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Baghdad is in ISIS crosshairs,
warns Iraqi president
Baghdad

I 

raqi President Fuad Masum 
said Baghdad is now in danger 
from Islamic State jihadist mil-
itants following their capture 
of the strategic western city of 

Ramadi, only an hour’s drive from 
the capital.

Masum told The Arab Weekly 
in a May 20th interview at his pal-
ace in Baghdad’s heavily guarded 
Green Zone that he is rallying the 
Iraqi Army and its allies to mount 
an offensive to recapture Ramadi, 
stormed by ISIS May 17th after the 
Iraqi military garrison collapsed 
and fled.

“Baghdad is certainly in danger,” 
Masum warned, declaring that his 
forces plan to defend the capital on 
the banks of the Tigris river while 
mounting a counter-offensive to 
drive ISIS out of Ramadi, the pro-
vincial capital of the vast Anbar 
province.

The fall of Ramadi is a major loss 
to the government of Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi and a 
potentially crippling setback to 
US-backed efforts to drive ISIS out 
of the large parts of western and 
northern Iraq the extreme Islamist 
militant group overran in a surprise 
lightning offensive in June last year.

“There’s going to be an offensive 
on Daesh positions and they will be 
kicked out of Anbar,” Masum de-
clared, referring to ISIS by its Arabic 
acronym. Despite his call for ac-
tion, Baghdad’s efforts to forge an 

effective fighting force 
of regular troops, Sunni 
tribesmen and Iranian-

backed Shia militias have 
been hampered by tribal pol-

itics and deep Sunni distrust of 
al-Abadi’s government and the Shia 
militias formed by Tehran.

The Iraqi president denied re-

ports that Iranian officers were 
helping the Iraqi Army fight ISIS. 
But he admitted Iraq receives “ad-
vice” from military officials from 
several countries, prominent 
among them Major-General Qas-
sem Soleimani, commander of the 
elite Quds Force of Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps, and 
David Petraeus, a former com-
mander of US forces in Iraq.

Masum addressed the sectar-
ian problems during the inter-
view in the Green Zone, a highly 
protected 10-sq. kilometre area of 
government offices, embassies and 
military headquarters in central 
Baghdad. The Green Zone was es-
tablished by the US occupation ad-
ministration after the 2003 invasion 
that toppled Saddam Hussein.

The president, a veteran Kurd-
ish politician, said that once ISIS is 
driven out of Ramadi, a reconcilia-
tion between majority Shia and mi-
nority Sunnis, once the backbone 
of Saddam’s regime but marginal-
ised since his overthrow, as well 
as Kurds and other ethnic groups, 
would follow.

But he stressed the process would 
exclude members of Saddam’s dis-
banded army and Ba’ath Socialist 
Party who had collaborated with 
ISIS and “engaged in all forms of 
terrorism against Iraqis and Iraq”.

Masum made an emotional ap-
peal to the Sunni tribes in Ramadi 
to join Iraq’s Shia-dominated army 
to defeat ISIS. “We depend on the 
sons of Ramadi in this war,” he de-
clared. “They’re the descendants of 
tribes renowned for their courage 
and military skills.

 Among them there are many re-
tired officers who have the experi-
ence to defend Anbar.

“In the end, Iraq is above all these 
political differences. All Iraqis agree 
on defending Anbar against sectari-
anism and when all the sons of Iraq 
are united, they can be victorious.”

Khalil Hamlo is a Syrian 
contributor. He conducted this 
interview for The Arab Weekly in 
Baghdad.

A mourner in the funeral of a pro-Iraqi government fighter

Khalil Hamlo

Blitzkrieg in Ramadi

Amman

I 

slamic State’s capture of Ram-
adi, the capital of Iraq’s largest 
province, sent jitters through 
the country and neighbouring 
states which fear extremists on 

their doorstep.
The fall of Ramadi to ISIS, despite 

more than 160 US-led coalition air 
strikes in the area in the last month, 
is the biggest triumph yet this year 
for the extremist group, which con-
trols vast areas of Iraq and neigh-
bouring Syria, all part of its self-pro-
claimed caliphate. The development 
is a serious setback for Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi.

Ramadi is strategically located on 
the western edge of the Iraqi capital, 
the seat of al-Abadi’s Shia-dominat-
ed government. A further ISIS ad-
vance towards Baghdad threatens 
the downfall of the first Arab capital 
to the militants.

By the same token, al-Abadi’s 
call on Shia militias, some of them 
Iranian proxies, to enter the fray in 

Sunni-dominated Anbar has stirred 
concerns of renewed abuses against 
the Sunni minority and could rekin-
dle sectarian hostilities.

“The situation is bleak,” shouted 
Muhannad Haimour, a spokesman 
for Anbar’s governor, in a telephone 
interview with The Arab Weekly.

“People are frightened and secu-
rity forces laid down their weapons 
and fled,” Haimour said. He said 
more than 500 civilians and soldiers 
had been killed in and outside Ram-
adi over two days of fierce fighting, 
which ended with ISIS takeover late 
on May 17th.

Meanwhile, Anbar Operations 
Command headquarters said Iraqi 
forces left behind a huge cache of 
heavy weapons, including rocket-
propelled grenades and heavy 
machine guns, which had recently 

been sent by Baghdad. The weap-
ons had been supplied by the Unit-
ed States and Russia.

Ramadi is one of seven cities 
that make up Anbar, a vast desert 
region that borders Jordan, Syria 
and Saudi Arabia and is inhab-
ited mostly by Sunnis with tribal 

Bedouin affiliations,  who have 
been ostracised by successive Shia 
governments.

ISIS’s seizure of Ramadi could 
make Anbar a safe haven for mili-
tants and give them freedom to 
move more freely within the prov-
ince and to and from Syria.

For Jordan, the presence of ISIS 
on two common borders — Iraq and 
Syria — “is a nightmare”, said a Jor-
danian government official, who 
declined to be identified.

“Anything is possible now,” he 
cautioned, referring to media re-
ports speculating that the militants’ 
seizure of Iraqi arms and possibly 
chemical weapons in Syria risks 
unconventional warfare — perhaps 
using chemical warheads on short – 
or medium-range missiles to strike 
at pro-Western Jordan.

The fall of Ramadi underlined 
the failed strategy of the Iraqi gov-
ernment and the ineffectiveness of 
its army, which launched an offen-
sive in April to retake Anbar. It also 
raised questions about the efficacy 
of Washington’s air strategy and its 
overall military support to the Ira-
qis. Iran’s endgame is also a source 
of suspicion as Shia militias are be-
ing sent to the Ramadi front.  It is 
not clear at this stage if anyone has 
the means or the intent to come re-
ally to the rescue.

Jamal J. Halaby is The Arab 
Weekly’s Levant section editor.

Jamal J. Halaby

President Fuad Masum during interview

ISIS’s seizure of 
Ramadi could make 
Anbar a safe haven 
for militants
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The Ba’athist brains
behind ISIS
Beirut

T 

he Islamic State’s con-
quest of the strategic Iraqi 
city of Ramadi has under-
lined the group’s military 
prowess, which became 

evident in the summer of 2014 when 
it punched out of its Syrian base and 
launched a lightning campaign that 
overran a large swathe of northern 
Iraq, including the city of Mosul.

The irony is that the brains be-
hind this blitzkrieg and the blue-
print for the caliphate that Islamic 
State (ISIS) leader Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi proclaimed in Mosul, Iraq’s 
second city, were former generals of 
Saddam Hussein, ruthless men with 
vast experience in terrorism and re-
pression, but little in the way of reli-
gious credentials.

It is this cadre of resurrected 
Ba’athists, mainly Sunnis, who are 
the architects of ISIS’s battlefield 
victories and the signs are that their 
eyes are set firmly on conquering 
the Iraqi capital Baghdad.

For centuries Baghdad’s popula-
tion was a mix of Sunnis and Shia, 
but since the sectarian bloodletting 
unleashed after the March 2003 US-
led invasion that ended Saddam 
Hussein’s grotesque regime, it is 
now largely Shia.

The genesis of the conversion of 
the Ba’athist generals, known for 
their secular ideology, came shortly 
after the US-led invasion when the 
American conquerors summar-
ily disbanded Saddam’s vast Sun-
ni-dominated military and intelli-
gence apparatus. That stripped the 
Ba’athist officer corps of its power, 
prestige and privilege, and left them 
looking for revenge.

The Salafists, who had been 
contained under Saddam, saw an 
opportunity for power in the post-
invasion anarchy. The roots of the 
discontent on which they fed lay in 
the 13 years of economic sanctions 
against Iraq that began in 1990, 
which caused immense hardship 
for Iraq’s long-suffering population 
of 35 million.

“These conditions helped break 
down the middle class and en-
hanced a sense of relative depriva-
tion and alienation in which reli-
gious radicalism and militant Iraqi 
Arab nationalism could breed,” ob-
served Denise Natali of the US Na-
tional Defense University.

“The Ba’athist-Salafist nexus did 
not necessarily entail a Ba’athist 
ideological conversion,” she wrote 
in an April analysis of ISIS’s Ba’athist 
roots. “Even though Saddam forged 
alliances with Islamic groups and 
advocated greater piety in Iraq, he 
did not become ‘a born-again Mus-
lim’ as some have argued. Rather, 
most continued to instrumentalise 
Islam for their own individual po-
litical and party interests.”

Indeed, the anarchy that followed 
Saddam’s fall “allowed the Ba’athist-
Salafist nexus to thrive”, Natali said. 
“It was driven by a shared sense of 
Sunni Arab disenfranchisement 
within the post-Saddam order, re-
actions against the ‘foreign occupa-
tion’ and Ba’athism’s deep roots and 
clandestine networks among Sunni 
Arab populations.”

The disgruntled Ba’athist officers 
gradually took over command of the 
various Sunni insurgent groups who 
fought the occupation as their lead-
ers were picked off by the Ameri-
cans. These included the merciless 
Jordanian known as Abu Musab al-
Zarqawi, who led al-Qaeda in Iraq, 

the predecessor of ISIS, until he was 
killed in a US air strike in June 2006.

According to analyst Richard Bar-
rett of the US Soufan Group, a se-
curity consultancy run by former 
FBI agent Ali Soufan, a Lebanese-
American with vast experience in 
the Middle East, two of Baghdadi’s 
deputies are former Ba’athists.

Abu Muslim al-Turkmani, a for-
mer special forces commander and 
military intelligence officer; over-
sees operations in Iraq; and Abu Ali 
al-Anbari heads operations in Syria. 
Both are members of ISIS’s ruling 
Shura Council.

According to ISIS documents 
studied by the German magazine 
Der Spiegel, the key figure in all 
this was a former senior officer in 
air force intelligence, Colonel Samir 
Abd Muhammad al-Khlifawi. But 
few knew his real name and his 
main alias was Haji Bakr.

ISIS defectors had been telling for 
some time of Ba’athists within the 
group’s command echelon. But it 
was not until the discovery of two 
batches of secret files that the ex-
tent of Ba’athist influence became 
known.

The papers included a handwrit-
ten 31-page blueprint for ISIS com-
plete with organisational charts, 
directives, timetables for ISIS’s ex-
pansion and the eventual creation 
of a caliphate run by a ruthless and 
pervasive intelligence hierarchy in 
much the same way that Saddam 
ruled Iraq from 1979 to 2003.

These papers came to light in Jan-
uary 2014 after Haji Bakr was killed 
in a gun battle in the northern town 
of Tel Rifaat, where he had drawn 
up what Der Spiegel called “a tech-
nically precise plan for an Islamic 
Intelligence State” with a ruling 
pyramid of bureaucratic depart-
ments all headed by Baghdadi.

The documents identified Haji 
Bakr as the eminence grise behind 
the meteoric rise and expansion of 
ISIS and a key architect of its blitz-
krieg campaign in northern Iraq in 
which a few thousand fast-moving 
jihadists vanquished a large force 
of the Iraqi Army and seized vast 
amounts of weapons and equip-
ment.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for such 
publications as Jane’s Intelligence 
Review and Jane’s Defence Weekly. 
He lives in Beirut.Who is behind the flag?

James Bruce

ISIS captures Ramadi, Q&A
Baghdad

N 

early a year after 
sweeping across north-
ern and western Iraq, 
the Islamic State (ISIS) 
group seized Ramadi, 

capital of Anbar province, routing 
Iraqi forces despite heavy US-led 
air strikes.

Ramadi is the first major city to 
fall to the extremist group since 
summer 2014 and the takeover 
came after months of steady pro-
gress by Iraqi troops, Kurdish forc-
es and Shia militias elsewhere in 
the country.

Here is a look at what the capture 
of Ramadi means for Iraq and US-
backed efforts to roll back the ex-
tremist group, which still controls 
vast areas of Iraq and Syria.

What is the significance of 
Ramadi?

Ramadi is the capital of Anbar, a 
vast Sunni-majority region where 
distrust of the Shia-led national 
Iraqi government runs deep. US 
troops fought some of their bloodi-
est battles since Vietnam in Anbar 
during the eight-year intervention 
and only succeeded in rolling back 
militants when Sunni tribesmen 
and former insurgents rallied to 

their side as part of the Sahwa — 
“Awakening” — movement begin-
ning in 2006.

Since US troops withdrew at the 
end of 2011, the Iraqi government 
has largely ignored the Sahwas and 
Sunni anger at Baghdad has stead-
ily grown. After Iraqi forces dis-
persed a major Sunni protest camp 
near Ramadi in late 2013, ISIS and 
other militants captured parts of 
Ramadi and all of nearby Falluja. 
Iraqi forces have been trying to dis-
lodge the extremists from Anbar 
ever since, with little success.

Ramadi is 115 kilometres west of 
Baghdad on a major highway link-
ing Baghdad to Syria and Jordan. It 
had a population of 850,000 in 2003 
but most of its people have fled the 
violence over the last 12 years. Just 
5,000 families remained on the eve 
of the ISIS takeover. Most of them 
have likely fled since the takeover.

What does Ramadi’s fall 
mean for the international 
campaign against ISIS?

The city’s fall comes as a ma-
jor blow to the Iraqi government, 
which has been struggling to re-
build its US-trained and equipped 
army since its humiliating rout in 
summer 2014. Prime Minister Haid-
er al-Abadi, who assumed power 

Blitzkrieg in RamadiCover story

Sunni tribal fighters were not enough
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Dubai

T 

he Iraqi government’s 
over-reliance on Shia mi-
litias to do the job of the 
Iraqi military has raised 
eyebrows over Baghdad’s 

actual intentions in the war on ter-
rorism and whether it has a hidden 
agenda with Iran to weaken and 
ethnically cleanse Sunni provinces 
to reach the oil-rich areas in the 
north.

The ease at which the forces of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) advanced 
into predominantly Sunni towns 
and cities, with little significant re-
sistance from Iraqi regular troops or 
paramilitary police units, raised the 
suspicion of observers and officials 
regionally and internationally.

What was more surprising was to 
see the Iraqi government seek the 
assistance of the Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces (PMF), Iranian-backed 
Iraqi Shia militias, to do the job that 
the Iraqi armed forces should be do-
ing.

