing sup-
port from Saudi Arabia’s resumption 
of air strikes against Houthi rebels 
in Yemen, with an increased geopo-
litical risk premium helping to off-
set weaker-than-expected PMI data 
from both China and the eurozone,” 
said Tim Evans of Citi Futures.

Yemen is not a major oil-produc-
ing country but its coast forms one 
side of the Bab el Mandeb strait, the 
key strategic entry point into the 
Red Sea through which some 4.7 
million barrels of oil passes each day 
on ships headed to or from the Suez 
Canal.

“Increased instability around the 
Bab el Mandeb could keep tankers in 
the Persian Gulf from reaching the 
Suez Canal or the Sumed pipeline, 
diverting them around the southern 
tip of Africa, adding to transit time 
and cost,” the US Department of En-
ergy warned in an April 23rd report.
(Agence France-Presse)

Qatar’s economy grew by more than 
6% in 2014, official figures showed, 
driven by spending on huge con-
struction projects ahead of the 2022 
World Cup.

Shrugging off fears regarding the 
oil price slump, the energy-rich Gulf 
economy expanded 6.2% last year, 
according to the Ministry of Devel-
opment Planning and Statistics.

A key driver of growth last year 
was the construction sector, which 
expanded 18%, QNB noted. Qatar 
has embarked on a huge $200 bil-
lion infrastructure spending splurge 
ahead of hosting football’s premier 
competition in seven years’ time.

Among the major projects Qatar 
has approved are plans to develop 
the country’s railway network, in-
cluding the construction of a metro 
system for Doha and surrounding 
areas, developing the city that will 
host the World Cup final, Lusail, and 
the building of a new port.

Other non-energy growth drivers 
last year included the financial ser-
vices and the hotel and restaurant 
trade.
(Agence France-Presse)

The Palestinian official tasked with 
the reconstruction of the Gaza Strip  
has resigned, following criticism of 
the pace of work.

Economy Minister Mohammed 
Mustafa, who is also deputy prime 
minister for the national unity gov-
ernment between Islamist Hamas 
and President Mahmoud Abbas’s Fa-
tah movement, did not give a reason 
for his resignation.

Mustafa headed a committee re-
sponsible for the reconstruction of 
the Gaza Strip following the Hamas-
Israel war in July and August that 
killed 2,200 Palestinians, mostly 
civilians, and left thousands home-
less. The war left 73 dead on the Is-
raeli side, mostly soldiers.

Mustafa faced criticism in recent 
months for the slow pace of recon-
struction in Gaza. He repeatedly 
denounced international donors for 
failing to deliver a pledged $5 billion 
for reconstruction efforts, with only 
a few hundred million dollars reach-
ing the Palestinians.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

U
rban regeneration is 
expected to play an im-
portant role in deliver-
ing suitable housing for 
Riyadh’s rising popula-

tion, but existing road and power 
infrastructure limits the extent to 
which the city can expand.

As the Dubai Metro has demon-
strated, the planned Riyadh metro 
system has the potential to regen-
erate existing neighbourhoods in 
proximity to its stations as the pro-
ject opens travel to parts of the city 
that suffer from congestion and are 
seen as less desirable.

“As Riyadh continues to develop, 
we see an opportunity to respond 
to the current housing shortage by 
redeveloping local communities,” 
says Stefan Burch, partner adviso-
ry services at Knight Frank, “as the 
interaction between the urban and 
social fabric of the city becomes in-
creasingly important.”

Moreover, there is a need for a 
more varied residential product. 
While Riyadh is dominated by low-
rise development, young Saudis 
looking to get on the first rung of 
the housing ladder are faced with 

little choice in terms of the type of 
residential stock available.

“Through the regeneration of 
existing neighbourhoods, and by 
building a range of residential stock 
(including apartments, town hous-
es and villas), these issues may 
be resolved,” said Khawar Khan, 
Knight Frank research manager.

“Over the next couple of years, 

we expect residential prices to con-
tinue to rise in Riyadh as the city’s 
rising population exacerbates the 
already acute housing shortage. 
Beyond that period, improving in-
frastructure, as well as new inter-
national developers entering the 
market, should boost construction 
activity and thus housing comple-
tions,” he said.

Riyadh metro construction

5-7%
Rise in Riyadh’s 
residential housing 
prices in 2014
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Beirut

W
ant to enjoy your 
wine without wor-
rying about indiges-
tion and the effects 
of alcohol on your 

body? Dr Boutros Bou Younes has 
the magic prescription: “One glass 
of probiotic wine a day is beneficial 
to your heath and will keep the doc-
tor away.”

At his Chateau Wadih winery, the 
urology surgeon turned vintner, 
boasts an innovative and exciting 
“probiotic” wine, which is as rich 
and tasty as other red wines but 
also benefits health.

Tucked away in lush green moun-
tains in Mughairy, some 1,200 me-
tres above the ancient coastal city of 
Byblos and north of Beirut, the new 
winery, which Bou Younes named 
after his 7-year-old son, is the only 
one in the region that produces this 
type of wine.

Probiotics are live bacteria and 
yeasts that are good for health, es-
pecially for the digestive system, 
and are usually prescribed for peo-
ple suffering from a weakened im-
mune system. Bou Younes explains 
that his probiotic wine contains a 
natural substance that grows on 
fruity trees during a specific period 
of the year and for only two weeks 
and has the same beneficial effects 
as probiotics.

“This substance has been medi-
cally proven as well as published in 
American medical journals for its 
importance in protecting the liver 
from the effects of alcohol and stim-
ulating the immune system, specifi-
cally T cells,” Bou Younes told The 
Arab Weekly at his winery.

While refusing to disclose the na-
ture or name of the “magical sub-
stance”, the surgeon stressed that 

it has no effect on the wine taste. 
“My French oenologist sampled 
the probiotic wine several times 
and could not detect any alteration 
of the taste. He was totally amazed 
and told me that I could confidently 
place it on the market,” he said.

Bou Younes said the combination 
of good taste and “friendly wine” is 
most attractive for wine lovers. It 
is particularly attractive for those 
who are cautious about indigestion 
harm to the stomach and liver, he 
said.

Outside Lebanon, only one win-
ery produces a probiotic blend, 
and it is by educating himself on-
line about wine that Bou Younes 
learned about it. “First I was sur-
prised about the idea but, being a 
doctor and a chemist myself, I knew 
about that substance and decided 
to do the experiment on my wine, 
by incorporating the right dosage,” 
he said, noting that “two glasses of 
his probiotic wine is what  is needed 
to get the maximum amount of pro-
tection for body cells”.

What started as a hobby, quickly 
turned into a passion and a side pro-
fession for the 40-year-old physi-
cian. Bou Younes began producing 
wine in 2010 for personal consump-
tion and family and friends. Two 
years later, he decided to produce 
on a larger scale under the Chateau 
Wadih label, becoming the latest 
vintner in Lebanon’s vibrant wine-
producing sector, which now has 
more than 40 wineries, up from just 
five in 1995.

Of the 10,000 bottles that Chateau 
Wadih is producing annually, only 
1,000 are probiotic wine, selling at 
$53 a bottle. It is a costly and labour-
intensive undertaking which Bou 
Younes would consider expanding 
if there were more demand.