According to defence contractors 
and Iraqi security sources, Baghdad 
has been investing heavily in build-
ing the PMF. “The Iraqi government 
is transferring most of the procured 
ammunition and arms to the PMF 
and leaving Iraqi troops and police 
most of the time with limited am-
munition and defence capabilities,” 
a defence contractor who deals with 
Iraq said.

“Once an arms shipment reaches 
the Baghdad airport we could see 
Iraqi security giving way to PMF 
men to move in and unload the 
weapons onto their own trucks and 
drive away,” the defence contractor, 
who asked not to be named, said. 
“The Iraqi government is even pro-
viding legal documentations like 
end-user certificates to procure 
stuff for the PMF.”

“Between what ISIS captured 
from Iraqi army depots and from 
what the government has given 

the PMF, the Iraqi military has lost 
around 65% of its arms, equipment 
and assets,” according to an Iraqi 
security official who asked not to be 
named. 

The latest city to be lost to ISIS is 
Ramadi. It was the same scenario of 
what happened at Tikrit and many 
other places. ISIS fighters pushed in 
against Iraqi regular forces backed 
by poorly armed Sunni tribesmen 
putting up a desperate fight with 
limited ammunition and resources. 
Pleas for assistance from Baghdad 
went unanswered until the city 
was lost and then the government 
called for PMF intervention.

The PMF failed to expel ISIS from 
Tikrit and the international alliance 
fighting ISIS refused to provide 
air cover for PMF for fear of being 
caught in a sectarian conflict sweep-
ing Iraq. Tikrit was liberated from 
ISIS by regular Iraqi troops with 
alliance air cover. But PMF moved 
into the city afterwards and was ac-
cused by Human Rights Watch of 
committing atrocities against the 
civilian residents of the Sunni city.

Iraqi Sunni officials called for 
public enquiries and the 
Iraqi government 
promised to inves-
tigate but noth-
ing has mate-
rialised while 
many of 
the city’s 
residents 
seem un-
able to 
return for 
fear of re-
prisals by 
the PMF 
roaming the 
city.

The same 
scenario appears 
to be unfolding in 
Ramadi, where a Shia 
militia is being asked to move 
in to evict Sunni radical fighters 
from a Sunni city. The Arab mem-
bers of the alliance, especially the 
Arab Gulf States, appear to have 
suspended all operations in Iraq.

According to an official Arab Gulf 
source, the United States, which 
leads the alliance, has been in-
formed that Arab warplanes will 
not be taking part in operations that 
would provide cover for the PMF. 
Worried about the unity of the alli-
ance, Washington adopted a similar 

position and pressed Baghdad to 
invest more in building the regular 
forces and arm Sunni tribesmen to 
fight ISIS. But the Iraqi government 
has been very slow in reacting.

The US Congress recently passed 
a measure allowing Washington to 
provide arms to Sunni and Kurdish 
forces in Iraq without going through 
Baghdad.

The current policies of the Ira-
nian-influenced Iraqi government 
seem to be weakening the Sunni 
provinces by using the war against 
ISIS to do sectarian cleansing and 
widen Shia areas of control into oil-
rich territories in the north.

However, Baghdad will likely find 
itself soon in direct conflict with 

the Arab Gulf countries and 
maybe the West. Exas-

perating the anxie-
ties of Iraqi Sunni 

tribes could 
push more of 

their young 
men into al-
lying with 
ISIS and 
shift the 
war on ter-
rorism into 
a purely 

sectarian 
battle.

The inter-
national com-

munity should ex-
ercise more scrutiny 

into arms deals with Iraq 
and impose conditions in their 

contracts that would penalise Bagh-
dad for passing on weapons and 
ammunition to the militias. Turning 
the war on ISIS in Iraq into a sectar-
ian war will ultimately lead to a big-
ger regional conflict and the loss of 
the global war on terrorism.

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.

Baghdad’s reliance on Shia 
militias raises concerns
Hidden agenda could lead 
to failure of war on terror
Riad Kahwaji

The international 
community should 
exercise more 
scrutiny into arms 
deals with Iraq

The ease at which 
the forces of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
advanced raised the 
suspicion of 
observers and 
officials

after the 2014 ISIS offensive, had 
pledged to restructure the security 
forces and reach out to Iraq’s Kurd-
ish and Sunni minorities. His deci-
sion to order Shia militias into An-
bar reflects lingering doubts about 
the army’s effectiveness and could 
set the stage for a renewed sectar-
ian conflict.

The loss of Ramadi also raises 
serious questions about the effec-
tiveness of US air power in contain-
ing and rolling back the extremists. 
US-led warplanes carried out 32 air 
strikes in Ramadi since late April, 
including eight May 18th.

The defeat in Ramadi breaks a 
streak of successes by Iraqi forces 
around Baghdad and in the north, 
where they retook the city of Tikrit 
in early April. It will likely further 
delay the expected battle for the 
northern city of Mosul, Iraq’s sec-
ond largest, which remains in the 
grip of ISIS.

What about the decision to 
send in Shia militias?

Iran-backed Shia militias have 
played a key role on the ground 
against ISIS but rights groups say 
they have also carried out revenge 
attacks and looted and destroyed 
property.

The government had hoped to 

rely on the army and allied Sunni 
tribesmen in Anbar, including the 
remnants of the Sahwa. Sending in 
Shia militias could further alienate 
the local population and erstwhile 
tribal allies, driving them into the 
arms of ISIS, which presents itself 
as the defender of Sunni Muslims 
against Shia Iran and its allies.

The government and the people 
of Anbar may have no other option 
than to rely on the militias. Already, 
some Sunnis in Anbar are urging 
the militias to come to their aid.

What does the loss of Ramadi 
mean for US credibility?

Senior Iraqi officials have long 
complained that the United States 
is not doing enough to aid its forces 
battling ISIS and Washington will 
likely share the blame for losing 
Ramadi.

Earlier this year, US-led air strikes 
broke a weeks-long stalemate and 
gave Iraqi forces a key boost in 
capturing Tikrit. The air campaign 
has helped Kurdish forces advance 
against ISIS in the north. The Unit-
ed States has also sped up the deliv-
ery of arms to Iraq and in July is to 
deliver the country’s first and long-
awaited F-16 fighter jets.

If the Shia militias succeed in 
Anbar where the US-backed army 
failed, Tehran looks to gain even 
more influence in Baghdad. That 
would continue a trend dating to 
the 2003 toppling of Saddam Hus-
sein, who was Iran’s arch-enemy.

Will al-Abadi hold onto 
power?

The loss of Ramadi is a pain-
ful setback for al-Abadi, who had 
pledged a new start after succeed-
ing prime minister Nuri al-Maliki, 
whose sectarian policies are seen 
as having contributed to the rise of 
ISIS.

Until now al-Abadi could point 
to a string of battlefield successes, 
improved relations with the Kurds 
and local alliances with Sunnis to 
argue that he was slowly stitching 
Iraq together. Now he will be forced 
to explain the loss of Ramadi de-
spite considerable US and interna-
tional support. Maliki, who holds 
the largely ceremonial post of vice-
president along with two other of-
ficials, remains a major presence 
on the political scene and makes 
frequent media appearances. He is 
widely rumoured to be seeking a 
political comeback.
(The Associated Press)
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Egypt’s strained bomb squad
Cairo

E 

gyptian bomb disposal ex-
pert Diaa Fathy had long 
predicted he would die in 
a flash before that fate-
ful day in January when 

a bomb exploded on a busy road 
leading to the pyramids.

Fathy’s death, captured in graph-
ic video footage that went viral 
on the internet, was not the first 
among the country’s bomb dispos-
al squad, which has defended its 
training programme in the face of 
questions over its professionalism.

On January 6th, the 30-year-old 
police captain was killed as he tried 
to defuse a bomb hidden in a flower 
pot outside a petrol station in Cai-
ro’s Al-Haram street.

The small rudimentary bombs 
that regularly go off in Cairo bear no 
comparison to those in strife-torn 
countries like Iraq, Afghanistan or 
Pakistan that cause massive civil-
ian casualties but they still pose a 
challenge for bomb squads.

“A bomb is a double-edged 
weapon. The one who dismantles 
it has to be better trained than the 
bomb maker,” an explosives expert 
who works in the Middle East told 
Agence France-Presse (AFP) on 
condition of anonymity.

“I don’t think Egypt has well-
trained bomb disposal experts… 
Even standard operating practices 
have not percolated down the cad-
re,” causing casualties, he said.

Jihadist group Ajnad Misr — Sol-
diers of Egypt — claims it has killed 
four bomb disposal experts in Cairo, 
including Fathy. It says its attacks 

are in retaliation for a government 
crackdown targeting supporters of 
ousted Islamist president Muham-
mad Morsi, who was toppled by the 
military in July 2013.

The deadliest bombs in Cairo 
have targeted police, including 
outside a presidential palace, the 
Foreign Ministry and a university. 
At least three police officers have 
been killed and several wounded 
in the capital in bomb attacks this 
year.

Fathy was not the first victim 
from the bomb disposal squad. In 
June 2014, two officers died while 
dismantling two bombs near a pres-
idential palace. A video of one of 
the attacks shows an officer on the 
ground trying to defuse the bomb 
while another, a general, bends 
over to watch when the device ex-
plodes. The general survived.

Ajnad Misr had warned two days 
earlier that it had planted bombs 
near the palace.

The incident showed the “need 
for a complete overhaul in the 
mentality of the squad, the way 
it thinks, the way it functions,” a 
security adviser for a foreign em-
bassy in Cairo said. Defending his 
team, bomb squad chief General 
Mohamed Gamal insists his men 
are well-trained, including in the 
use of robots, to defuse explosives.

“The rule is that the officer is not 

supposed to touch the bomb,” said 
Gamal. “He should be at a distance 
of a metre-and-a-half from the ex-
plosive. Anything other than that is 
a personal choice.”

Fathy’s mother, Nagat al-Gafi, 
said her son would say a prayer 
before starting work and used his 
hands to defuse bombs.

“He always said he would die at 
the snap of a finger,” Gafi told AFP 
at the family home, where the top 
floor has been converted into a mu-
seum in his memory, displaying his 
uniforms, childhood photographs 
and posters of him with the words 
“Groom of Heaven”.

Gamal acknowledged his men 
might sometimes take potential 
threats lightly as they respond to a 
dozen calls a day — many of them 
false alarms — from the public re-
porting “suspicious objects”.

Captain Mohamed, a disposal ex-
pert, said he faces death every day 
in North Sinai, an insurgent strong-
hold where he has been based for 11 
years. “On a daily basis, we get at 
least ten calls and some are nega-
tive. I try to deal with the negative 
calls as if they were positive,” said 
Mohamed, who gave only his first 
name for security reasons.

An Egyptian affiliate of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) jihadist group 
is spearheading an insurgency in 
North Sinai that has killed scores of 
security personnel.

“From the number of calls I’ve 
dealt with, I can predict what will 
happen,” said Mohamed, who was 
in Cairo for training on the use of 
protective wear.
(Agence France-Presse)

I don’t think Egypt 
has well-trained 
bomb disposal 
experts

Mother of Egyptian bomb disposal expert Diaa Fathy who died 
trying to defuse a bomb in January.

Why Sinai’s tribes are unlike 
Iraq’s Sahwa forces

T
arabin, a large tribe 
present in Egypt’s 
Sinai peninsula and 
the Palestinian 
territories, recently 
declared war against 

the remnants of the Islamic 
State-affiliated Province of Sinai 
terror 
group and other extremists in 
Sinai.

Some in the Egyptian media im-
mediately drew parallels with the 
US initiative of the so-called tribal 
Awakening Councils (Sahwas) 
that played such a central role in 
defeating al-Qaeda in Iraq. Such 
parallels are misleading and lead 
one to wonder whether they have 
been drawn to point out  
the potential pitfalls of the Egyp-
tian initiative or merely out of 
malice.

First, the Awakening Councils 
of Iraq were a project of the US 
occupation of Iraq to achieve its 
interests. Although the initiative 
was successful in combating ter-
rorist groups to begin with, in the 
long term many used the initia-
tive to form personal militias to 
the detriment of Iraq’s national 
interests, turning it into a curse for 
the tribes.

The Awakening Councils were a 
tool of American occupation and 
a great service to the extremists, 
eventually stripping most of Anbar 
province from Iraqi government 
control. By pointing to the fate of 
the Awakening Councils, perhaps 
some wish to draw from the les-

sons of the past. A large con-
tingent, however, are merely 

scoring political points.
Sinai’s tribes are not a tool of 

occupation but parts of Egypt who 
have always played a patriotic role 
in supporting the Egyptian state 
no matter the nature of its regime 
and despite the fact that tribes 
have been the victims of injustice. 

The resistance to extremism 
in Sinai began early, with tribes 
aiding the security apparatus, 
something that helped alleviate 
pressure on the police and  
army. With the frank declaration 

of war against the extremists, 
however, tribal cooperation with 
the authorities will increase as will 
the severity of the measures taken 
against terrorists. Previously, 
some elements had relied on tribal 
connections to hide among the 
population, causing great embar-
rassment to the security appara-
tus. The latest step by the tribes in 
Sinai should, therefore, help root 
out these elements and decrease 
the level of violence.

The tribal initiative in Sinai had 

its precursor not in Iraq, but in 
western Egypt. Security coop-
eration with the tribes of Marsa 
Matruh played a large role in 2014 
in ensuring the security of their ar-
eas. After reaching an understand-
ing with the security apparatus, 
the tribes cut smuggling lines used 
to move weapons and criminals 
from Libya across barely accessible 
mountains into Egypt’s western 
deserts. The use of these routes 
lay at the heart of a number of as-
tonishing security failings. The en-
forcing of tribal writ against those 
people who saw smuggling as a 
quick, easy way to make money, 
however, saw most of these routes 
closed. The number of security 
incidents plummeted.

Although the western deserts 
are clearly different from Sinai, a 
similar approach could yield re-
sults. The most important thing is 
that the actions of the tribes be in 
coordination with the state so that 
forces being created to besiege the 
extremists in Sinai operate within 
the clear framework of the law.

In my opinion, enlisting Egypt’s 
tribes to fight extremists is a pro-
posal of great importance, capable 
of making headway in the fight 
against terrorism being waged by 
the Egyptian state.

The involvement of the tribes in 
the fight against terrorism opens 
the door for greater public partici-
pation. 

The role of the tribes is confined 
to remote areas on the edges of the 
country but expanding this role to 
other areas by including members 
of the public could quickly yield 
results, reducing the sweat and 
blood expended by the security 
services confronting extremists.

Mohamed Abul Fadhl is an 
Egyptian writer. This commentary 
was translated and adapted 
from the Arabic. It was originally 
published by the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.

Mohamed 
Abul Fadhl

View point

The tribal initiative in Sinai 
had its precursor not in Iraq, 
but in western Egypt

Enlisting 
Egypt’s 
tribes to fight 
extremists 
is a proposal 
of great 
importance

A car bomb explosion in El-Arish on April 12th.
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US aid to Syrian rebels will take time
Dubai

T 

he new alignment be-
tween the principal Arab 
powers and Turkey au-
gurs well for the future of 
Syrian rebels. However, 

US support will always be crucial 
to break the current stalemate in 
favour of the rebels.

Arab leaders are convinced that 
victory for the Syrian rebels is 
within reach if there is the requisite 
military support. Newly energised 
Saudi leadership coupled with the 
trilateral reconciliation between 
Riyadh, Ankara and Doha has prov-
en to be a watershed moment for 
the fight in Syria. Syrian rebels now 
have real momentum. Assad forc-
es face serious levels of attrition, 
while Iranian Revolutionary Guard 
advisers and fighters have become 
increasingly overstretched.

The Obama administration has 
no stomach for a decisive military 
outcome in Syria. The train-and-
equip programme for Syrian rebels 
has just begun in earnest following 
a delay of nearly a year since it was 
approved by the US Congress. The 
White House wants to ensure a de-
liberate and carefully thought-out 
process. Reluctance to get sucked 
into a proxy war coupled with 
worries about the possibilities of 
infiltration and “green-on-blue” 
shootings of US military trainers 
have figured prominently in the US 
policy calculus.

Nonetheless, the initiation of the 
US-led train-and-equip programme 

for Syrian rebels in partnership 
with Turkey and Arab states is an 
important first step and its signifi-
cance should not be underestimat-
ed. US President Barack Obama is 
adamant on achieving a legacy-set-
ting deal with Iran. He worked with 
his cabinet and military command-
ers to block all efforts to establish 
a no-fly zone in Syria, despite the 
desires of regional Arab leaders.

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff US Army General Martin 
Dempsey made the Obama admin-
istration’s case for sidestepping 
a no-fly zone commitment when 
he declared such an effort would 
be exceedingly difficult due to the 
Assad regime’s “dense” integrated 
air defence system. However, his 
assessment overstated Syria’s mili-
tary capabilities. Recent events 
showed that the Damascus regime 
lacked the ability to provide for the 
air defence for the capital and his 
coastal cities as Israeli warplanes 
struck with impunity on multiple 
occasions.

Without the United States’ and 
Turkey’s direct involvement, Arab 
militaries lack the force projection 
capability to establish a limited 
Syrian no-fly zone. Moreover, Arab 
powers have their hands full with 
an air campaign against the Hou-
this in Yemen, which will require 
some time.

That said, the involvement of 
the American military in any form 
in support of rebel forces sets the 
stage for further wider role in the 
future. History offers a useful les-
son here. The pacifist-inclined US 
president Jimmy Carter was the 
first to authorise the limited covert 
support of weapons to Afghan free-
dom fighters. It was not until Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan took office that 
the programme was significantly 
amplified in partnership with Arab 
states.

US Department of Defense pro-
grammes are notorious for expand-
ing over time. The train-and-equip 
programme for Syrian rebels will 
most likely grow and Obama’s 

successor, whether Democrat or 
Republican, will re-evaluate the 
scope of US support.

Beyond the numbers of rebels 
trained and the amount of arms 
provided, a crucial component of 
the programme will be the long-
term relationships forged between 
American military personnel and 
Syrian rebels. Politically, the devel-
opment of military-to-military ties 
with the Americans will benefit the 
rebel cause over the years.

Even though neither the rebels 
nor the Arab allies are eager to 
wait for Washington, there is only 
so much they can do. The newly 
minted “Army of Conquest” coali-
tion of Syrian rebel groups could 
not have made its recent gains in 
north-western Syria without qual-
ity US-facilitated weapons.

Recent experience proved the 
United States can provide the re-
bels with an effective qualitative 
edge on the battlefield. The suc-
cessful provision of US-made TOW 
anti-tank guided missiles to the 
rebels exceeded expectations and 
played a major role in the latest 
rebel advances. This offers a use-
ful precedent for supplying more 
advanced weapons and in greater 
quantities.

The Americans remain ambigu-
ous on what type of combat sup-
port they will provide trained re-
bel forces when they confront the 
fighters of the Islamic State (ISIS). 
The trained rebels are supposed to 
fight only ISIS but the frontlines in 
Syria are fluid and amorphous.

The battlefield is likely to dramat-
ically shift overnight if the United 

States accedes to the provision of 
third-party anti-aircraft missiles. 
Arab states have been working dili-
gently with American operators to 
solve the dilemma of how to main-
tain positive control over portable 
air defence weaponry should they 
be supplied to rebels.

But the hard truth is that his in-
nate hesitancy will prevail and 
Obama is unlikely sign an authori-
sation order for anti-aircraft weap-
on deliveries.

For now, the American “cavalry” 
is unlikely to show up in force. 
The Arab states and Syrian rebels 
are simply not willing to wait. The 
future of Syria remains in the bal-
ance.

Oubai Shahbandar is a former US 
Department of Defense analyst.

Uncertainty still rules
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is unlikely to show 
up in force. The Arab 
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willing to wait

Oubai Shahbandar

Syria

The future of Syria
Istanbul

W
hat will Syria 
look like a 
decade from 
now? Who, if 
anyone, will be 
called presi-

dent? How much more of the 
country, including the ancient 
city of Damascus, will remain 
standing?

There are few serious answers to 
these questions but any discussion 
about how Syria will look in the 
long term must surely focus more 
on actors inside the country than 
those looking in. It is true that 
international actors in the form of 
Iran, Saudi Arabia, Hezbollah and 
Turkey bear some responsibility 
for the ebb and flow of the day-to-
day war since 2012, as is the nature 
of conflict in bellwether countries 
such as Syria.

But when the war ends — and 
it will — these states are likely to 
enjoy far less authority, regard-
less of whether they are on the 
winning or losing side, because, 
through long-standing experience 
on the ground, local actors will 
return to shape the fray and chief 
among them will be Assad regime 
elements and supporters.

It takes a very particular 
balance of know-how, brutal-
ity and propaganda to rule a 

country for 40-plus years, some-
thing the Syrian government has 
managed to do. It has faced other 
threats to its grip on power: a war 
with Israel, the forced military 
withdrawal from Lebanon in 2005 
and the popular revolt of 2011, 
because it is engrained in the fabric 
of society — unlike, for example, 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Today, almost every home in 
Assad-controlled Syria is armed 
with at least one firearm.

Conversely, among those hop-
ing to take the reins in Syria once 
the war ends is the constellation 
of defected army officers, dissi-
dents and others who make up the 
disparate political opposition. But 
what would the Western-backed 
exile opposition group, the Syrian 
National Coalition’s (SNC) politi-
cal, social and economic mani-
festo look like were it to rule from 

Damascus?
Would the SNC — or any other 

alternative political force for that 
matter — implement, for example, 
some of the crucial and detailed 
reconstruction plans being drawn 
up by Abdullah al-Dardari, a Syrian 
former deputy prime minister and 
deputy executive secretary of the 
UN Economic and Social Commis-
sion for Western Asia? Who would 
run the army post-Assad? What 
forces would make up a working 
army under a new government? We 
have no idea; the SNC has no idea.

What we do know is that not a 
single Syrian citizen would take the 
SNC seriously were it to continue 
blaming  Bashar Assad while at-
tempting to govern the country 
and that is exactly what it has been 
doing.

The language behind the fan-
tastical notion promoted on the 

SNC’s website that “Syrians of all 
backgrounds and in all areas are 
resolutely determined to bury all 
forms of sedition and division” is 
the same type of language used by 
the Assad government to sell its 
message for years.

The first to do away with the SNC 
or another flip-flopping governing 
authority would be the militias 
of various stripes — whose ideol-
ogy can only be guessed at today 
— with the result that Syria would 
likely slip into a low-intensity con-
flict similar to that of Libya.

As bad as that sounds, it would 
be better than the Syria of today. 
The process of post-conflict reha-
bilitation takes time, generations 
even. And, believe it or not, and 
though neither the United States 
nor Damascus would admit it, 
Assad must be part of any negoti-
ated “settlement.” He has too much 
support along the Mediterranean 
coast, in Homs, Damascus and 
among business and myriad local 
security forces not to be at the 
table.

Furthermore, that the Syrian 
regime’s entire public image has 
been built around the president 
suggests that Assad himself must 
be the public face of the regime — 
in or out of power.

None of this is to say the regime, 
or Assad, would persist at a govern-
ment level or that a decade may 
pass before any of the above comes 
about. But time stands still for 
no one and all wars do end, let us 
hope soon.

Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist 
who lived in Syria from 2007-12. He 
is the author of Revolt in Syria: Eye-
Witness to the Uprising (2012).

Stephen 
Starr

View point

But time stands still for 
no one and all wars
do end

The process of 
post-conflict 
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takes time, 
generations 
even

What’s next?
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Can ISIS redraw the 
map of the Middle East?

W
hen Islamic 
State (ISIS) 
militants stand 
in front of a 
camera and 
threaten the 

United States and Europe, the 
world should pay attention. These 
are not idle threats.

Granted, the danger does not 
come from the militiaman in the 
black suit and hood threatening 
the Western powers with his sabre; 
that is part of the public relations 
campaign in which ISIS invests 
heavily as it attracts more follow-
ers. Indeed, ISIS is not about to 
off-load their Toyota pick-ups onto 
the shores of the Americas and 
drive into Camden, NJ, black flags 
fluttering in the wind, in the same 
manner they would when entering 
Iraqi or Syrian cities, for example.

The danger rather comes from 
the reality that we are at the thresh-
old of major changes in the geopo-
litical maps of the greater Middle 
East. As more than one speaker at 
a recent NATO security conference 
on the Greater Middle East and the 
Caucasus in Rome pointed out, the 
era of the Sykes-Picot Agreement 
— the World War I deal between 
Britain and France that resulted in 
many of the present Middle East 
borders — appears to be coming to 
an end.

Maps of the Middle East are 
about to be withdrawn. The new 
map will look very different and 
some countries may disappear 
altogether.

The catalyst for this change, of 
course, was the United States’ 2003 
invasion of Iraq that now both US 
Democratic and Republican presi-
dential hopefuls seem to agree was 
a mistake.

Americans are waking up to the 
fact that 4,491 Americans died in 
Iraq along with “countless Iraqis”.

Reflecting the mood of the na-
tion, the candidates are stating 
publicly that the war in Iraq was a 
colossal blunder.

The “countless” Iraqis 
killed are in fact more than 
200,000 according to the 
Britain-based non-govern-
mental organisation Iraq 
Body Count. The United 
Nations put the number 
of civilians killed in Iraq 
in 2014 at 12,282. And the 
toll keeps on mounting in a 
country torn by Sunni-Shia 
sectarian strife.

The admission of error 
comes at a time when the barbaric 
troops of ISIS captured Ramadi, the 
capital of Iraq’s largest province, 

despite US-led coalition air strikes.
Twelve years after the US inva-

sion, Iraq is a broken country. Large 
swathes of its territory are outside 
state control. Large numbers of its 
population, Sunni and Shia, are 
traumatised, displaced and without 
income or sense of the future.

Democracy was supposed to 
flourish with the removal of dicta-
tor Saddam Hussein along with 
the abolition of the Ba’ath Party. 
Instead, a sectarian state was estab-
lished.

 With the withdrawal of US 
forces, the Shia-dominated govern-
ment in Baghdad became a tool of 
Iran. Humiliated and ostracised, 
jobless and without funds, many 
of Saddam’s men put themselves 
at the service of what became ISIS 
terrorists.

While admitting to the 2003 
mistake will not alter history or 
change the fate befalling Ramadi, at 
this juncture one can hope for two 
things:

First, that the Iraqi people have 
enough patriotic resolve to prevent 
the fall of Baghdad, this time into 
the hands of ISIS’s bloodthirsty 
hordes.

And second, seeing that the West 
contributed to the great mess that 
Iraq finds itself in, it would only be 
just for those who contributed to 
this debacle to roll up their sleeves 
and jump in the fray to put an end 
to the madness.

The Western nations have a 
vested interest in getting the ISIS 
issue resolved before those gun-
men staging the terror infomercials 
manage to convince some lunatic 
to blow some mall in the United 
States or Europe.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion  
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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The catalyst for this 
change, of course, 
was the United 
States’ 2003 invasion 
of Iraq

Opinion

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Publisher 
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Editor-in-Chief
Oussama Romdhani

Deputy Editor-in-Chief 
Dalal Saoud

Chief Copy Editors
John Hendel 

and Jonathan Hemming

Analysis Section Editor
 Ed Blanche

Opinion Section Editor 
Claude Salhani 

East/West Section Editor 
Mark Habeeb

Levant Section Editor 
Jamal Halaby

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Society and Travel 
Sections Editor

 Samar Kadi

Correspondents
Tom Dinham (London), 

Dominique Roch (Beirut), 
Houda Ferjani (Paris), 

Justin Salhani 
and Joyce Karam (Washington)

P u b l i s h e d  b y  A l  A r a b  P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Contact editor at: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

 

 
Subscription & Advertising:
Ads@alarab.co.uk
Tel 020 3667 7249

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising 
Manager

Tel (Main) +44 20 6702 3999
Direct:        +44 20 8742 9262
www.alarab.co.uk

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

T
he abrupt collapse of Iraqi defences in front of advanc-
ing troops of the Islamic State (ISIS) in Ramadi, the 
provincial capital of Anbar, is a source of serious 
concern. The city, which fell under ISIS control, is 
only 115 kilometres from Baghdad. It is the first major 
Iraqi city to fall into the hands of the extremist group 
since 2014. During the fighting, ISIS forces perpe-
trated mass killings. Nearly 120,000 residents of 

Ramadi have fled their homes since April. The conspicuous eager-
ness of Shia militiamen to head to Ramadi now is a source of addi-
tional concern. According to rights groups, Shia militias had previ-
ously used anti-ISIS operations, as in Tikrit, to commit abuses 
against the Sunni population.

The successful ISIS blitz also shows the limits of the air war 
conducted by the US-led coalition. The recent incursion by US 
Special Forces into Syria and the killing of ISIS’ “oil emir” Abu 
Sayyaf is in itself an admission of the limits of operations conducted 
solely from the sky.

The targeting of Abu Sayyaf  also  highlighted the continuing 
threat emanating from the flow of foreign fighters to Syria and Iraq. 
US intelligence estimates about 1,000 fighters continue to find their 
way into Syria and Iraq every month. According to the United 
Nations, foreign jihadists have flocked to the Levant from about 80 
countries. At least 15,000 have travelled to Syria and Iraq to join ISIS 
and other terrorist organisations. The ISIS arsenal includes T-55 and 
T-72 tanks, short-range anti-aircraft artillery and US-made Hum-
vees, the United Nations points out.

Beside a more efficient military campaign, stopping ISIS requires:

— Stemming the flow of oil revenues and ransom money replenish-
ing the coffers of the jihadists. The Counter ISIS Finance Group 
(CIFG), which met in Jeddah on May 7th, noted “with concern the 
huge revenues raised by [ISIS] from kidnapping for ransom”. 
Unscrupulous traders who traffic in smuggled oil have as much 
blood on their hands as the direct perpetrators of terror.