At present, the probiotic sub-
stance is only added to red wine, 
whereas the doctor’s ambition is to 
produce probiotic white wine and 
rosé. “I am still in the experimental 
phase, trying to find the right equa-
tion that would not affect the colour 
of white and rosé wines,” he noted.

Although it is relatively small in 
Lebanon’s thriving wine industry, 
Chateau Wadih is eyed by big names 

in the business. “They are curious 
about the probiotic formula and 
they have tried to discredit the pro-
duce by suggesting that it is a mar-
keting trick … Nonetheless, they are 
after the secret recipe,” Bou Younes 
said.

Bou Younes’ ambitions include 
promoting wine tourism. He has 
plans to build bungalows on the 
land to accommodate tourists who 
wish to taste his wine and visit 
the adjacent vineyards. The site is 
to be equipped to receive visitors 
year round and include cheese and 
wine tastings by the fireplace, an 
in-house cinema and a pub with 
karaoke music, as well as a heated 
swimming pool in the summer.

Wine tourism, a trend that is pick-
ing up in Lebanon despite its loca-
tion in the middle of a turbulent 
region, is being contemplated by 
other wineries, including Chateau 
Florentine, located in the pictur-

esque Chouf Mountain area, south-
east of Beirut. Through his wine, 
owner Roger Yaghi is hoping to at-
tract tourists to the area, which is 
rich with history and natural beau-
ty.

“It is interesting from a market-
ing aspect to produce wine in a 
region with tourism potentials. In 
addition to producing good wine, 
we would be promoting the Chouf 
and its many touristic and ecologi-
cal sites through the distribution of 
our wine,” Yaghi said, in reference 
to Lebanon’s Barouk’s Cedar Forest 
Reserve at the top of the mountain 
and historic palaces in the Chouf 
villages of Beiteddine and Deir al-

Qamar. Yaghi said he plans to build 
a small hotel and a restaurant in 
the winery in his native Majd al-
Maoush village, a move aimed at 
boosting wine tourism in Lebanon.

Wine tourism is not limited to 
wine tastings and visiting wineries 
but is a great way to learn about the 
people, culture, heritage and cus-
toms of the area in which the wine 
is produced, he said.

Bou Younes said he wants to go 
even further by spreading wine cul-
ture in Lebanon, as he plans to set 
up a Lebanese wine institute.

“The aim is to spread knowledge 
about wine, how it is produced, 
the variety of wine grapes, how 
to match the wine with the type 
of meal, etc. … In brief, you learn 
how to choose and appreciate your 
wine,” he said.

Samar Kadi is the Arab Weekly’s 
Society and Travel section editor.

Economy

Promoting probiotic wine in Lebanon
Lebanon’s wine-producing sector has more than 40 wineries
Samar Kadi

Probiotics are live 
bacteria and yeasts 
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Outside Lebanon, 
only one winery 
produces a probiotic 
blend

Dr Boutros Bou Younes checking a new blend of Cabernet Sauvignon wine.

The unfinished socioeconomic reforms of Morocco
Rabat

I
f efforts at political and 
socio-economic reform in 
Morocco have achieved 
significant results, much 
remains to be done in vital 
and sensitive fields. The 

“good marks” that international 
financial institutions have lavishly 
granted as reforms and achieve-
ments were carried out show that 
the kingdom is on the right track, 
but massive obstacles hinder the 
process of meeting a number of 
objectives.

In any case, and for the sake of 
objectivity, both the achievements 
and failures of the reform plan 
should be highlighted. They even 
prompted King Mohammed VI to 
recognise in a speech in July that 
Morocco is adopting a two-speed 
policy.

His message was clear and di-
rected at all Moroccans, including 
politicians, economic groups and 

civil society, so that they take up 
their joint responsibility. The mon-
arch has apparently meant to focus 
on the reasons and on the main 
actors behind the failure of reforms 
that the majority of the population 
had been seeking for decades.

In terms of reform achievements, 
many people believe that they have 
started to bear fruit. It is the case 
of the Royal Institute for Strategic 
Studies (IRES), which is part of the 
programme of study on “global 
competitiveness.” Its experts say 
that reform has reached strategic 
areas such as changing the constitu-
tion, the Compensation Fund, the 
allowance system, the media, public 
finance, and mobilising civil society 
in a more global and effective man-
ner, in addition to the progressive 
implementation of administrative 
de-centralisation.

What is most significant is that 
the reforms were achieved follow-
ing consultations that occurred in 
the context of the amendments to 
the constitution. Then, the social 
support fund was created and the 
Tayssir programme was developed 
to support widows and divorced 
women living in precarious condi-
tions.

In addition to these reforms, 
which were appreciated in particu-
lar by the middle classes and the 
poor, student scholarships were 
increased and a compensation fund 
was established for those losing 
their jobs. Then, a reform initiative, 

supported by the World Bank, led to 
the systematic elimination of slums 
around large cities, which the state 
will replace with low-income hous-
ing to ensure a dignified life for poor 
urban residents. In the first stage of 
this plan, to be carried out across 
the regions and to end in early 2017, 
1 million homes will be built.

Meanwhile, economic reforms are 
steadily having a positive impact on 
GDP, despite the recession affecting 
Morocco’s main trading partners, 
namely EU countries, and despite 
years of drought. For the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF), which 
granted a credit line of $6.2 billion 
to Morocco — a source of funding 
that has not been used for the past 
three years — the Moroccan econ-
omy is sound and able to provide 
leverage for achieving sustainable 
development objectives.

Some of the major economic 
reforms have a strategic scope. The 
most important among these is the 
extension project of Tanger-Med 
port. In addition to developing the 
country’s north,  which has suffered 
from marginalisation for many 
decades, industrial exports from the 
free zone of the port reached about 
$40 billion in 2014 in the car indus-
try, sectors of the aviation industry 
and electronic products.

In this respect, more than 700 
companies of various sizes operate 
in this area with investments from 
the European Union, the United 
States and the Gulf countries; 

moreover, there are large-scale pro-
jects in the fields of sustainable and 
renewable energy and the massive 
“the water highway” project.

As for the failures of certain 
fundamental reforms, one must 
remember that Morocco continues 
to be hampered by obstacles to its 
reform process. Despite efforts by 
the government and even interven-
tions by the palace, these obstacles 
are difficult to overcome due to the 
strong role of powerful lobbies with 
networks and senior officials.As an 
example,  the judicial system, which 
lacks human resources and suffers 
from deeply-ingrained corruption, 
has yet to see reforms take root.

The education sector has also 
failed to benefit from the reform 
projects in place despite the persis-
tent modernisation efforts by the 
Abdelilah Benkirane government; 
the same goes for the health sector.

Other setbacks include the sys-
tem’s inability to fight smuggling 
and corruption in the bureaucracy, 
while the most dangerous problem 
remains unemployment, especially 
for college graduates, with thou-
sands of them annually flooding 
into the labour market. As an ex-
ample, statistics published on April 
22nd indicate that fully one-third of 
female graduates are unemployed.

Samir Sobh is a Lebanese journal-
ist and economic analyst based in 
Paris.