— Waging a more efficient war for the hearts and minds of poten-
tial ISIS recruits. Most jihadist foot soldiers are the product of failed 
educational and socio-economic systems in the Middle East and 
North Africa. In Europe, misguided young Muslim immigrants and 
recent converts have been attracted to the jihadist narrative.

In a recent audio recording, ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
proclaimed that “Islam was always a religion of war”. His bellicose 
interpretation of Islam is not only ill-founded but dangerous. The 
Arab and Muslim world needs leaders with enough vision and 
courage to stand against the manipulation of Islamic texts.

— Establishing closer cooperation between the West and countries 
of the region to combat the jihadist use of the internet to provide an 
enticing narrative for would-be terrorists.

But before anything else, it is Iraq that needs to put its house in 
order. Its huge sectarian divide provides ideological ammunition for 
the ISIS narrative. Everyone, including those who would like to 
exploit that divide to promote their political agendas, runs the risk 
of being consumed by the fires of terror.

Editorial

A worrisome 
collapse in Ramadi

Editorial We would like to announce that 50% of 
our future oil sales and paid ransoms 

will go towards financing our new 
social media and television studios!
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Has Iran changed its hues?

Questions hang over US training 
of Syrian rebel fighters

Beirut

T
here is a growing 
debate in the Middle 
East about which way 
things are headed 
with developments 
under way in several 

hot spots.
Iran’s international position will 

likely change after the nuclear 
deal with the West is signed. There 
will be a change in the regional 
balance of power, influencing the 
regime’s make-up and its relations 
with areas of influence in place 
since the founding of the Islamic 
Republic in 1979.

But will this agreement truly 
influence Tehran’s regional rela-
tions and tone down its bellicose 
rhetoric? Or will it serve as a new 
incentive to step up its political 
attacks for the purpose of bringing 
down more regimes in its sphere 
of influence?

Tehran has yet to indicate a true 
change in behaviour and its allies 
have yet to change their blustery 
tone, even though Iran no longer 
enjoys the freedom of action it 
did prior to the recent quasi-coup 
against the regional status quo.

In Tehran’s thinking, Washing-
ton believes it should employ Iran 
as its local policeman, or at least 
not ignore it altogether, when a 
new regional order is established. 
This is despite several indications 
in US circles that such a belief is 
exaggerated.

US Secretary of State John 
Kerry’s recent statements reiter-
ated the goals pursued by Wash-
ington from the signing of the 
nuclear agreement. Kerry said 
people were wrong to believe the 
deal involved only ten or 15 years 
of inspections because the goal 

was to prevent Iran from 
obtaining nuclear weap-
ons till “forever”.

US officials have also 
recently spoken about 
re-linking this objective to 
regional issues, taking into 
consideration new objec-
tions, from Israel as well, 

about Iran’s regional role.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 

Netanyahu vowed that Tel Aviv 
will not let Iran’s missiles threaten 
its borders, pressing for a new po-
litical formula to restore balance 
to the region.

Perhaps the “surprise” came 
from Saudi Arabia and other Gulf 
states, which launched Operation 
Decisive Storm in Yemen, in their 

initial response to Iran’s crossing 
of certain red lines.

Initial reaction to the violation 
of these red lines was reminiscent 
of when Washington’s policy of 
looking the other way was seen as 
tacit acceptance of agendas that 
the regional and international 
order could not, in fact, tolerate.

Such was the fate of Saddam 
Hussein after he invaded Kuwait, 
and it will be the fate of the Syrian 
regime of Hafez and Bashar Assad. 
It will also happen to Iran with its 
entanglement in the wars in Iraq, 
Syria and Yemen. Thus, the deci-
sion to embark on Decisive Storm 
isn’t a response to the border 
problem with Yemen; it is an Arab 
response to the changing regional 
order.

Vital interests continue to war-
rant joint Arab action. The Yemen 
campaign is addressed to Wash-
ington, after US President Barack 

Obama’s commented that Shia 
extremism cannot be compared 
to Sunni extremism and that the 
return of stability was linked to re-
employing a policeman — possibly 
Iran — in this unruly region.

Saudi Arabia’s recent internal 
reordering of power also took eve-
ryone, and especially the United 
States, by surprise. The “smooth” 
succession was a response to the 
wagers by some that the kingdom 
would fail to make this transition. 
It was widely forgotten that the re-
gion’s extremely sensitive state in 
the post-“Arab spring” phase and 
the existential threat felt by many 
because of destabilising condi-
tions in the region, all contributed 
to the political transition under 
way in Saudi Arabia.

Will Iran alter its political be-
haviour after these changes play 
themselves out?

This is unlikely, especially 

since the nature of the interna-
tional consensus whether over 
Tehran’s nuclear programme or 
the future of relations with the Is-
lamic Republic, remains unsettled. 
Significant differences remain 
— as reflected for instance by the 
French position.

France has expressed its region-
al aspirations and acted directly 
against terrorist groups in Africa 
and the Islamic State (ISIS). It’s 
likely that Paris will help balance 
things after Washington’s policy 
of “abandonment”. It remains 
to be seen how the international 
community will adjust its policies 
towards the region as we await the 
results of the US-Gulf summit at 
Camp David, Maryland.

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

Washington

W
hen US Secre-
tary of Defence 
Ashton Carter 
confirmed that 
the United 
States is 

training Syrian rebel fighters to 
engage Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants in battle, he touched 
off a firestorm of questions and 
concerns from the very moderate 
rebel fighters the programme 
supposedly is designed to help.

However, response to the May 
7th announcement within the 
United States raised little interest 
despite a Rasmussen poll indicat-
ing that 86% of Americans asked 
say that radical Islamic terrorism 
is a threat to the United States.

Meanwhile, a Free Syrian Army 
(FSA) commander told the media 
a new battle plan includes an 
accommodation that moderate 
forces will be fighting both ISIS 
and the Assad regime with US 
backing. Rami Dalati, a member 
of the FSA Military Command’s 

Higher Council, praised Washing-
ton’s response to the FSA’s calls to 
amend the military plan and allow 
the FSA to target not just ISIS but 
also Assad regime forces. “This is 
something that we insisted on,” 
Dalati said.

The US Department of Defense 
confirmed that about 90 rebels 
will receive training initially. That 
is about one-third less than the 
size of an infantry company. This 
could provide a training cadre 
for other FSA fighters or perhaps 
small unit actions. But it will be 
much too long before a critical 
mass of 1,000 or more trained 
fighters will be available to con-
tribute significantly to unseating 
Syrian President Bashar Assad or 
to defeat ISIS.

Yet to be determined is how 
these fighters will be integrated 
into the battle against ISIS. 
The Obama administration has 
requested $500 million for the 
programme. 

That is about $100,000 per 
fighter, which begs the ques-
tion of whether it be money well 

spent or another example of 
throwing good money after bad 
with little or no positive result.

Training sites in Turkey, Saudi 
Arabia and Qatar will be added. 
More than 3,750 Syrian fighters 
have volunteered for the training 
but only about 400 have complet-
ed pre-screening.

US Special Forces personnel 
have been tasked to train the 
rebels, many of whom are former 
Syrian soldiers. The main ques-
tion yet to be answered is: “Is 
this too little, too late?” And, if 
not, then what kind of training 
and what kind of leadership will 
these fighters have to ensure their 

success in the battle against ISIS 
fighters?

Unfortunately, a strong leader 
has not emerged. Turkey and Jor-
dan are fully engaged protecting 
their borders while Saudi Arabia is 
focused on pro-Iranian insurgents 
in Yemen and concerns about 
negotiations between the United 
States and Iran over Tehran’s 
nuclear programme.

Also at issue are concerns that 
the training may be for naught. 
Some wonder whether the United 
States may once more be train-
ing a brigade for ISIS, similar to 
the 3,200 vetted moderates who 
joined ISIS in late 2014, along with 
all the US-supplied weapons and 
training.

The main factor, then, remains 
how effective these troops will be 
and how loyal will these troops be 
— and to whom?

Robert Jordan is a retired major in 
the US Marine Corps and served in 
combat in South-East Asia and the 
Middle East. He is also an award-
winning writer.

Sam Menassa
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Al-Qaeda and ISIS in expansive competition
London

W 

hile Western media 
attention has been 
engrossed with the 
rise of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) terror 

group, al-Qaeda-affiliated groups 
have been enjoying something of a 
renaissance, achieving notable suc-
cesses away from the Western me-
dia glare.

The resulting picture is one of the 
robust expansion of a pathologically 
violent Sunni extremism  that finds 
its most prominent expressions in 
al-Qaeda and ISIS but whose ideas 
are represented by a wider gamut 
of jihadi groups that many analysts 
believe have come to dominate in a 
number of theatres.

In Syria, a US-led air campaign 
against ISIS and the al-Qaeda-affil-
iate Jabhat al-Nusra (JN) has had 
little discernible impact on either. 
According to Aaron Zelin, an expert 
on jihadist movements and fellow 
at the Washington Institute think-
tank, “overall US and Western poli-
cy (in Syria) over the last four years 
has been an absolute failure”.

US-led air strikes were instru-
mental in saving the Kurdish town 
of Kobani from the clutches of ISIS, 
but the city itself was destroyed 
in the fighting. The terror group, 
moreover, has largely compensated 
for territory lost in Iraq through 
gains in Syria, including in Damas-
cus. Even in Iraq, the retaking of the 
city of Tikrit has not given the Iraqi 
government hoped-for momentum 
and ISIS has managed to launch sur-
prise offensives in Ramadi and to 
the west of Baghdad.

“If you look at the battle of Tikrit, 

that took a month and without the 
US at the last minute pounding 
them with all these air strikes the 
Shia militias were having a more 
difficult time (defeating ISIS) than 
people thought or realised … Then 
in Syria they pretty much control 
the same amount of territory as 
they did last August when the air 
strikes started,” said Zelin.

Although they received less me-
dia attention, al-Qaeda’s affiliates 
in both Syria and Yemen made im-
pressive gains in April. al-Qaeda’s 
branch in Yemen seized control of 
Yemen’s fifth city, Mukalla, and is 
set to gain further from the chaos of 
that country’s civil war.

In Syria, Jabhat al-Nusra played 
a central role in the fall of Idlib and 
the border crossing of Nasib to forc-
es fighting the brutal dictatorship of 
President Bashar Assad. Moreover, 
JN has proved adept at forging alli-
ances with other factions, increas-
ingly playing the role of vanguard 
to an ideologically Islamist oppo-
sition. After four years of warfare 
in which all sides have committed 
atrocities, the nature of the anti-
Assad opposition has changed to a 
more extreme Islamist one that may 
be more sympathetic to the apoca-
lyptic worldview of al-Qaeda.

“Things have changed so much on 
the ground and the strongest ones 
are these (Islamist) actors whether 
it’s Jabhat al-Nusra, whether it’s Ah-
rar al-Sham, whether it’s Jaysh al-
Islam and they believe some pretty 
radical stuff,” said Zelin.

Many in the political wing of the 
Syrian opposition however are dis-
missive of the suggestion that JN 
is under the control of al-Qaeda in 
any meaningful sense, insisting that 
many Syrians fighting under the 
banner of JN have little interest in 
al-Qaeda’s ideological project.

“Any comparison between Jibhat 
al-Nusra in Syria and al-Qaeda in 
Yemen is completely false,” said an 
opposition activist close to the po-
litical maneuvering in Syria. “Those 
married to al-Qaeda’s ideological 

project are a minority, the majority 
joined for weapons and money and 
do not want impose al-Qaeda’s pro-
ject on a moderate Syrian society.”

One area in which ISIS clearly has 
an edge is in mass media, present-
ing itself as an all-conquering force 
that recognises no other group as 
legitimate. al-Qaeda also pays at-
tention to how it is perceived but 
has not been able to match its rival 
in terms of volume and quality of 
content.

“Islamic State has been able to 
sort of create a certain perception 
and try and dominate the news cy-
cle as well as pushing the narratives 
and being able to be the ones that 
are defining themselves in a way is 
definitely helping them too,” Zelin 
said. “al-Qaeda has not. None of 
their branches have been on that 
level in that way.”

Nevertheless, al-Qaeda is a very 

different organisation to ISIS and 
its affiliates have not been so reliant 
on media as a platform for success. 
Notably, whereas ISIS has been suc-
cessful in attracting thousands of 
foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq, 
the local al-Qaeda affiliate, JN, is 
dominated by local, Syrian recruits.

Similarly, al-Qaeda’s franchise in 
Yemen,  Zelin said, is “not just look-
ing for the splashy news, they’re not 
just looking for all these videos be-
ing pushed out, they have more of a 
patient plan over time”.

Four major growth areas have 
opened up to jihadist groups since 
the collapse of many of the revolu-
tions of the 2011 “Arab spring” into 
civil war: Syria, Iraq, Libya and 
Yemen. According to Western ana-
lysts, ISIS and al-Qaeda are about 
even in terms of influence in Libya 
and Syria, with ISIS dominating in 
Iraq and al-Qaeda dominating in 

Yemen. Although al-Qaeda has re-
ceived major blows in the Afghan-
Pakistan border areas, the broader 
al-Qaeda-affiliated network has 
grown robustly. Across the board 
jihadist groups and their ideas are 
gaining traction.

In terms of Western counter-ter-
rorism policy the developments of 
the past year have been catastroph-
ic, with a pathologically violent 
anti-Western, anti-minority Sunni 
extremist  supremacism finding its 
feet across swathes of the Middle 
East. “The general trajectory is not 
looking good and it is a major fail-
ure of foresight and leadership and 
actually policy imagination in many 
ways in the West for not being able 
to see this playing out,” Zelin con-
cluded.

Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.

Tom Dinham

Jabhat al-Nusra’s f lag in Idlib

Why Sufism is the antidote to extremism
Tunis

T
unisia is often cited as 
the sole success story 
of the “Arab spring”. 
Commentators point 
to Tunisia’s free and 
fair democratic 

elections and largely peaceful 
transitions of power as clear 
indicators of success. On closer 
examination, however, the 
picture is not quite so rosy.

Tunisia is the single largest 
source of foreign fighters for the 
conflicts in Syria and Iraq,  despite 
having a small population of just 
less than 11 million.

 The reasons behind this fright-
ening statistic are complex but 
the spread of an extreme brand of 
Islam hostile to Tunisia’s moder-
ate religious tradition is a major 
factor. Promoting the Tunisian, 
Sufi understanding of Islam is the 
best way for Muslims to fight back 
against the extremism and hatred 
that encourage terrorism. 

Islam is a great religion that rests 
upon three fundamental bases, all 
of which must be observed for the 
religion to be practiced correctly 
and all of which are present in the 
Sufi interpretation.

First, a belief in the creed of Is-
lam summed up briefly as belief 

in the existence and Oneness 
of God, the prophethood of 

Mohammad (PBUH) and the fact 
that he is the last of all Prophets 
and Messengers.