Samir Sobh

View point

A low-income housing plan 
will be carried out where one 
million homes will be built 
across the country to end in 
early 2017
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Water pipe: A trendy addiction
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

T
he water pipe is back in 
fashion, creating a culture 
among stubborn smokers 
who are emotionally at-
tached to the habit with-

out concern to its health hazards 
and government efforts to ban 
smoking in public

Also known as shisha, arghila, 
hookah, nargile or hubbly bub-
bly, the water pipe created an aura 
around the user who perceive it 
as part of social routine, a fashion 
statement or a hip trend.

“It is part of our daily routine 
and if we don’t go out to a café we 
stay home and smoke the hookah,” 
boasted Amman jeweller Maher 
Qandah, 49.

“I personally do not smoke ciga-
rettes but I love having the pipe in 
my hand while playing cards or 
watching a soccer match on TV,” 
Qandah told The Arab Weekly.

He, however, admitted, “We all 
know that it is an unhealthy habit 
but the fact that it is a habit hard to 
give up on.”

The habit picks up during the holy 
fasting month of Ramadan, when 
Muslims break their dawn-to-dusk 
fast with a meal followed by night 
outings. The water pipe gatherings 
are among the most popular.

In normal days, Jordanians smoke 
the water pipe at home, in wed-
ding parties, restaurants and public 
parks. Break time for many Amman 
shop owners means water pipe with 
a cup of tea, while for some motor-
ists a mini-water pipe is a must to 
enjoy smoking in the car.

A ban on smoking in public places 
imposed in 2014 drew an outcry by 
Jordanians, forcing the Ministry of 
Health to retract.

Capitalising on water pipe popu-

larity and addiction, several Jorda-
nian companies sprouted in the last 
few years, providing water pipe de-
livery to homes and businesses.

According to the Global Youth To-
bacco Survey 2014, the West Bank 
recorded the highest number of 
smokers who tried at least one to-
bacco product with 34.6% of an esti-
mated population of 2.7 million. Of 
the total, 47.5% are boys and 24.7% 
are girls under the age of 18. The 
rest are of various age groups.

Jordan came second with 24.2% 
overall (31.6% boys and 15.8% girls), 
while Egypt followed with 13.6% 
overall, (18.1% boys and 8.2% girls), 
according to the survey, a global 
standard for systematically moni-
toring youth tobacco use estab-
lished by the World Health Organi-
zation and the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention.

Doa Mansour, a heavy hookah 
user, said smoking the water pipe 
is not just “a tradition”. It became 
more of a social habit.

“Instead of meeting over dinner, 
we meet over hookah and enjoy the 
mood that it gives. Sometimes we 
overdo it and stay for hours in a café 
but it is fun and the latest hip [style] 
in Amman,” the 23-year-old woman 
told The Arab Weekly.

This “hip”, according to Mansour, 
does not come cheap. A hookah in a 
café costs around $8-$9.

According to the Tobacco Atlas, a 
comprehensive report produced by 
the American Cancer Society and 
the World Lung Foundation, more 
than 2,200 Jordanians die from to-
bacco-caused diseases every year 
compared to 50,000 Egyptians and 
more than 4,000 in Lebanon, 4,700 
in Saudi Arabia and 700 in Kuwait.

The report estimates hookah 
smoking by women in the United 
Arab Emirates at 23%, compared to 
52% in Saudi Arabia in 2011.

Water pipes come in various 
shapes, styles, patterns, sizes and 
flavours. They also carry different 
names and titles.

“Those who smoke hookah have 
one at home and whenever my 
friends come to my house they usu-
ally bring their mini hookah with 
them just in case. It is like a mobile 
phone: ‘Never leave home without 
it’,” Mansour said.

There is no doubt that the inven-
tion of the Maassel, the molasses-
soaked smoking tobacco, with 
various flavours contributed to the 
spread of the habit across interna-
tional borders.

“My favourite Maassel is a mix of 
watermelon and mint as it gives the 
feeling of summer days but there 
are many other flavours such as 
green apple, strawberry, cinnamon, 
cappuccino and even gum,” Man-
sour added.

“Nowadays, Maassel has more 
flavours than ice cream.”

According to Smoking Cessation 
Clinic at King Hussein Cancer Cen-
tre in Amman, approximately 60% 
of Jordanian smokers die from to-
bacco-related diseases.

In 2014, Jordan decided not to is-
sue or renew licences of cafés that 
offer the hookah in response to a de-
mand by the Ministry of Health. The 
move created uproar, forcing the 
ministry to retract but alter some 
regulations.

Mazen Farajeen, spokesman for 
the Greater Amman Municipality, 
said that limiting the closing time 
for cafés is being considered.

“The new regulations are under 
study as it will give more organisa-
tional aspects to the cafés and more 
peace of mind to inhabitants who 
live near these cafés,” Farajeen told 
The Arab Weekly.

The suggested regulations im-
pose 11pm as the closing time in 
winter and midnight in the summer 
but will exclude those that are on 
the main streets. Currently, there is 
no mandated closing time.

In 2009, the Public Health Law, 
which prohibits smoking in public 
places, was enforced in the king-
dom’s shopping malls and fast-food 
restaurants followed by a cabinet 
decision prohibiting smoking in 
ministries and public institutions in 
2010.

Dr Maissoune Hajeer, nephrology 
specialist at the King Hussein Can-

cer Centre, said the danger brought 
to humans by the hookah is far 
greater than smoking cigarettes.

“People can get hooked on hook-
ah easily for many reasons such as 
the nicotine, the sound of the bub-
bles, the flavours and the long ses-
sion it accompanies,” Hajeer told 
The Arab Weekly.

She further explained, “There are 
toxins coming out from the burning 
charcoal and the tobacco itself, thus 
affecting most the respiratory and 
cardiovascular systems”.

“It is beyond my understanding 
why well-educated people who are 
aware of the health risk keep smok-
ing,” she added.

Although Jordan’s Ministry of 
Health has a clear policy regard-
ing smoking, its repeated warnings 
about this life-threatening habit 
have fallen on deaf ears.

Ministry spokesman Hatem Azraii 
stressed that “people should under-
stand the danger of smoking, so 
they can quit this bad habit”.

“We have launched many anti-
smoking campaigns but at the end 
it is the person himself who should 
take the initiative,” Azraii told The 
Arab Weekly.

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues in 
Jordan for more than two decades.

Puffing the time away

The water pipe is 
back in fashion, 
creating a culture 
among stubborn 
smokers

Raied Shuqum

Amman

S
ocial media are changing 
the face of the Middle East, 
where control of what peo-
ple read and watch, and 
even media censorship, is 

no longer possible.
There are more than 150 million 

internet users in the 22 countries 
of the Arab League. This is coupled 
with a mobile penetration rate of 
around 110% on a regional level and 
more than 71 million active users of 
social networking technologies.

“It’s no longer possible for govern-
ments to control people,” said Jawad 
Abbassi, founder and general man-
ager of the Arab Advisors Group, a 
research and consulting company 
focused on the Arab world’s com-
munications, media and financial 
markets. “The internet and social 
media opened a free and open plat-
form for discussions, criticism, ex-
pressing opinion and even incita-
tion,” Abbassi told The Arab Weekly.