Second, sharia law: the set of 
orders, prohibitions and guidelines 
that Allah set forth as divine law.

Finally, sensitivity: this is the 
science of pure deeds, good behav-
iour and charity.

If any of the precepts of Islam are 
negated, then the religion is not 
being practiced correctly. Creed 
without sharia makes Islam inap-
plicable to everyday life. Sharia 
without creed is not exalted as di-
vine law. Creed and sharia without 
sensitivity leads to a corruption of 
creed and the turning of sharia into 
abuse and cruelty. 

Instead of being a tool to en-
courage good behaviour, sharia is 
turned into a tool of oppression. 
When sensitivity is perverted, 
the mercy of Islam is turned into 
something profane and abomina-
ble that nevertheless justifies itself 
with reference to the divine. If 
creed is grasped by the heart and 
sharia by the head, then sensitivity 
is achieved through a purification 
of the soul. The soul is exalted 
through the performance of good 
deeds, a refining of one’s humanity 
and purification from the tempta-
tion to do wrong.

There are many examples in 
which a failure to properly observe 
the three bases of Islam has led to 
disaster and the terrorists of today 
fall into the same trap as their 
historic predecessors.

Terrorist groups like al-Qaeda, 
Islamic State (ISIS) and Ansar al-
Sharia all follow a brand of Islam 
variously described as Salafi or 
Wahhabi. Wahhabism is an ideol-
ogy that abhors life, a version of Is-

lam in which the basis of sensitiv-
ity has become perverted and the 
religion has stopped being properly 
observed. Sensitivity is the science 
of good deeds, promoting love 
and mercy, but in the hands of the 
Wahhabis life is turned into caustic 
hatred. Once Wahhabi ideas have 
taken root in someone’s mind 
there is nothing strange or surpris-
ing about that person blowing 
himself up or cutting off the head 
of his fellow man while invoking 
the name of God.

All aspects of Islamist terrorism 
spring from one common idea: 
the apostatising of the majority of 
Muslims and their beliefs, some-
thing that is only conscionable to 
someone lacking in sensitivity. 
Sufism is concerned with sen-
sitivity, the performing of char-
ity and the teaching of correct 
behaviour and manners. The first 
step in defeating Islamist terrorist 
thought, therefore, is promoting 
Sufi thought.

Luckily for Tunisians, Sufism 
is deeply rooted in their history, 
culture and understanding of 
their faith. The importance of 
Sufis in Tunisian history is clear to 
anybody looking at a map. Many 
towns and places were named after 
prominent Sufis such as the city of 
Sidi Bouzid, named after the virtu-
ous saint Bouzid Esherif; or the 
city of Sidi Bou Said, named after 
Abu Sa’eed al-Beji who chose Jebel 
Al-Manar as a corner for worship 
and to watch the sea to protect 
Tunisia from pirates and invaders.

Unfortunately, Sufism and 
religion in general were neglected 
after independence in Tunisia 
and a kind of spiritual desertifica-
tion took place. After the jasmine 

revolution of 2011, these condi-
tions were exploited by Wahhabi 
extremists who consider Sufism, 
along with almost everything else, 
apostasy. Hundreds of Sufi shrines 
were burned. The Islamist authori-
ties at the time shared the jihadist 
aspect of Wahhabism advocated in 
the writings and ideologies of both 
Islamist thinkers Sayyid Qutb and 
Mawdudi and so looked the other 
way.

With religious moderates now 
in power, the time has come for 
the Tunisian state to strike a blow 
against extremism by supporting 
Sufism in Tunisia and the wider 
Muslim world.

 The tolerance of Sufism, its 
social depth in Tunisia, its ability 
to draw close to people and the 
way it combines the cultural with 
its literary, artistic and musical di-
mensions, Islamic Sufism contains 
psycho-therapies to extremism. 
Sufism is an antidote to the culture 
of death promoted by extremists. 
The terrorist doctrine theorises for 
hostility and hatred in the world, 
whereas the ideal of Sufism is 
based on love, harmony and peace-
ful cohabitation.

In order to save Islam from the 
disgraceful reputation extremists 
are giving it, we must act quickly. 
What is said about Tunisia holds 
true for the Maghreb as a whole; 
and it can be true further afield. 
Sufism is a cure for extremism. 
That is why, when extremists take 
over, as in Libya, Sufi imams are 
among the first to be killed.

 Mazen Cherif is a Tunisian security 
analyst and expert on Sufi thought. 
His analysis was translated and 
adapted from the Arabic.

Mazen 
Cherif
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Hariri’s ghost and the ‘Lebanese curse’
Beirut

T 

he February 14, 2005, as-
sassination of Rafik Hariri, 
five times prime minis-
ter of Lebanon and its 
only real statesman, still 

haunts the country, and indeed the 
entire Levant, like Banquo’s ghost.

But even as a UN-mandated spe-
cial tribunal in The Hague tries five 
Hezbollah members for slaughter-
ing Hariri and 22 others in a mas-
sive suicide bombing in the heart of 
Beirut, the death toll linked to that 
fateful St Valentine’s Day massacre 
keeps rising.

This has coincided with the tribu-
nal’s focus of the decade-old effort 
to determine not just who carried 
out the attack on the burly billion-
aire but who ordered and master-
minded it is, once again, as it was 
right after the bombing, centring on 
Syria.

Walid Jumblatt, the wily leader 
of Lebanon’s Druze minority and a 
former ally of Hariri in his struggle 
to end Syria’s quasi-occupation of 
Lebanon, boldly pointed the finger 
at Syrian President Bashar Assad on 
May 7th when he wrapped up four 
days of no-holds-barred testimony 
before the tribunal and declared 
Hariri was killed because he wanted 
the Syrians out of his country and 
had the international clout to make 
it happen.

“I insist on accusing the Syrian re-
gime,” Jumblatt stated under oath. 
“Rafik Hariri asked for the Syrian 
withdrawal and they assassinated 
him.”

Admittedly, Jumblatt has an axe 
to grind with the Syrians. He says 
they ordered the assassination of 
his father, Kamal, who was gunned 
down by a Lebanese hit squad on 
March 16, 1977, in his Chouf Moun-
tains stronghold south of Beirut 
during Lebanon’s civil war.

The elder Jumblatt, a leftist lead-
er who had a wartime alliance with 
Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat, 
also had problems with the Syrians 
in the form of Assad’s hardline fa-
ther, the redoubtable Hafez Assad, 
“the Lion of Damascus”.

Kamal Jumblatt bitterly opposed 
the Syrians’ intervention in the civil 
war in June 1976. The younger Jum-
blatt took over the leadership of the 
Druze and his father’s Progressive 
Socialist Party and over the years 
kept his small sect, an esoteric off-
shoot of Islam, intact by constantly 
shifting alliances.

Political testimony by Jumblatt 
and other leading Lebanese politi-
cians in recent weeks has reflected 
how the tribunal prosecution is 
concentrating on Syria’s alleged in-
volvement in the Hariri assassina-
tion by focusing on Assad’s personal 
enmity towards Hariri.

And it’s here that developments 
outside the former Dutch intelli-

gence headquarters, where the tri-
bunal is sitting, begin to intrude on 
this unique legal process, the first 
international investigation of a sin-
gle act of terrorism.

The deaths of several senior Syr-
ian intelligence officers in what can 
only be described as mysterious 
circumstances give weight to sus-
picions that implicate Assad, or at 
least the Damascus regime which 
has a history of liquidating its op-
ponents, in the killing of Hariri and 
the subsequent assassination of 
more than a dozen other anti-Syrian 
Lebanese figures.

These Syrian officials were all 
stalwarts of the regime at one time 
or another and played key roles in 
enforcing Damascus’ domination of 
Lebanon.

“It seems that a curse has befallen 
the Syrian intelligence officers who 
took up posts in Lebanon under 
Syrian tutelage from 1990 to 2005,” 
Lebanese columnist Jean Aziz ob-
served on April 26th amid wide-
spread suspicion in Lebanon that 
Damascus was eliminating anyone 
who could have testified it was be-
hind the Hariri assassination.

“While it may be impossible to 
determine if these deaths were re-
lated to the Hariri affair, in practical 
terms they may have severed ties 
between the Syrian regime and the 
assassination because Military In-
telligence was at the heart of Syria’s 
Lebanon policy,” observed analyst 
Michael Young, author of The Ghosts 
of Martyrs Square, an account of the 
political fallout from the assassina-
tion of Hariri.

It may be that Damascus fears the 
tribunal — prompted by pressure 
from the United States and others — 
is out to undermine it as Assad bat-
tles for his survival amid growing 
difficulties. The United States was 
instrumental in setting up the UN 
investigation, and the subsequent 
tribunal, in 2005 at a time when Syr-
ia was aiding al-Qaeda insurgents 
in Iraq. Nowadays, the Americans 
would just like to get rid of Assad 
once and for all.

The first to die was Major-General 
Ghazi Kenaan, the powerful head of 
Syria’s Military Intelligence in Leba-
non from 1984 to 2002 who became 
the de facto ruler of the country. 
He was accused of eliminating dis-
sident Lebanese, including Sunni 
Grand Mufti Hassan Khalid, in 1989. 
Hariri associates testified to the tri-
bunal that Hariri personally paid 
Kenaan millions of dollars over the 
years to keep him sweet.

Kenaan was recalled to Damascus 
by Assad and promoted to chief of 
Syria’s Political Security Directo-
rate, a key intelligence post, and in 
2004 was appointed interior minis-
ter.

After the Hariri killing, Kenaan 
and other senior officials in Damas-
cus were questioned by the combat-
ive chief UN investigator, German 
judge Detlev Mehlis.

In October 2005, Mehlis identified 
several top Syrians as suspects in his 
first report to the UN Security Coun-
cil. The names were later deleted — 
but not before the original version 
had been posted on the United Na-
tions’ website and circulated on the 
internet.

Mehlis was convinced Damascus 
was behind the assassination but 
his successors abandoned that line 
of inquiry for reasons never speci-
fied and eventually the United Na-
tions concluded that Hezbollah, 
Syria’s long-time ally, carried out 
the actual bombing.

Both Hezbollah and Syria deny 
involvement in the assassination. 
Kenaan was also linked to shady 
financial dealings in Beirut, which, 
given his near-absolute power in 
Lebanon, surprised nobody.

But after being questioned by UN 
investigators, Kenaan phoned Voice 
of Lebanon, a Christian radio station 
in Beirut on October 12, 2005, and in 
a long, rambling discourse denied 
any corrupt dealings or involve-
ment in Hariri’s murder — a highly 
uncharacteristic act by a senior offi-
cial in a regime paranoid about se-
curity. Kenaan indicated that he felt 
in danger, without specifying what 
that might be. He finished by say-
ing, “This is the last statement I can 
make.” An hour later, Syrian news 
agencies announced he had shot 
himself in the head with his service 
revolver at his office.

Three other ranking Syrian offi-
cials who played key roles in domi-
nating Lebanon before 2005 have 
also died in murky circumstances.

Major-General Assef Shawkat, a 
linchpin of the regime and Assad’s 
deputy defence minister, was killed 
in a bombing in the national secu-
rity headquarters in Damascus on 
July 18, 2012, with three other gen-
erals.

Syrian rebels claimed responsi-
bility but given the immense diffi-
culties involved in getting a bomb 
into such a heavily guarded build-
ing, many security experts suspect 
it was an inside job with Shawkat 
possibly the primary target be-
cause, as a former head of Military 
Intelligence, he would have had  
inside knowledge of the Hariri op-
eration.

He was married to Assad’s sister 
Bushra despite family opposition, 
so he was not popular with every-
one in Syria’s first family. However, 
as head of Military Intelligence he 
had been in charge of many clan-
destine operations, including some 

in Lebanon. Shawkat was one of 
several Syrian commanders named 
by Mehlis in his first report.

The next to die was Jameh Jameh, 
who had served in Lebanon as dep-
uty to Kenaan’s successor as Syria’s 
pro-consul, General Rustum Ghaz-
aleh. Jameh was a colonel then and 
was in charge of Syrian intelligence 
in Beirut when Hariri was assas-
sinated. Jameh was also named by 
Mehlis as a suspect.

Jameh was reported to have been 
killed in October 2013 by a rebel 
sniper during fighting around the 
remote eastern city of Deir ez-Zor, 
where he had been appointed mili-
tary chief.

Ghazaleh himself was the next fa-
tality. He had been Syria’s supremo 
in Lebanon from 2002 until Syr-
ian forces withdrew in April 2005 — 
ironically because of international 
outcry over the Hariri murder. He 
died April 24th in the al Shami hos-
pital in Damascus.

He had been severely beaten 
and tortured in February by eight 
bodyguards of Major-General Rafik 
Shahadeh, head of Military Intel-
ligence, who had succeeded Ghaz-
aleh several months earlier.

The word was that they had dif-
ferences over Iran’s growing influ-
ence in Syria but it’s unlikely that 
Shehadeh would order the savage 
beating of another security chief 
without sanction from the top. No 
official explanation for his injuries 
or death has been forthcoming.

Ghazaleh was in charge of all in-
telligence operations in Lebanon 
at the time Hariri was assassinated 
and emerged as central figure in the 
intrigue shrouding the assassina-
tion plot during the UN investiga-
tion. He was questioned by Mehlis’ 
investigators in Vienna on Decem-
ber 6, 2005.

According to a leaked US diplo-
matic cable, Ghazaleh panicked 
when investigators said they want-
ed to interrogate him a second time 
and barged into a meeting at the 
Syrian Foreign Ministry in early 
2006 apparently seeking assurances 
he would not be arrested if he went 
back to Vienna.

Hariri’s son and political heir, 
Saad Hariri, said Ghazaleh was 
beaten the day after he contacted 
authorities in Beirut. “Rustom 
Ghazaleh called us before his death 
and wanted to appear on television 
and announce something we don’t 
know,” Hariri said.

This has raised suggestions that 
he planned to defect amid a series 

of major regime defeats and was 
silenced by Assad’s loyalists who 
feared he might seek to testify be-
fore the tribunal in The Hague as it 
shifts the focus on Syria’s role in the 
Hariri assassination.

Whatever information that might 
have been, Ghazaleh took it to the 
grave with him. “Will Ghazaleh be 
the last or will the Lebanese curse 
continue?” mused Jean Aziz.

It seems it might. In early May, 
reports filtered out of Damascus 
that Major-General Ali Mamlouk, 
head of the Ba’ath Party’s National 
Security Bureau and a close ally 
of the Assads since the 1970s, was 
under house arrest on suspicion of 
plotting a coup with Turkey, or had 
been admitted in mysterious cir-
cumstances to the al Shami hospital 
in Damascus, where Ghazaleh had 
breathed his last.

As far as is known, Mamlouk has 
never been linked to the Hariri as-
sassination, although as a senior 
intelligence officer he probably had 
some knowledge of it. 

But in August 2012, Lebanese 
authorities issued arrest warrants 
for him and one of his officers, 
identified only as Colonel Adnan, 
on charges of plotting bombings in 
Lebanon and the assassination of 
Syria’s opponents there.