Social media makes up an eye-
opening platform, viewed by many 
users as a tool for learning but many 
others use it to spread “poisonous 
ideologies and sow seeds of sedition 

in Arab society”, he cautioned.
Internet connectivity and the 

spread of mobile technologies in 
the Arab world are having major 
impacts on the region’s economies, 
societies and governance. The un-
precedented political upheavals 
of the “Arab spring” in 2011, which 
toppled regimes in Egypt, Libya and 
Tunisia, demonstrated that.

More and more countries realise 
that the “knowledge economy”, 
driven by the availability of infor-
mation and communications tech-
nologies infrastructure, is playing 
an essential role in growth and de-
velopment.

Cultural shifts among the region’s 
youth spawned a tremendous crea-
tive energy and demand for Arabic 
content that’s spurring the growth 
of the regional media, with Twit-
ter, Facebook and others rushing 
to grab a piece of the Arab world’s 
huge potential.

Governments, human rights 
groups, non-governmental or-
ganisations, individuals and 
even terrorist organisations are 
using social media in the Mid-
dle East to make an impact on 
society.

The vast majority uses this for 
good causes but extremist organi-
sations such as the Islamic State 
(ISIS) use it to propagate extrem-
ist ideologies to recruit jihadists. 
In countries such as Syria and Iraq, 
many groups and individuals are us-
ing social media to incite hatred and 
sectarianism.

But this network can also help 

campaigners who have been impris-
oned for using social media to criti-
cise the anachronistic practices of 
some Arab regimes.

One is the Saudi blogger Raif Bad-
awi. In 2014, he was sentenced to 
ten years in prison and 1,000 lashes, 
as well as being fined 1 million Saudi 
riyals ($267,000), on charges of in-
sulting Islam and cybercrime.

He suffered the first 50 lashes in 
early January and was due to be 
flogged again but a series of online 
protest campaigns prompted Saudi 
authorities to announce the flogging 
has been postponed.

Social media need to be taken se-
riously as the numbers of its users in 
the Arab world is rapidly growing. 
Facebook, with some 80 million us-
ers across the region, 89% of who 
access it daily, is by far the most 
popular social networking tool in 
the region. A recent report observed 
that two out of every five Arab us-
ers say Facebook is their top social 
website and WhatsApp the most fa-
voured social tool.

The Arab Media Report was pro-
duced by the Dubai School of Gov-
ernment’s Governance and Innova-
tion Programme, which analyses 
the role of social media in societal 
and political transformation in the 
region.

“Unfortunately, social media 
are not used properly in the Arab 
world,” Abed Shamlawi, former 

chief executive officer (CEO) of 
the ICT Association of Jordan 

(int@j), told The Arab Weekly. 
“It’s used to rally people for 
good causes sometimes but 
on many occasions it’s used 
to spread rumours and cause 
societal chaos.”

With social media usage ris-
ing annually in the Arab world 

and with the rise in internet 
and mobile penetration across 

the region, governments have lit-
tle choice but to accept the fact that 

social media are significant drivers 
of change, he said.

Experts say this phenomenon will 
expand even in a region like the Mid-
dle East where dictatorial or auto-
cratic regimes have long prevented 

the free interchange of ideas, with 
hard-line states like Syria seeking to 
block the social media with draconi-
an laws. “No matter how many laws 
there are in the Arab world, it’s hard 
to control discussions and interac-
tion on social networks,” Shamlawi 
observed.

Awareness is the key to educating 
Arab societies about the pros and 
cons of social media, said Abbassi of 
the Arab Advisors Group. “It starts 
with teaching students at schools 
and universities. It’s about raising 
awareness among parents who can 
influence their children,” he said.

Sociologist Hussein Khuzai con-
curred. “The majority of social 
media users in the Arab world are 
young people,” he told The Arab 
Weekly. “They’re greatly influenced 
by their peers and what they read 
and watch on social media. Con-
ventional methods of preaching and 
guidance don’t work anymore.”

Khuzai cautioned that it will 
take time to overcome deep-seated 
concerns that social media will be 
used for nefarious purposes and to 
ensure that it’s used to expand the 
free and untrammelled exchange of 
ideas across the region.

But, he emphasised, that pro-
cess should start now with the in-
volvement of all sections of soci-
ety, whether religious institutions, 
youth centres or academic institu-
tions.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in Jordan, 
has been covering the region since 
1999.
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Al-Begrawiya

T
he small, steep pyramids 
rising up from the desert 
hills of northern Sudan 
resemble those in neigh-
bouring Egypt but, unlike 

the famed pyramids of Giza, the 
Sudanese site is largely deserted.

The pyramids at Meroe, some 
200 kilometres north of Khartoum, 
are rarely visited despite being a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site like 
those in Egypt. Sanctions against 
the government of longtime Presi-
dent Omar al-Bashir over Sudan’s 
long-running internal conflicts 
limit its access to foreign aid and 
donations, while also hampering 
tourism.

The site, known as the Island of 
Meroe because an ancient, long-
dried river ran around it, once 
served as the principle residence 
of the rulers of the Kush kingdom, 
known as the Black Pharaohs. Their 
pyramids, ranging from 6 metres to 
30 metres tall, were built between 
720 and 300 BC. The entrances usu-
ally face east to greet the rising sun.

The pyramids bear decorative 
elements inspired by pharaonic 
Egypt, Greece and Rome, according 
to UNESCO, making them priceless 
relics. However, overeager archae-
ologists in the 19th century tore off 
the golden tips of some pyramids 
and reduced some to rubble, said 
Abdel-Rahman Omar, the head of 
the National Museum of Sudan in 
Khartoum.

On a recent day, a few tourists 
and white camels roamed the site, 
watched by a handful of security 
guards. Sudan’s tourism industry 
has been devastated by economic 
sanctions imposed over the con-
flicts in Darfur and other regions. 
Al-Bashir’s government, which 
came to power following a blood-
less Islamist coup in 1989, has 
struggled to care for its antiquities.

But Omar said Sudan receives 
just 15,000 tourists a year.

(The Associated Press)

Culture

Egypt’s ‘Generation Y’ erupts on stage

Cairo

B
ackstage of the dilapidated 
Hosapeer Theatre in the 
heart of Egypt’s sprawling 
capital Cairo, the energy of 
the cast of 1980 and Over 

is electrifying.
An hour before curtain, award-

winning director Mohamed Gabr, 
who also plays a part in the black 
comedy portraying the challenges 
faced by the ’80s and ’90s genera-
tion, is on the edge of his seat.

“We are not discussing issues fac-
ing the youth; we are talking about 
our own problems. We’re a micro-
cosm of the reality out there. This 
play is not one generation trying to 
portray another,” he said.

His words hit home as he explains 
the struggle to keep the play alive.

The earliest version of the play 
opened in January 2012 to a hand-
ful of spectators. Gabr, who started 
acting at university, had a rehearsal 
studio space to support independ-
ent troupes.

“It was there that the play was 
written and directed in 11 days,” 
he said. “But three days after we 
opened to the public we had to shut 
down. With a 10-pound ticket, we 
couldn’t afford the 1,000-pound 
theatre rent even though all we 
needed were a 100 people to show 
up.”

Those days are long gone. Follow-
ing a roller-coaster ride of perfor-
mances nipped in the bud for lack 
of funding and proper marketing, in 
2013 Gabr took the National Theatre 
Festival by storm, raking in awards 
for best rising director and original 
script for playwright Mahmoud Ga-
mal.

Making their mark in the annual 
showcase of state-sponsored and 
big-budget commercial plays was 
a major morale boost, but, as Gabr 
clarifies, that has nothing to do with 
the popular appeal the play has wit-
nessed in recent months.

The 450-seat theatre has been 
hosting an average 700 people a 
night, with audience members 
standing at the back or sitting in the 
aisles.

Fervent standing ovations are 
proof the play has struck a chord, 
not only with the generation it por-
trays, but with a wider audience 
that has grappled with its identity 
and a protracted political struggle 
that culminated in the January 2011 
uprising that ousted 30-year presi-
dent, Hosni Mubarak.

However, both Gabr and Gamal 
insist the show is not solely po-
litical, which is why the authorities 
have not shut them down.

“Yet we can’t ignore that fact that 
over the past four years each of us 
has made a political statement on 

Facebook … but still I cannot la-
bel it a political play; it’s more of a 
revolutionary play, revolutionary 
in its politics, its social critique, its 
dreams,” says Gabr.

“They must also know that peo-
ple need a place to vent, otherwise 
they will explode,” continues Gabr. 
“The explosion of applause hap-
pening in the theatre every night 
could happen outside.”

Borrowing much from the thea-
tre of the absurd, the play is di-
vided into 13 seemingly unrelated 
vignettes tied by themes of aliena-
tion, resentment, indignation and 
fear of the unknown.

The play ends as it begins, with a 
snapshot. The entire cast huddles 
for a picture then tell their age and 
the year they were born. That scene 
is repeated twice but each time the 
loss of spirit is more palpable. Rem-
iniscent of the Myth of Sisyphus, 
the sketches oscillate between hope 
and despair in a cyclical struggle 
that appears to have no end.

Sombre and sarcastic, they ask 

questions: “Why is it that once more 
when we talk politics we whisper?” 
“Must I graduate from the military 
academy to become president,” 
one asks in a direct reference to the 
dominance of the military over the 
political space.

Thus continue the sharp, painful 
reflections of a generation that has 
witnessed more death and disap-
pointment than it can withstand: 
“I’m afraid of dying.” “I feel noth-
ing, good or bad.” “I can’t laugh.” 
“I’m lonely, even with friends 
around.”

Heart-wrenching references to 
the killing of football fans in two 
shocking incidents left the audience 
in tears, especially when the actors 
sang one of the Ahly Club fans’ most 
famous protest anthems: “We’ve 
said it before to the dictator / Free-
dom will prevail / I’m no longer 
afraid of death / Amid your terror-
ism I have seen the sun rising.”

But it is not all serious. Laughter 
rang out at the absurdity of Egypt’s 
post-revolution dissent-crushing 
protest law. A young man calls the 
Interior Ministry to “book” a protest 
in Tahrir Square, when he is told 
government supporters have al-
ready booked the space until 2016. 
“What’s your protest-crushing pref-
erence, water cannon or rubber bul-
lets?” asks the officer.

Social critique is equally present. 
Tackling the generation gap, one 
young woman exposes the contra-

dictory messages from her parents: 
She’s too young to go out late but old 
enough to get married. Indeed gen-
der issues and the pressure imposed 
on women in a patriarchal society 
that judges their every move are 
the subject of at least four sketches, 
the most poignant of which is one 
where gender roles are reversed.

The men too are expected to ad-
here to the social norms associated 
with marriage, yet are emasculated 
by the lack of means to secure a roof 
over their heads and a sufficient in-
come.

In the final scene a typical mini-
malist set shows two men on a dark 
and foggy road. One of them wants 
to scream but loses his voice.

“I wanted to portray the reality of 
our generation,” said Gamal, “Per-
haps someone will pay attention. It 
is also a cathartic experience; I ex-
ternalise [this generation’s] anger. I 
want to scream on their behalf.”

In an impassioned tirade, Ga-
mal sums up the binaries that have 
ripped Egyptian society apart: “Re-
ligion v religion, colour v colour, 
belonging and alienation, revolu-
tion and capitulation, truth and 
falsification, patriot and agent. And 
the fog thickens in front of our eyes 
but we stay still until the morning; 
yet when the day breaks, crowds, 
smoke and we still can’t see our 
path. Let’s just go back, let’s not 
move forward.”

Then the rest of the cast enters 
the stage and they decide to con-
tinue the journey.

“Even though we lost our voice, 
we found each other. We took a de-
cision to continue the revolution 
and pursue our dreams,” says Ga-
mal.

Rania Al Malky is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Cairo.

Borrowing much 
from the theatre of 
the absurd, the play 
is divided into 13 
seemingly unrelated 
vignettes

Sudan’s pyramids, nearly as grand as Egypt’s, go unvisited

Rania Al Malky

Tour guides wait for tourists to offer them camel rides at the historic Meroe pyramids in al-Begrawiya.

One of the Meroe pyramids A view of the historic Meroe pyramidsA temple at the site
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The young Iraqi who could dance
Amman

A
s a boy in pre-war Bagh-
dad, Adil Faraj dreamed 
of becoming a dancer, 
inspired by a Michael 
Jackson performance he 

watched on DVD.
For more than a decade, he pur-

sued his passion despite daunt-
ing challenges and harassment by 
strangers and police. He taught 
himself by moving to dance videos 
in his cramped family home — hid-
ing from a conservative society 
scornful of the art form and from 
the chaos that engulfed Iraq after 
the US-led invasion in 2003.

In mid-April, the sweat and tears 
paid off when the now 22-year-old 
performed on stage for the first 
time, to a packed house at the Am-
man Contemporary Dance Festival 
in Amman.

After his solo — machine-like 
moves to the haunting Gary Jules 
song Mad World mixed with break-
dancing — the audience erupted in 
applause and Faraj raised his fists 
triumphantly before bowing.

“I felt tremendous joy,” he said, 
his chiselled frame sweaty after the 
dance. “It is like a dream.”

It was a long journey from his 
tiny Baghdad bedroom to the Am-
man stage — the last stretch helped 
along by the New York-based Bat-
tery Dance Company that men-
tored him through lessons via Sky-
pe and helped him get to Jordan.

The young dancer’s struggle 
highlights the decline of the arts 
in Iraq after years of political up-
heaval.

In the 1960s and 1970s, music 
and the arts flourished in the then 
relatively secular country. After 
the 1991 Gulf war, in which a US-

led coalition dislodged Iraqi troops 
from Kuwait, the space for artistic 
expression shrank due to Saddam 
Hussein’s embrace of more reli-
gious themes and UN sanctions 
that prompted artists to flee 
abroad.

Iraq’s once vivacious dance 
community was gutted by violent 
sectarianism, including the emer-
gence of Sunni and Shia religious 
extremists who rejected many 
forms of art and threatened art-
ists, said Waleed Shamil, a history 
professor in the town of Dohuk in 
Iraq’s autonomous northern Kurd-
istan region.