Mamlouk was indicted following 
the August 9, 2012, arrest of Michel 
Samaha, a former Lebanese infor-
mation minister who was once ad-
viser to Bashar Assad and, some say, 
an operative of French intelligence. 
He was charged with smuggling ex-
plosives from Syria into Lebanon in 
his car “to carry out bombings in 
north Lebanon”.

The Lebanese have been unable 
to arrest Mamlouk in Damascus, 
which delayed Samaha’s trial. But 
on April 20th, Samaha, who faces 
the death penalty, appeared before 
a military tribunal and admitted the 
charges, although he claimed he 
was set up by Lebanese intelligence.

The prosecution is expected to 
stress the involvement of Mamlouk, 
and through him the Assad regime, 
in the plot. Unlike the Hariri case, 
this time an alleged co-conspirator 
is pointing the finger directly at 
the Assad regime — and Mamlouk, 
which could make him a liability 
that Damascus cannot afford.

Ed Blanche is the  Analysis  section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Middle Eastern affairs 
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.
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Gaza, a story of international failure
Paris

T 

he only similarity be-
tween Cannes on the 
French Riviera and Gaza 
was the red carpet un-
folded to welcome the 

participants to a film festival. But 
unlike Cannes’ 68th movie event, 
Gaza’s first film festival was not a 
glitzy affair nor was it intended to 
be.

For one thing, the red carpet 
snaked amid destroyed houses in 
Shujaiya, one of the hardest hit 
areas of the Gaza Strip during last 
summer’s Israel’s war on Hamas. 
For three days during the festival, 
Gazans watched movies on human 
rights while sitting amid the rubble 
of their neighbourhood.

The theme of the Karama (“Dig-
nity” in Arabic) Film Festival could 
not have been more appropriate, for 
many Palestinians in Gaza lack the 
most basic human rights, including 
shelter, food security and jobs.

Nearly nine months after the end 
of a 50-day war, which killed 2,200 
Palestinians — mostly civilians — 
wounded 11,000 others and led to 
extensive destruction of residential 
areas, hospitals, schools and infra-
structure, Gaza and its population 
of 1.8 million seem to elicit little in-
ternational interest.

Despite pledges at a conference 
in Cairo last October of $3.5 billion 
aid to Gaza, the pace of reconstruc-
tion in the coastal enclave has been 
extremely slow. At this pace, it will 
take 100 years to fix what has been 
destroyed, international aid agen-
cies warned.

According to engineers from the 
UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA), 137,681 houses were 
damaged or destroyed by Israeli 

bombardment last summer. Not 
one of the 9,161 destroyed houses 
has been rebuilt. UNRWA has only 
received funding to rebuild 200 
houses but more paper work and 
clearances are still needed.

The situation is somehow eas-
ier for refugees whose houses 
sustained minor damage. Some 
60,000 families — almost half of the 
caseload in that group — were able 
to complete repairs of their homes 
with UN help.

Inhabitants of the hardest hit ar-
eas of Shujaiya or Beit Hanoun live 
in particularly harsh conditions.

Nearly 100,000 people in Gaza 
are homeless. Many families sleep 
amid rubble or in makeshift tents 
on the site of their destroyed 
homes. This winter, a number of 
children died of the cold.

Many live in schools turned into 
collective shelters while more than 
11,500 families are renting houses 
with UN subsidies, which might 
stop due to a lack of funding.

To cope with this dire situation, 
UNRWA launched an Emergency 
Shelter Programme for which $720 
million is required. So far $216 mil-
lion has been pledged — the latest 
donation of $41 million was made 
by Germany on May 13th — leaving 
a shortfall of more than half a bil-
lion dollars, said Chris Gunness, the 
UNRWA spokesman.

The slow pace of reconstruction 
has many causes.

First, there is a lack of available 
funds. By May 15th according to 
World Bank figures, only 27.5% of 
promised funds for the reconstruc-
tion of the Gaza Strip had been dis-
bursed. The remainder might never 
arrive, as was the case with previ-
ous pledges. Also, with no perma-
nent ceasefire in view, some donors 
are reluctant to finance what might 
be destroyed in the next war. The 
paradox, of course, is that econom-
ic instability might fuel the next 

conflict.
Another reason is the 8-year-old 

blockade enforced by Israel on Gaza 
since Hamas took over in 2007. By 
severely restricting the circulation 
of people and goods, the blockade 
crushed the economy of the Gaza 
Strip and its capacity to create jobs. 
Today, the blockade is slowing con-
siderably a UN-brokered agreement 
on reconstruction between Israel 
and Palestinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas.

Israelis say they want to make 
sure that concrete and steel enter-
ing the Gaza Strip won’t be used by 
Hamas to rebuild tunnels and rock-
et launchers. Gazans waiting for the 
OK to buy building materials for 
their destroyed homes are closely 
monitored.

As for the Rafah crossing with 
Egypt — the only link for Gazans 
with the outside world — it has been 
permanently closed, except for 12 

days, since October 2014.
Reconstruction is also being 

hampered by disagreements within 
Hamas, which is ruling Gaza, and 
the Ramallah-based Palestinian Au-
thority, which is supposed to have a 
say in line with the reconstruction 
agreement.

Most worrying is the high un-
employment rate among the Gaza 
inhabitants. According to UN fig-
ures, the unemployment rate for 
Palestinian refugees in 2014 was 
44.1% and for the general popula-
tion it stood at 43.9%. This has dra-
matic consequences. The number 
of Palestinian refugees relying on 
UNRWA for food aid has increased 
from fewer than 80,000 in 2000 
to almost 868,000. So few jobs are 
available that when UNRWA adver-
tised for 200 additional teachers for 
the coming school year it received 
more than 27,000 applicants.

In the absence of Israeli-Pales-

tinian peace talks and the rise of 
extremism in the Middle East, the 
future of Gazans trapped in their 
open-air prison appears bleak.

Gunness pointed to the failure of 
the international community to ad-
dress the underlying causes of the 
situation in Gaza.

“It is clear that the time of the hu-
manitarian action alone has passed. 
We can continue and will continue 
to provide the basic humanitarian 
needs of the Palestinians,” Gunness 
told The Arab Weekly. “But we need 
a political and concerted action so 
that our efforts will be exponential-
ly developed.”

Present policies are leading to a 
“de-development” of Gaza, experts 
say and the UN has warned it may 
become uninhabitable by 2020.

Dominique Roch is an Arab Weekly 
special correspondent based in 
Beirut and Paris.

Ramallah

O 

n May 15th, Palestinians 
in the West Bank’s de 
facto capital commemo-
rated Nakba Day — the 
Day of the Catastrophe 

— when the Israelis proclaimed a 
Jewish state on the land from which 
Palestinians had been forced out or 
fled into exile 67 years ago.

The West Bank is all they have 
left of what was once British Man-
date Palestine and that has been oc-
cupied, along with the Gaza Strip, 
by the Israelis since June 1967.

The rest of their people are scat-
tered across the Middle East, most 
of them living in squalid refugee 
camps, abandoned by the world at 
large, or integrated into other na-
tions around the world.

It takes just a few minutes’ con-
versation with any Palestinian refu-
gee to understand that the “right 
of return” is carved in his heart 
and consciousness. But these days, 
they are finding it difficult to be-
lieve they are any closer to achiev-
ing that dream than their parents 
and grandparents were when they 
left their ancestral lands, the most 
tragic experience in their history.

Palestinians believe the wait 
has become way too long and that 
their leadership is powerless to re-

gain their rights from their mighty 
neighbour, Israel.

Songs of the Nakba, mournful 
and defiant, are played incessantly 
on radio and television. Black flags 
depicting the symbolic key of re-
turn flutter across Palestinian cities 
and, at noon on Nakba Day, in the 
most dramatic event of the day, si-
rens wail just as they did at noon on 
May 15, 1948, when Israel was pro-
claimed after 800,000 Palestinians 
had been driven from their ances-
tral lands.

The younger generations, which 
did not witness the Nakba, cher-
ish stories, memories and dreams 
of the homeland from parents and 
grandparents. But the majority 
of Palestinians have one thing in 
common: They refuse to compro-
mise their “right of return” to their 
homeland.

In the Ramallah home of Moham-
med Muqbil, a reprint of the Pal-
estinian pound, the pre-1948 cur-
rency in British Mandate Palestine 
hangs on a living room wall along 
with pictures of the late Palestinian 
leader Yasser Arafat.

Muqbil, nicknamed Abu Ali, was 
too young to remember his fam-
ily’s trek from Ramleh, now a city 
in northern Israel, to Ramallah in 
1948. Yet, that experience indelibly 
shaped the life of Muqbil, now 69.

These days, he is a leading politi-
cian and prolific writer of slogans 
— something he started doing as a 
young man — chanted by protest 
marchers over the years. Demon-
strators still use Abu Ali’s slogans.

In recent years, however, Abu 
Ali’s role has been less visible as Na-
kba Day became less of a passionate 

annual protest against a people’s 
displacement from a land their an-
cestors had lived on for millennia, 
than an officially organised activity.

“The commemoration has be-
come little more than a photo op-
portunity,” Abu Ali told The Arab 
Weekly at his home. “It used to be 
much more genuine but stopped af-
ter it lost its popular aspect as insti-
tutions started organising it in the 
last few years.” “O, our miraculous 
authority, the right of return is not a 
game,” he said, chanting one of his 
distinctive slogans.  Abu Ali rarely 
missed a Nakba Day but he longs for 
the fiery protests of old.

“I’m almost 70 and our wait is 
getting much longer,” he said. “The 
Israelis have the land, the power 

and the settlements are growing 
with no international legitimacy or 
justice.”

Many Palestinians share Abu Ali’s 
sentiment that the Nakba com-
memoration has lost its lustre and 
feel frustrated that no settlement is 
in the offing. Each year, Nakba Day 
and the political speeches attract 
fewer people. Many complain the 
events fail to emphasise the signifi-
cance of their quest to return home.

Some say the Palestinian Author-
ity has been systematically weak-
ened by Israel to the point that it 
might even surrender the right of 
return.

Rumours from the Palestinian-Is-
raeli peace talks suggested that Is-
rael will only allow a small number 

of refugees to come back in a “sym-
bolic” return. And they would only 
be allowed to go back to the West 
Bank, not to what is considered Is-
rael proper. In the Ramallah com-
memoration two days prior to Nak-
ba Day, around 1,000 people rallied 
outside the Arafat mausoleum and 
Arafat Square downtown, marking 
the steady decline in the number of 
protesters over the years.

Some question the purpose of the 
commemorations.

Visual artist Majd Abdul Hamid 
addressed this issue in an April ex-
hibition in which he challenged the 
growing inertia surrounding the 
“right of return”. One display was 
a glass-covered table covered in 
sugar pacifiers of different colours, 
signifying the keys to their former 
homes that many Palestinians usu-
ally bring out at this time of year.

“The keys are becoming a fetish 
object,” he told The Arab Weekly. 
“I want to question how that object 
relates to the Palestinian narrative, 
visually and conceptually. What 
does it mean to make it edible and 
what happens if you eat it? After all, 
it’s made of sugar.”

Abdul Haimid, born in exile in 
Damascus and now living in Ramal-
lah, dubbed the current mourning a 
“celebration of the victimised with-
out any horizon for dealing with it.”

According to the Palestinian Bu-
reau of Statistics, there are 12.2 mil-
lion Palestinians around the world, 
the vast majority living in an exile 
that shows no sign of ending.

Nida Ibrahim, based in Ramallah, 
has been covering Palestinian 
issues for nearly ten years.

Dominique Roch

Amid destruction

Present policies are 
leading to a 
“de-development” 
of Gaza, experts say

Reconstruction is 
also being hampered 
by disagreements 
within Hamas

Nakba Day, a reminder of Palestinians’ fading hopes of return

Palestinians hold large keys symbolising the homes left by 
Palestinians in 1948 as they participate in a demonstration on May 
13, 2015 in the West Bank city of Ramallah.

There are 12.2 
million Palestinians 
around the world

Nida Ibrahim
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Algerian army targets southern smuggling

Algiers

F 

earing armed chaos in 
neighbouring Libya and 
renewed conflict in Mali, 
Algeria’s army is shifting 
its focus from fighting Is-

lamist militants at home to Sahel 
border smuggling that supports 
those militants.

The Algerian military said it had 
arrested more than 650 suspected 
smugglers on its borders with Lib-
ya, Mali and Niger since April in 
a campaign to tighten the largely 
desolate and trackless desert fron-
tiers with the Sahel to its south.

“Algeria’s army is aware that 
fighting terrorism in the Sahel is 
useless if you do not include fight-
ing smugglers,” security analyst 
and writer Anis Rahmani said.

Algeria, a major OPEC oil and nat-
ural gas exporter, managed to neu-
tralise an Islamist insurgency only 
at the cost of thousands of lives in 
the 1990s and became a seasoned 
US ally in the fight against Sahel 

armed factions.
Militant attacks in Algeria are 

rare compared with a decade or 
more ago but authorities appear to 
be taking extra precautions against 
spillover from the worsening disor-
der in adjacent countries.

Anarchy in Libya, where two ri-
val governments and their ex-rebel 
allies have fought for control since 
the fall of Muammar Qaddafi in 
2011, has focused the attention of 
Algeria and other North African 
countries to their sprawling, re-
mote border zones.

A relapse into fighting in lawless 
northern Mali, where separatist 
and Islamist factions are active, 
has worried Bamako’s neighbours 
since French troops withdrew last 
year after an operation to sweep 
out al-Qaeda-affiliated militants.

Algeria has sent thousands of 
troops south since it closed more 
than 6,000 kilometres of its bor-
ders with Mauritania, Mali, Niger 
and Libya in May 2014.

But it has stepped up southern 

operations in the last few months 
and increased cooperation with 
Tunisia on its eastern frontier, 
where militants operate in moun-
tainous border areas.

The southern operation ap-
pears focused, in part, on smash-
ing smuggling networks run by 
veteran Algerian militant Mokhtar 
Belmokhtar, who heads an alli-
ance of Islamist fighters involved 
in moving contraband, an Algerian 
security source said.

Belmokhtar used southern Libya 
as the springboard for an attack on 
Algeria’s In Amenas gas plant in 
2012 during which militants seized 
foreign oil workers, triggering a 
siege that left 40 captives dead.

Smugglers arrested recently 

were armed with Kalashnikov as-
sault rifles while others served as 
scouts infiltrating the Libyan bor-
der for armed groups, the security 
source said.

The army also seized weapons 
caches near its borders with Libya, 
the latest consisting of two mor-
tars, two rocket launchers, 45 rock-
ets and 225 kilograms of explosives 
and landmines, according to the 
Defence Ministry.

As a sign of the operation’s im-
pact, the price of illicit arms, most-
ly filtered in from Libya to south-
ern Algeria, has risen, the security 
source said.

Smuggled items included weap-
ons, petrol and food that are subsi-
dised by the Algerian government.

But migrant trafficking is an es-
pecially lucrative trade with mili-
tants cashing in on Sub-Saharan Af-
ricans and Syrians trying to sneak 
into Libya to make the perilous trip 
from the Mediterranean coast to 
Europe.

Last summer, 200 Syrians were 

seized by Algerian security forces 
near the border with Libya as they 
were trying to reach Italy with the 
help of Libyan Islamists who had 
promised to smuggle them there 
by boat.

Although the two main armed 
groups still active in Algeria — al-
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
(AQIM) and Islamic State’s local 
wing the Caliphate Soldiers — op-
erate in remote northern areas, 
Algeria’s army has become more 
concerned about threats to its 
southern borders.

“Algeria is the only country in 
the region that has the capacity to 
effectively patrol its borders,” said 
Geoff Porter, a North Africa spe-
cialist at the Combating Terrorism 
Center in the United States.

“Even with the presence of for-
eign troops in northern Mali, Bam-
ako cannot or will not enforce se-
curity along its border with Algeria. 
Likewise, Libya is a failed state that 
has no interest in border security.”
(Reuters)

Tripoli

E 

lias, a teenager from Be-
nin, spends hour after 
hour under a bridge in 
Libya’s capital waiting for 
menial day jobs that could 

inch him closer to a new life in Eu-
rope.

Whenever a car stops, Elias and 
dozens of other migrants dash to-
wards it, ready to accept any job on 
offer.

In fluent English, he explains his 
simple plan: “I need to fight for my 
future. That’s why I am here. And 
to get money. When I get enough 
money, I will go to Europe,” said 
the 18-year-old, sporting a yellow 
T-shirt and brown cap.

“The sea is dangerous but, when 
I get an opportunity, I will go. When 
you cross the sea, sometimes you 
fail, sometimes you win. I have to 
prepare myself first,” he said, stoi-
cally.

Like thousands of other mi-
grants, he is labouring in Libya to 
scrape together enough cash to 
pay people traffickers for a perilous 
journey across the Mediterranean 
to hoped-for affluence and security 
of Europe.

The lucky ones are rescued and 

transferred onwards. Others per-
ish at sea or are intercepted and 
returned to war-strewn Libya. Mi-
grants detained by Libyan authori-
ties are held at 16 centres across 
the country to await deportation. 
Around 7,000 people are in such 
facilities.

For the past three months since 
he reached Libya via Algeria, Elias 
has shared a small room with three 

other migrants for a monthly rent of 
around $110.

“When there’s no work, I sit in 
my room and listen to the music I 
like. I like hip-hop and R&B. I like 
Chris Brown and Tupac,” he said.

Elias also has a passion for foot-
ball, which he watches on YouTube.

“I used to play football with my 
friends in Benin but I don’t do that 
here. I miss playing football but I 

miss my friends more.”
The young Beninese man says he 

left behind his parents, four broth-
ers and two sisters because he 
could find no work to make a living.

In Tripoli, he can make $37 for a 
long day’s work.

“Sometimes they pay me, some-
times they don’t. It depends on the 
character,” he said.

Amnesty International (AI), in 
a report released May 11th, high-
lighted the grim reality of migrant 
workers in Libya, where cruelty and 
abuse drive them to risk their lives 
in dangerous Mediterranean cross-
ings.

“The ghastly conditions for mi-
grants, coupled with spiralling law-
lessness and armed conflicts raging 
within the country, make clear just 
how dangerous life in Libya is to-
day,” said Philip Luther, AI Middle 
East and North Africa director.

“With no legal avenues to escape 
and seek safety, they are forced 
to place their lives in the hands of 
smugglers who callously extort, 
abuse and attack them.”

Elias was robbed of around $2,100 
in savings when gunmen broke into 
his room and took cash and mobile 
phones.

“I am starting again from zero,” 

he said. “In this country, life is not 
fair. This country is in war but I am 
here. Why? Because of money.”

Elias remains optimistic never-
theless and has a clear vision of 
his future. “Maybe I will become 
a businessman one day. I want to 
get married one day also and have 
kids,” he said.

Libya, with a coastline of 1,770 
kilometres, has for years been a 
stepping stone for Africans seeking 
a better life in Europe, with most 
heading for Italy.

The situation deteriorated after 
the 2011 uprising that toppled Mua-
mmar Qaddafi, with people smug-
glers taking advantage of the chaos 
that has gripped Libya to boost 
their lucrative trade.

The United Nations says more 
than 110,000 migrants transited 
Libya in 2014 en route to Europe. 
Over the last 18 months, more than 
5,000 have died trying to reach Eu-
rope’s shores.
(Agence France-Presse)

Algeria is the only 
country in the region 
that has the capacity 
to effectively patrol 
its borders

Libyan smuggler carrying African migrants in Ghat, southwest Libya near the border with Algeria.

Migrants labour in Libya to keep dream of Europe alive

This country is in 
war but I am here. 
Why? Because of 
money

Dreams and nightmares. Illegal immigrants in Misrata.
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Cautious optimism in   the Gulf after summit
London

T 

he results of the Camp Da-
vid summit between US 
President Barack Obama 
and leaders and repre-
sentatives of the Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) have 
been met with cautious optimism 
by officials and analysts in the Gulf 
region.

The historic meeting, organ-
ised by the US administration, was 
called in an attempt to address res-
ervations by GCC leaders concern-
ing the possible US-Iran nuclear 
agreement, which Gulf States fear 
would empower and allow Tehran 
to step up its expansionist activi-
ties.

The prospects of a successful 
summit seemed to dim when a 
number of Gulf leaders, most nota-
bly Saudi Arabia’s Salman bin Ab-
dul-Aziz Al Saud, declined Obama’s 
invitation. To help overcome the 
malaise, Obama granted a number 
of interviews to regional media 
outlets, using the unprecedented 
opportunity to laud US-Gulf rela-
tions and Saudi Arabia in particular, 
describing ties as “extraordinary”.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir was cautious in his post-
summit assessment, saying that 
GCC leaders were “assured that the 
objective is to deny Iran the ability 
to obtain a nuclear weapon”. How-
ever, he added that it was too soon 
to know if a final nuclear agreement 
would be acceptable, saying, “We 
don’t know if the Iranians will ac-
cept the terms they need to accept.”

Some analysts said the summit 
did assuage part of the GCC lead-
ers’ fears but did not go far enough 

in tackling all their insecurities. “As 
far as the summit goes, I think that 
the Saudis and others in the GCC 
did appreciate President Obama’s 
effort to allay their concerns about 
the negotiations with Iran over its 
nuclear energy programme,” said 
Fahad Nazer, a terrorism analyst 
at JTG Inc., a Washington-based 
think-tank.

“However, it is not clear at this 

point that the two sides were able 
to overcome the main issue over 
which their policies diverge,” he 
said. “While the US administra-
tion appears to think that conclud-
ing a deal with Iran and removing 
economic sanctions will compel it 
to moderate its posture and adopt 
more responsible policies across the 
region, some of the GCC states, in-
cluding Saudi Arabia, think that the 

Assuaging fears

Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir was 
cautious in his 
post-summit 
assessment

Washington

I 

t is “time to stop holding Sau-
di Arabia’s hand”, concluded 
Jeremy Shapiro and Richard 
Sokolsky, two former mem-
bers of the US secretary of 

state’s policy staff, writing about 
US President Barack Obama’s 
Camp David meeting with Gulf 
Arab leaders.

The May 14th meeting con-
firmed the drifting apart of two 
long-time allies — the United 
States on one side and the Gulf 
monarchies, led by Saudi Arabia, 
on the other. The absence of three 
of five heads of states who were 
represented by either younger 
Arab leaders or newcomers, un-
derlined not only the growing 
divergences between Obama 
and traditional allies, but a gen-
erational shift that is under way 
among the region’s ruling dynas-
ties.

That age gap was embodied 
by Saudi Arabia’s deputy crown 
prince, Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdul-Aziz, 30, and the emir 
of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim bin Ham-
ad al-Thani, 34.

The objective of the meeting 
was to reassure participants of the 
US commitment to the security of 
the Gulf region. That mission has 
been complicated in recent times 
by the shift in US objectives in the 
region, aims clearly at odds with 
those of the Gulf sheikdoms.

On one hand, the White House’s 
main concern is to secure a nucle-
ar arms control agreement with 
Iran. On the other, Gulf states feel 
threatened by such a possibility.

What truly worries the Gulf 
countries is that an agreement 
on curtailing Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme will pave the way for a 
rapprochement between Tehran 
and Washington. That, they fear, 
will give the Islamic Republic free 
rein over the region and, as inter-
national sanctions are lifted, al-
low Iran access to funds it can use 
to step up its use of proxy mili-
tias in countries that Gulf leaders 
consider within their sphere of 
influence, such as Iraq, Syria and 
Lebanon.

To assuage Arab fears, Obama 
offered a plan to accelerate 
the integration of the re-
gion’s missile defences 
as well as additional 
sea and air exercises. 
However, what is miss-
ing from this arrange-
ment, and was rightly 
mentioned by several 
analysts such as al-Ara-
biya’s Hisham Melhem 
and Washington-based 
analyst Hussein Ibish, 
was the Arab demand 
for state-of-the-art 
weaponry such as the 
F-35 stealth fighter jet, as 
well as a formal defence 
treaty.

This was underlined by 
UAE Ambassador to the 
United States Youssef al 
Otaiba, who said: “We need 
something in writing”.

In spite of Arab calls, the 
Camp David meeting will 
not change the US admin-
istration’s slow retreat from 
the Middle East. Obama has 
been on this course since he 

backed off his demand that Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad be re-
moved — a decision that damaged 
his credibility in the eyes of those 
Arab states that believe Assad’s 
departure will take the heat out of 
the region’s turmoil.

Further, Obama has failed to 
punish the Damascus regime 
for using chemical weapons, af-
ter threatening Assad with “red 
lines” that should not be crossed.

The White House’s continuous 
flip-flopping is linked to fears of 
compromising a deal with Iran, 
simply because it remains at the 
heart of what Obama perceives 
as his political legacy. Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) states thus 
must get used to defending their 
interests without Washington’s 
help as the White House appears 
more determined than ever to 
avoid direct military intervention 
in the region.

Arab leaders have responded 
to the shift in US policy by taking 
bolder positions, whether in Syria 
or Yemen, in an attempt to curtail 
Iranian expansion.

In Syria, Iran’s elite Revolution-
ary Guards, and its Shia prox-
ies, including Hezbollah, have 
encountered serious military 
setbacks in the north and south 
of the country for the first time 
in two years, thanks largely to 
a new-found alliance between 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Qatar. 
In Yemen, a Saudi-led Arab coa-
lition of Sunni states has inter-
vened against Shia Houthi rebels 
who, allegedly with Iranian mili-
tary support, now control much 
of that country.

The Camp David meetings have 
not healed the rift between the 
United States and the Gulf mon-
archies but the United States 
believes it will remain relatively 
unaffected by the chaos of a po-
larised Middle East where sectar-
ian rivalries between Sunnis and 
Shia deepen by the day.

The rising generation of Mid-
dle Eastern leaders will have to 
deal with a new regional reality, 
unlike their predecessors, who 
enjoyed sustained US support for 
more than half a century. The Gulf 
states will have to take responsi-
bility for their own security, as 
the Americans let the Middle East 
fight its own wars.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
analyst at the Rafik Hariri Center 
for the Middle East of the Atlantic 

Council. She lives in Beirut.

Mixed signals

Mona Alami

Mohammed Alkhereiji

The end of an 
era — and new 
unknowns

Saudi fear re-enactment of    ‘Twin Pillar’ strategy
Washington

“T 

he Saudis’ worst night-
mare would be the 
[Obama] administra-
tion striking a grand 
bargain with Iran,” said 

former US Ambassador to Saudi 
Arabia Robert Jordan. Outside of 
the immediate concern about a po-
tential nuclear deal with Iran and 
Tehran’s support for Shia-led mili-
tary activities, the Saudis’ fear a US-

Iran rapprochement that, in their 
eyes, would make Riyadh play 
second fiddle in a new US-led 
security orchestra in the Gulf.

At first glance, this scenario 
may seem far-fetched. After 
all, the United States and Iran 

have had bad relations since 
1979 and Washington has consist-

ently come to the aid of Saudi Ara-
bia for decades.

The US-Saudi relationship goes 
back to the 1930s when American 
oil companies were given an ex-
clusive concession to explore in 
the kingdom. The relationship 
was cemented during World War 
II when the United States built 

the Dhahran air base (which came 
in very handy during the 1990-91 

Gulf war) and King Ibn Saud and 
US president Franklin Roosevelt 
had a friendly, day-long meeting in 
Egypt in 1945.

Despite this decades-long sym-
biotic relationship between Wash-

ington and Riyadh, the Saudis can 
look to recent history and see a time 
when they were not the US favour-
ite in the Gulf region. US president 
Richard Nixon in 1969 announced a 
doctrine that bore his name, stipu-
lating that the United States would 
supply regional allies with sophisti-
cated military weapons and training 
but those allies were responsible for 
the defence of their own region.

In Southeast Asia, this doctrine 
was part of the “Vietnamisation” 
programme that aimed to withdraw 
US forces from Vietnam and compel 
South Vietnamese forces to pick 
up the slack. In the Gulf, the Nixon 

doctrine roughly coincided with 
the British decision to withdraw 
their forces from the region, which 
they completed by 1971.

Into the vacuum came the US 
“Twin-Pillar” strategy, a subset 
of the Nixon doctrine. The pillars 
were Iran and Saudi Arabia, which 
would be responsible for regional 
security.  With increased oil reve-
nues these two countries would be 
able to purchase expensive military 
equipment. Indeed, from 1970-72, 
total US arms sales to Iran jumped 
from $104 million to $553 million 
and sales to Saudi Arabia increased 
from $16 million to $312 million. 

Back to the future?

Gregory Aftandilian

Arab leaders have 
responded to the 
shift in US policy by 
taking bolder 
positions
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Special focus After Camp David

Cautious optimism in   the Gulf after summit

end result of the nuclear deal could 
be just the opposite: Flush with 
cash after the removal of sanctions 
and on relatively good terms with 
the West, Iran might feel embold-
ened and try to expand its influence 
and meddling in the region.”

Nazer went on to say that while 
the final communiqué reiterated 
a US commitment to help the GCC 
defend its interests and territorial 

integrity against outside threats, it 
does not have the force of law.

“I think Iran’s incendiary rhetoric 
and its provocations near Yemen’s 
waters during the Saudi military 
operation there will likely be seen 
as confirmation of the GCC’s fears. 
Iran seems to have a very difficult 
time playing by the rules of the in-
ternational community,” he added.

The Camp David summit was de-

signed more for the United States 
to get in sync with GCC states with 
regards to the new Saudi doctrine, 
an assertive foreign policy designed 
to deter aggression militarily and 
restore security politically, analysts 
said.