Baghdad, a city of 7 million, now 
has only three theatres for perfor-
mances and one cinema.

Faraj said Iraq no longer feels like 
home, though he returned to Bagh-
dad recently to finish a law degree.

“If there were no problems in 
Iraq with dance and people liked 
dance, then I would have no prob-
lem being there,” he said. “But that 
isn’t so and I can’t imagine any 
other solution than to leave Iraq… 
I will come back to teach and dance 
but I will never permanently return 
there.”

In Baghdad, Faraj’s parents are 
proud but said it was sometimes 
difficult to have an aspiring dancer 
as a son. When they heard about 
the dancing, some relatives and 
neighbours appealed to his father, 
Qais, to get him to stop.

“Some of them expressed their 
objection and approached me so 
that I could convince him to give 
up,” said the elder Faraj, who sells 
air conditioners in Baghdad’s com-
mercial district of Karrada.

“I severed ties with some of 
them, while some of them changed 
their opinions when they saw his 
successes and are now encouraging 

him,” said the 50-year-old father.
Faraj continued dancing and in-

creasingly participated in the digi-
tal world that was his classroom, 
social network and creative out-
let. He also practiced in parks at 
odd hours — for the space and 
to avoid public scrutiny. He 
made short films breakdanc-
ing or “doing the robot”, an-
other street-style set of moves, 
considered less risqué in Iraq 
than modern dance.

Last year, he uploaded his 
first video, called Annoying. 
It begins with him sitting in 
Baghdad’s Abu Nuwas Park on 
the Tigris river, reading a news-
paper while listening to an Iraqi 
love ballad. A friend interrupts 
the traditional setting with a 
boom box and the pair dance 
for 2 minutes.

But such displays came with a 
price.

Once, as he danced in a park, 
he was assaulted by three young 
men. “One of them hit me, say-
ing, ‘You’re dancing, you are gay, 
you are like a woman’,” he said. He 
said he fought back.

Another time, a hefty police of-
ficer caught Faraj and a friend 
dancing in a park. The officer 
punched the friend and dragged 
him across the ground with his 
nose bleeding. When asked for a 
reason, the officer said that “danc-
ing is not normal”, Faraj said.

At the same time, the videos 
caught the eye of Jonathan Hol-
land, director of the Battery Dance 
Company, which began teaching 
Faraj via Skype.

Holland said it was difficult, 
with his young protégé sometimes 
dancing into furniture in his small 
living room during online les-
sons. “Sometimes his little brother 
would walk across the screen,” 
Holland said.

After six months of lessons, Faraj 
joined the New York dancers for in-
tense practice sessions in Amman 
— preparing for his solo and for a 
performance with his two Ameri-

can mentors, Sean Scantlebury and 
Mira Cook.

For two weeks, he rehearsed 
more than five hours a day — his 
first experience in a dance studio 
— and suffered three floor burns in 
the process.

Scantlebury, the Iraqi dancer’s 
main Skype teacher, saw the in-
juries and chuckled. “Now you’re 

one of us,” he said. “Welcome.”
Cook praised Faraj’s determina-

tion. “It is inspiring to me to see 
him take on this huge work load 
and just do it without cracking,” 
she said. “He’s so resilient and it 
reminds me how strong dancers 
have to be.”

(The Associated Press)

Adil Faraj, left, Mira Cook and Sean Scantlebury pose after 
performing at the Amman Contemporary Jazz Festival in Amman, 
Jordan.

Baghdad, a city of 7 
million, now has 
only three theatres 
for performances 
and one cinema

He also practiced in 
parks at odd hours  
for the space and to 
avoid public scrutiny

Jordan orchestra gets new lease on life
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J
ordan’s national orchestra 
is getting a facelift. A Jor-
danian business tycoon has 
taken the challenge to turn 
the once-defunct group into 

a celebrated world-class ensemble.
In 2014, Talal Abu Ghazaleh was 

approached by Jordan’s Queen 
Noor, the American-born widow of 
Jordan’s King Abdullah II’s father, 
to revive the group that had been 
dismantled two years earlier be-
cause of the lack of funding.

“It was an honour to receive the 
queen’s request; I could not accept 
the idea of having a country with-
out an orchestra,” Abu Ghazaleh 
told The Arab Weekly.

“So we sat, planned, studied and 
implemented a new strategy,” Abu 
Ghazaleh said. He explained his 
planning and vast network of con-
tacts saw foreign embassies and 
more private local firms actively 
engaged in assisting the orchestra 
through sponsorships of its events 
or training its local talent.

“We’re happy with the results,” 
he said. “So far, we had five suc-
cessful full-house concerts” hosted 
by JOrchestra, formerly known as 
the Amman Symphony Orchestra 
(ASO).

ASO suffered under a tight gov-
ernment budget and insufficient 
sponsorship, which led to an ac-
cumulation of debt and then its 
inability to even pay its musicians. 
The orchestra was forced to close 
in 2012, five years after its incep-
tion.

At the time, companies were 

leery of financing concerts for 
groups less popular than the lead-
ing Middle Eastern bands.

“We endured tough times, but 
it’s over and I’m happy we’re back 
again,” said violinist Mohammed 
Sleem, recalling the time when 
ASO withered.

“We were devastated, confused 
and lost,” Sleem told The Arab 
Weekly.

In many parts of the Arab world, 
local orchestras have been often 
neglected as young people turned 
to the dominant rap and Arabic 
pop. The situation was different in 
Lebanon, Egypt, Tunisia and other 
Arab states where musicians were 

drawn, early on, to classical music 
experiences in the West.

Beside the JOrchestra, there are 
a number of home-grown institu-
tions in Arab countries, such as 
the youth orchestra of Algeria, the 
Cairo Opera House, the Beirut Na-
tional Conservatory and the Syrian 
National Symphony Orchestra.

JOrchestra has 60 young and 
veteran musicians — all Jordani-
ans — under the supervision of the 
National Music Conservatory, an 
institution under Queen Noor’s pa-
tronage. Jordan’s royal family has 
often given special attention to lo-
cal musical groups, partly to culti-
vate culture at home and boost its 

image abroad.
Between 2007 and 2012, Jordan’s 

national orchestra played 62 con-
certs. In 2011, it had 11 concerts but 
went out of business the following 
year, its resident conductor Mo-
hammed Uthman Sidiq told The 
Arab Weekly.

Also before its closing, the local 
orchestra hosted several visiting 
conductors, including Briton Nich-
olas Collon, Spaniard Josep Vicent 
and Dutch Jules van Hessen and 
Lucas Vis. Additionally, soloists 
from Egypt, Japan, Syria and Brit-
ain also performed in Jordan.

Now, JOrchestra hopes it can 
build on earlier achievements to 

achieve sustainability.
“We are happy and satisfied with 

how things are organised now. 
Foreign embassies are cooperating 
with us by hosting foreign conduc-
tors and musicians, new ideas are 
being developed that are attracting 
a new generation of classical mu-
sic lovers and all this can be trans-
formed into sustainability,” said 
Sidiq, its conductor.

“We are also contacting other 
orchestras to play joint concerts, 
such as the Romanians, Bulgarians 
and several others in the region. In 
other words, we are seeking global 
recognition,” he added.

Abu Ghazaleh, 76, the Jorda-
nian tycoon who is sponsoring the 
JOrchestra, is known for his pas-
sion for classical music. Abu Ghaz-
aleh has previously helped the 
Freunde der Salzburger Festspâele, 
Lebanese National Symphony Or-
chestra, Association pour le Ray-
onnement de l’Opéra de Paris and 
others.

In the interview, he stressed 
that music brings various cultures 
closer. Although he said he knew 
the orchestra business in the Arab 
world is as expensive as abroad, 
Abu Ghazaleh said he “could not 
let the financial crisis take control.

“We want to tell the world that 
Arabs have the right talent to play 
world-class music and nothing can 
stop them,” he said.

Now, JOrchestra 
hopes it can build on 
earlier achievements 
to achieve 
sustainability
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Maurice Chehab, the guardian angel 
of Lebanon’s cultural heritage
Beirut

L 

ebanon is forever in-
debted to a single person 
whose genius and dedica-
tion saved the collective 
memory of its people.

Emir Maurice Chehab, the late 
director of the Lebanese Antiqui-
ties’ Department, is prized for his 
ingenuity in protecting the coun-
try’s cultural heritage from the 
wrath of 15 years of civil war. By 
devising the most incredible and 
unusual schemes, the emir, Arabic 
for “prince”, succeeded in preserv-
ing the National Museum’s treas-
ures from falling into the hands of 
militiamen who had occupied the 
museum building.

“Yes, Lebanon was lucky to have 
a Maurice Chehab,” comment-
ed museum curator Anne Marie 
Afeiche, in an interview with The 
Arab Weekly. When looking at the 
ongoing destruction of archaeolog-
ical sites and artefacts taking place 
in Syria and Iraq, one cannot but 
recognise Lebanon’s good fortune.

Though he was past 70 when 
Lebanon’s 1975-90 civil war broke 
out, Chehab, had the most unu-
sual idea of burying the museum’s 
priceless holdings behind concrete 
shields. By doing so, he preserved 
them from looting and years of 
shelling that badly damaged the 
museum building, located right on 
the demarcation line that divided 
Beirut into Christian and Muslim 
parts.

“In the first year of the war, Emir 
Maurice gathered the smaller items 
on display and concealed them in 
a niche in the museum’s basement, 
which he then sealed with steel-
reinforced concrete walls,” Afeiche 
said. 

“No one could imagine that the 
museum’s most valuable items, in-
cluding the collection of old jewell-
ry, were sitting behind these walls. 
People were guessing about their 
whereabouts. Some thought they 

were placed in the Central Bank, 
others said they were taken out-
side Lebanon.”

Conserving the big pieces, in-
cluding the stone sarcophagus 
of Ahiram and colossal statues, 
proved to be a much more difficult 
task for the Chehab, Afeiche noted.

She said Chehab first covered the 
items with sandbags, which the 
militiamen later removed to use as 
barricades. He then placed wood 
panels around them and again the 
fighters used the wood to make 
bonfires to keep warm. Finally, 
Chehab built a case of reinforced 
concrete around each piece.

The museum, which was used 
as a bunker by various militias due 
to its location on the “Green Line”, 
still bears the traces of the fighting. 
A shell-pocked mosaic panel, The 
Good Shepherd, was intentionally 
left without full restoration. “We 
decided to keep the hole in the 
mosaic to bear witness of this dark 
period, which is unfortunately part 
of our history,” Afeiche explained.

Snipers were barricaded for years 
in front of The Good Shepherd mo-
saic, hanging in the “Mosaics Hall” 
on the western side of the mu-
seum. From there, they targeted 
civilians crossing the demarcation 
line.

“What an irony to have the snip-
ers firing exactly from here next to 
the mosaic referring to the Christ… 
Only God knows how many people 
they have killed,” the curator com-
mented.

The hall was renamed the Emir 
Maurice Chehab room, another ap-
propriate metaphor for the good 
shepherd emir, the saviour of the 
National Museum.

Lebanon’s unique National Mu-
seum was created in 1942 when the 
country was under French man-
date. It was re-inaugurated in No-
vember 1999, nine years after the 
guns of war fell silent. The strenu-
ous restoration work was carried 
out over more than five years by a 
team of Lebanese archaeologists 
with support from UN experts. 
Afeiche, who was part of the team, 
describes the emotions of “redis-
covering” the museum’s holdings.

“When we first went into the 
museum after the war, we found 
94 imposing cement blocks. Al-
though we suspected what they 

contained, every time a block was 
dismantled, it was a big emotional 
moment,” Afeiche recalled.

 “In the basement, as well, the 
concealed treasures were revealed 
as we knocked down one wall after 
the other… We just marvelled as 
we rediscovered our heritage.”

Chehab’s ingenuity drew admi-
ration at home and abroad. “It was 
just extraordinary how Lebanon’s 
heritage could be preserved,” ob-
served Caroline Aures, a French 
archaeologist visiting Beirut. “This 
museum is a jewel. It contains 
nothing but beautiful pieces.” Hav-
ing worked in Syria for several 
years, Aures said she is distressed 
about the destruction of archaeo-
logical sites in Syrian and Iraqi re-
gions under control of the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

“I am so sad but I often come 
here as a remedy, this place is just 
beautiful and appeasing,” she told 
The Arab Weekly as she strolled 
past the museum’s sarcophagi and 
statues, all survivors of the Leba-
nese war.

Thanks to Maurice Chehab very 
few objects were lost. “What was 
basically stolen were the objects 
placed in storage on archaeological 
sites, exactly as it is happening in 
Syria right now,” Afeiche pointed 
out.

She said Lebanon’s sites also suf-
fered clandestine excavations but 
on a much smaller scale than in 
Syria. Lebanon, a signatory of the 
1970 convention against clandes-
tine trafficking of antiquities, is ac-
tive in intercepting looted objects.

“We are helping in the restitution 
of looted artefacts and have been 
regularly returning them after they 
are seized at the borders on their 
way to be smuggled outside the re-
gion,” Afeiche noted

Emir Maurice Chehab saved the 
Lebanese people’s collective mem-
ory, Afeiche said. “All these objects 
here are witnesses of our history, 
they were created and used by our 
ancestors… it is simply our past… 
our identity which unite us.”

Samar Kadi

This museum is a 
jewel. It contains 
nothing but 
beautiful pieces

Yes, Lebanon was 
lucky to have a 
Maurice Chehab

The pock-marked mosaic of the “Good Shepherd”

The National Museum’s main hall as it looks after restoration

Culture

A sarcophagus dating from the Roman era after restoration
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Travel

Agenda

Dubai:
April 14th-May 15th

The Dubai Culture and Arts 
Authority hosts the 8th edi-
tion of the Dubai International 
Exhibition of Calligraphy. 
Get to see some of the most 
beautiful works of art in cal-
ligraphy, attend workshops 
and other activities.

Essaouira, Morocco: 
May 14th-17th

The 18th edition of Es-
saouira Festival Gnaoua and 
World Music will feature 
free public concerts, inter-
national performances along 
with Morocco’s best Gnaoua 
music, the funky, hypnotic 
tunes that celebrate freedom 
from slavery. Each year the 
festival sees performances 
from more than 400 musi-
cians.

Dubai: 
June 6th

The Dubai Desert Road Run 
(The Summer Scorcher) is a 
10k race and a 3k Fun Run. 
Trophies will be awarded to 
winners in all age categories 
for the 10k run. There will be 
awards for the first three male 
and female finishers in the 3K 
Fun Run. The event will take 
place in the Sevens Stadium, 
Al Ain Road, Dubai.

Dubai:
June 10th-13th

Disney on Ice 2015 will 
include live skating shows 
performed by Disney’s fa-
mous characters such as Anna 
and Elsa, along with Olaf and 
Kristoff from Frozen. The 
show will take place in Dubai 
World Trade Centre.

Carthage, Tunisia:
July 10th-August 20th

The Carthage Festival is one 
of the most important arts 
and cultural events in North 
Africa, drawing a mix of local 
and international perform-
ers to Tunisia over a period 
of several weeks. It takes 
place at the Amphitheatre of 
Carthage.

El-Haouaria, Tunisia:
July 14th-16th

The Falconry Festival is a 
celebration of falconry, with 
regular demonstrations along-
side live music, food stalls 
and a large market. Spar-
rowhawks are traditionally 
trained for the festival before 
being released.

Amman:
July 27th-August 8th

Al Balad Music Festival is a 
week-long carnival of music 
and a way for visitors to im-
merse themselves in Jordan’s 
extensive cultural heritage. 
Contemporary bands, soloists 
and performers will be hosted 
in the ancient Roman Odeon 
in downtown Amman.

Batroun, Lebanon:
August 1st-29th

Batroun International Festival 
2015 will include several 
artistic and cultural activi-
ties in addition to the local 
and international concerts 
and shows. The programme 
is divided into two sections; 
the Main Stage Events and the 
Various Festivities Events. Fa-
mous singers such as Charles 
Aznavour will perform.

Marrakech: Always a winner
Jerry Sorkin

I
n 1971 I experienced what al-
most seemed like being an actor 
in a Fellini film. The sounds of 
bells clanging, strange and ee-
rie sounding music, voices of a 

foreign language calling out, snake 
charmers, monkeys and throngs of 
men wearing costumes of a myriad 
of colours approaching.

There was no way to describe the 
scene as being anything less than 
bizarre. Even now, these activities 
in Marrakech’s fabled Jemaa el Fna 
have changed little.

Still the heart of Marrakech, the 
square has more people than ever. It 
is the city of Marrakech and its sur-
roundings that have grown to nearly 
2 million inhabitants, drawing hun-
dreds of thousands of tourists for 
its regional offerings and providing 
employment to a country where 
jobs are the best preventive medi-
cine from seeing the type of politi-
cal revolutions that have plagued so 
many Arab countries of North Africa 
and the Middle East.

Moroccan tourism authori-
ties have made Marrake-
ch a destination, not 
only for those who 
spend their 
days in the 
square 
and 

exploring the medina of Marrake-
ch and the visitors’ average stay is 
three or four nights, often spending 
hundreds of dollars per night to stay 
in the medina’s many trendy and so-
phisticated riads, homes of people 
who have long since departed for 
Marrakech’s suburbs, or as émigrés 
to Europe. Gone are the days when 
staying in the fabled La Mamounia 
was the sign of prestige. Today Mar-
rakech is filled with stylish boutique 
properties built from the homes 
within the medina often abandoned 
or sold cheaply years ago by locals, 
in many cases, to European visitors 
who saw the potential of these ar-
chitecturally rich abodes.

Estimates are that there are 
more than 300 riads in the region 
of Marrakech, some with housing-
exclusive restaurants, where dining 
results in the fine art of blending 
Moroccan herbs and spices with the 
creative culinary skills by the chefs 
who look for new ways to bring out 
these flavours.

Tourists arrive from all over, with 
Europe being the primary source. 

Low-cost airlines resulting from 
Morocco’s entrance into Open 

Skies agreements allow 
weekender visitors as 

well as long-term 
travellers to 

reach Mar-
rakech 

for 

less than $125 with little advance 
planning.

The city’s reputation for hospital-
ity has grown tremendously. Mar-
rakech’s airport is an active place 
where the Ryanair and EasyJet dis-
count flights fly people in on a near 
daily basis, while charters and other 
scheduled airlines see the impor-
tance of this growing market as well.

Americans have become a grow-
ing percentage of the visitors to 
Marrakech. And they are not first 
flying to New York to come with 
Royal Air Maroc!

“They fly the major European air-
lines in combined codeshares such 
as Delta and Air France to Paris, do 
their visits to Paris or London and 
then hop down to Marrakech with 
the discount airlines,” my Moroccan 
guide said.

These Americans are not the 
backpackers of past decades look-
ing for the path of hash and kif that 
brought the “hippy trail” of the 
1960s and 1970s. Today’s travellers, 
particularly those coming from the 
United States, are reading about 
“trendy Marrakech” and the many 
sophisticated riads and celebrated 
chefs who are finding Marrakech a 
mecca for those who want to feel 
exotica during the day but enjoy 
their nights with a sophisticated 
meal and a nice bottle of Moroccan 
red wine. It is not just the charms 
and exotic nature of Marrakech it-
self that attracts visitors. A visitor to 
the region can easily use Marrake-
ch as a base for day trips into the 
mountains surrounding the valley, 
where one can visit Berber villages 
and enjoy traditional meals as they 
have been prepared for generations.

Tours to the forts of yesteryear, 
the fabled treasures of Ouarzazate 
and other villages whose exotic set-
tings have become the backdrops 
for movie sets and also home to 
chic, boutique escapes.

Cooking classes are added to 
the cultural tourism of Marrakech. 
There are many options fully set up 
to teach up to eight classes for half-
day programmes.

Marrakech also bills itself a golf 
destination. Golf bags strung over 
the shoulders of visiting Europeans 
arriving at the Marrakech airport 
signal the lure of the mild climate 
for the northern European looking 
to play golf in January at a fraction 
of the cost of doing so in Europe.

The level of building in this de-
sert landscape seems inexhaustible, 
with the Zone Touristique playing 
host to hotel after hotel of four or 
five stars providing the full ameni-
ties of self-contained hospitality.

So, what has allowed Marrakech 
tourism to grow at such a rate at a 
time when most of the Arab world’s 
tourism is either non-existent or suf-
fering in the doldrums?

“We are seen as a stable coun-
try,” notes my guide, a Berber from 
the south. “When the ‘Arab spring’ 
came to the region, we barely had 
a protest. The king instituted new 
reforms, did what he did to release 
any possible tension and stability 
continued without missing a beat.”

So, if the Arab world has seen a 
winner emerge from the chaos that 
has followed the 2011 upheaval, Mo-
rocco and Marrakech can claim to be 
that one.

Jerry Sorkin is founder and presi-
dent of Iconic Journeys Worldwide 
and of TunisUSA. He is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Jemaa El Fna square and the Koutoubia mosque of Marrakech

Tourists arrive 
from all over, 
with Europe 
being the 
primary source

The Menara gardens

The traditional snake charmer of Jemaa El Fna