“There was an important sen-
tence in the joint communiqué is-
sued after the summit which stated 
that GCC countries will consult 
the United States in case they par-
ticipate in military activities out-
side their borders,” noted Jamal 
Khashoggi, a Saudi political ana-
lyst. US Army General Lloyd Austin, 
head of US Central Command, re-
vealed to the US Senate that Saudi 
Arabia only informed the United 
States about Operation Decisive 
Storm a few hours before the start 
of attacks in Yemen.

Khashoggi told The Arab Weekly 
that this means that GCC states, and 
in particular Saudi Arabia, will con-
tinue to take the lead while keeping 
the United States in the loop.

“What really explains the summit 
is the American position in the first 
week of operations, which saw po-
litical support, both internationally 
and at the (UN) Security Council, as 
well as logistical support and intel-
ligence sharing,” said Khashoggi.

The US refusal to enter into a 
written, binding, NATO-like se-
curity agreement with GCC states 
should not be viewed as a disap-
pointment however, Khashoggi 
said. “We should remember how 
Obama was nonchalant about the 
whole region and after Decisive 
Storm he changed,” he said. “So 
we should continue taking the lead 
and the Americans will follow with 
their support.”

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Arab 
Weekly Gulf section editor.

Some analysts said 
the summit did 
assuage part of the 
GCC leaders’ fears 
but did not go far 
enough

Mixed signals

Washington 

U 

S President Barack 
Obama’s six-hour Camp 
David summit with Gulf 
Arab leaders “exceeded 
expectations”, a Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) official 
said, but did not produce any sur-
prises.

The leaders reaffirmed the de-
fence and strategic pillars of their 
long-standing relationships but 
made no breakthroughs on deal-
ing with the conflict in Syria or 
what the Gulf Arab states see as the 
threat from Iran.

“It exceeded expectations and 
President Obama was attuned to 
our concerns and offered clear 
answers to the questions we had 
on the nuclear negotiations with 
Iran,” said Abdel Aziz Abu Hamad 
Aluwaisheg, the GCC’s assistant 
secretary-general for foreign af-
fairs. Commenting at a May 15th 
roundtable hosted by the Arab Gulf 
States Institute in Washington, 
Aluwaisheg said, “The end result 
was very positive and we agreed on 
holding another summit next year 
instead of the initial plan of waiting 
two years.”

Positive reactions also came from 
members of the Saudi, Qatari and 
Kuwaiti delegations who spoke to 
The Arab Weekly. The Arab leaders 
sensed a clear US commitment to 
regional security, conveyed in the 
final statement pledging “to deter 
and confront an external threat to 
any GCC state’s territorial integrity 
that is inconsistent with the UN 
Charter”.

Washington affirmed that it is 
not seeking realignment in the re-
gion, according to Aluwaisheg, and 
that “no grand bargain with Iran” is 
in the offing. The nuclear deal with 
Tehran, if it is finalised in June, 
represents nothing more than an 
arms control agreement. “This is 
the best deal we can get at the mo-
ment,” Aluwaisheg acknowledged.

The immediate future in US-GCC 
relations will see the establishment 
of working groups, defence com-
mittees and steps to boost mari-
time security and border control. 
Also on the agenda are work on 
early warning systems as well 
and a ballistic missile 
network. All of these 
measures are in-
tended to reas-
sure the GCC 
states of the 
US commit-
ment to their 
security.

But despite 
the positive 
words, An-
drew Bowen, a 
senior fellow at 
the Center for the 
National Interest, a 
conservative-leaning 
think-tank in Washington, 
said, “The Gulf leaders were left 
with few concrete commitments 
from the White House to assuage 
their concerns about Iran’s aggres-
sive role in the region beyond in-
creased defence sales and rhetori-
cal assurances.”

Bowen told The Arab Weekly 
that “the lofty assurances are 
largely ephemeral and will soon 
wear off as these leaders return 
home to deal with Iran’s deepen-
ing position in the region and the 

challenge Tehran poses to their 
national interests.” Bowen noted 
that the summit did not produce a 
defence treaty or a commitment by 
the United States to sell GCC allies 
F-35 fighter jets or other advanced 
aircraft and weaponry.

Moreover, Syria remains a sub-
ject of disagreement. “The GCC 
leaders left with no definitive com-
mitments about expanding Wash-
ington’s role in supporting Syria’s 
opposition,” said Bowen.

While the final statement con-
cluded that “Assad had lost all 
legitimacy” and referred to “in-
creasing support to the moderate 
opposition”, there were no specif-
ics about establishing a safe zone 
or giving the rebels more advanced 
weapons.

A senior White House official 
who was involved in planning the 
summit told The Arab Weekly the 
administration is concerned about 
the gains made by anti-Assad 
rebels in northern Syria, which 
the official said could play into 
the hands of Jabhat al-Nusra. He 
blamed Turkey for supporting the 
rebels.

The administration “failed so 
far to dissuade key GCC countries 
from seeking nuclear technology,” 
said Bowen. While US officials see 
such scenario as unlikely “empty 
threats” from former Gulf officials, 
Bowen sees the warnings as a tac-
tic to leave the door open despite 
the GCC’s expected support for the 
nuclear agreement with Iran.

The final statement declared 
“support for the P5+1 to reach a 
deal with Iran by June 30, 2015, 
that would verifiably ensure that 
Iran does not develop a nuclear 
weapon, noting that such a deal 
would represent a significant con-
tribution to regional security.” But 
the devil is in the details and the 
key word here is “verifiable”, Alu-
waisheg said. Full support will be 
determined “after an agreement 
is reached and not before”, he 
added.

Following the summit, “Presi-
dent Obama needs to personally 
invest more in his relationships 
with his Gulf counterparts, in-
cluding directly engaging them 
in a fully honest and transparent 
way about the next steps in the 

Iran negotiations and US fu-
ture actions in Iraq and 

Syria,” said Bowen. 
More bilateral vis-

its are expected 
in Washing-
ton, including 
potentially 
one by Saudi 
King Salman 
bin Abdul-
Aziz Al Saud 

by the end 
of June, the 

deadline for the 
Iran deal.
Such positive 

atmospherics are ex-
pected to continue after 

Camp David. The summit succeed-
ed in emphasising long-standing 
defence and security relations be-
tween Washington and the GCC ir-
respective of the name of the lead-
er in those capitals but the split 
continues on key political issues, 
absent a clear US strategy on Syria, 
or the Middle East.

Joyce Karam is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

More than expected 
but no definitive
commitments
Joyce Karam

Saudi fear re-enactment of    ‘Twin Pillar’ strategy
It soon became apparent that the 
shah of Iran was much more eager 
than the Saudis to play the role of 
“policeman” in the region. In the 
mid-1970s, for example, he sent 
troops to south-western Oman to 
fight, in conjunction with British 
Special Forces, a Marxist-led insur-
gency.

Although Iran and Saudi Arabia 
were on the same side in the global 
Cold War, the latter was worried 
that the shah was trying to recreate 
the Persian Empire with US assis-
tance. For all the US military train-
ing and arms sales to Saudi Arabia 
in the 1970s, it was apparent to any 

observer that the United States 
clearly saw Iran as the much bigger 
(it terms of its population and the 
size of its armed forces) and more 
competent twin. Iran also under-
took actions in the Gulf that upset 
other Arab countries, like seizing 
three islands off the coast of the 
newly formed United Arab Emirates 
in 1971 that is still a bone of conten-
tion between the two countries.

The Saudis suspect that, despite 
the outwardly anti-US position of 
the present Iranian regime, the two 
countries could revive their historic 
ties, which go back even further 
than the 1930s. Moreover, Iran’s 

population is more than three times 
that of Saudi Arabia, the majority of 
its youth are pro-American from all 
indications and US businesses are 
eager to take advantage of an easing 
of sanctions that would accompany 
a nuclear deal.

Hence, a nuclear deal between 
the P5+1, led by the United States, 
and Iran would not only be allowed 
to export more oil and generate 
new revenues to bolster Tehran’s 
so-called proxy wars in the region, 
it would also, in the eyes of the Sau-
dis, turn the United States away 
from looking on the Gulf Arab states 
as their prime partners.

Given these worries, the resist-
ance of US President Barack Obama 
at the recent Camp David meet-
ing with Gulf Arab leaders to a 
NATO-like security structure and 
his statement that “the purpose of 
any strategic cooperation [with Gulf 
Arab states] is not to perpetuate any 
long-term confrontation with Iran 
or to even marginalise Iran”, un-
doubtedly raised eyebrows among 
these leaders about a US-Iran rap-
prochement.

Although ideological differences 
between Tehran and Washington 
are stark, the Gulf Arabs, led by 
Saudi Arabia, fear that a repeat of 
the 1970s may be in the works.

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

Positive 
atmospherics are 
expected to continue 
after Camp David

Washington 
affirmed that it is 
not seeking 
realignment in the 
region
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EU agrees to use force against migrant smugglers
Brussels

T 

he European Union has 
agreed on a naval mission 
to target gangs smuggling 
migrants from Libya.

Many hundreds of 
deaths at sea, including the drown-
ing of up to 900 people on a sin-
gle vessel in the Mediterranean 
in April, jolted European govern-
ments into a more robust response 
but, beyond greater funding for 
rescue operations, the European 
Union is divided on how to act as 
anti-immigrant parties gain sup-
port domestically.

“This is just the beginning. Now 
the planning starts,” EU foreign 
policy chief Federica Mogherini 
said of the naval mission, adding 
that the operation could start in 
June.

Details remain unclear as mem-
ber states consider options.

“There is a clear sense of urgen-
cy,” Mogherini said of the migrants, 
most of whom attempt to reach her 
native Italy. “As summer comes, 

more people are travelling.”
The European Union wants to 

capture smugglers and destroy 
their boats off the Libyan coast to 
help control the rising number of 
migrants fleeing war and poverty 
in Africa and the Middle East. But 
it wants UN authorisation to oper-
ate close to the shore of a country 
that has descended into anarchy 
since Western powers backed a 
2011 revolt that ousted Muammar 
Qaddafi. NATO Secretary-General 
Jens Stoltenberg urged Europe to 
act, saying Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants might be “also trying to hide, 
to blend in among the migrants” to 
infiltrate Europe.

Some 51,000 migrants have en-
tered Europe by crossing the Medi-
terranean in 2014, with 30,500 ar-
riving in Italy. About 1,800 people 
have drowned in the attempt, the 
UN refugee agency says.

At an emergency summit in April 
in Brussels, EU leaders agreed to 
“identify, capture and destroy ves-
sels before they are used by traf-
fickers”.

Mogherini flew to New York in 
May to seek support for a draft res-
olution by Britain, France, Lithu-

ania and Spain under Chapter VII 
of the UN Charter, which allows the 
use of force to restore international 
peace and security.

Without UN authorisation, the 
European Union’s naval mission, 
which is to have its headquarters in 
Rome, will not have the mandate 
to intervene in Libyan territorial 
waters to seize vessels.

“Nothing will happen without 
a UN mandate,” said Austrian De-
fence Minister Gerald Klug.

But EU diplomats say the Euro-
pean Union can start using ships, 
drones and helicopters on the high 
seas to gather intelligence about 
people smugglers, although the 
impact will be limited.

A 19-page document for EU 
ministers envisages four phases, 
starting with deployment and as-

sessment and culminating in a 
“disruptional phase”. A UN Se-
curity Council Resolution “is not 
required for the first phase”, the 
document said. As part of its mi-
grant strategy, the European Com-
mission unveiled a plan to take in 
20,000 more refugees over the next 
two years, a response to an emer-
gency that saw more than 600,000 
people seek refuge in the European 
Union in 2014.

The EU executive also proposed a 
quota system to spread out among 
countries the burden of housing 
hundreds of thousands of people 
while their claims for asylum are 
processed. At present, a few coun-
tries, notably Germany and Swe-
den, take the major share.

The idea appeared to be in jeop-
ardy, however.

Britain has rejected any quota, 
exercising an established exemp-
tion from EU migration policies. 
The French prime minister has said 
he is against quotas because France 
has already taken in thousands of 
refugees from Syria and Iraq since 
2012.

Spanish Foreign Minister Jose 
Manuel Garcia-Margallo said 
Spain’s chronic unemployment 
meant it could not help. “Pledging 
to take in migrants to whom you 
cannot provide work would be, in 
my opinion, providing a bad ser-
vice,” he said.

Slovakia and Hungary are also 
against the quota system.

Libya’s internationally recog-
nised government rejected any 
military operation against ships 
carrying illegal migrants after EU 

members approved plans for a na-
val mission starting next month to 
fight human traffickers.

“Any military action must be 
done with the cooperation of the 
Libyan authorities,” government 
spokesman Hatem el-Ouraybi said.

“The military option to deal with 
the boats inside Libyan waters or 
outside is not considered humane.”

“The government will not ac-
cept any violation of Libyan sover-
eignty,” Ouraybi said, and “will not 
accept the plan unless it is coordi-
nated” with Libya’s internationally 
recognised administration.

Libya has descended into chaos 
since the NATO-backed ouster in 
2011 of Qaddafi, with rival govern-
ments and powerful militias bat-
tling for influence in the oil-rich 
North African state.

Brussels

T 

he EU border agency is 
boosting its operations in 
the Mediterranean near 
Greece as increasing num-
bers of migrants try to en-

ter the European Union from Tur-
key, the Frontex chief said.

“We are worried about the situa-
tion in Greece and that’s why we will 
upgrade our action there and our 
support to the Greek authorities,” 
Frontex Executive Director Fabrice 
Leggeri told the Associated Press in 
a May 14th interview.

More than 10,000 people have 
been rescued from the central Medi-
terranean in recent weeks after at-
tempting to enter Europe from Lib-
ya on overcrowded, unseaworthy 
boats. The International Organisa-
tion for Migration (IOM) estimates 
that nearly 1,830 migrants have died 

trying to cross the Mediterranean 
this year, compared to 207 in the 
same period in 2014.

“There is a shift from the central 
Mediterranean to the eastern Medi-
terranean” as more migrants leave 
Turkey by sea and land, Leggeri 
said. “They are moving very quickly, 
so we have to be flexible.”

Police in northern Greece on May 
14th said 93 Syrian migrants were 
freed from a locked cargo train car-
riage after being tricked by smug-
glers into travelling in the wrong 
direction.

The number of Syrians reaching 
Greece surged in the past year as 
the civil war in their country contin-
ues into a fifth year. Many make the 
short trip from Turkey’s southwest 
coast towards the island of Lesbos, 9 
kilometres away, in inflatable rafts. 
From there, they often try to board 
ferries and move further north into 
Europe.

Others choose to travel by land 
through western Turkey and across 
Greek or Bulgarian borders, where 
the Frontex presence is also being 
stepped up.

Leggeri also said planes and 

ships, including British, French and 
Portuguese vessels, promised for 
Frontex’s Triton Operation to patrol 
waters off Italy were arriving. The 
border agency plans to significantly 
boost its presence on the Mediter-
ranean from June to September, the 
high season for migrant crossings.

“We have already increased by 
50% in terms of assets deployed 
and by June we will be able until 
September to triple the number of 
boats,” he said.

Triton has no mandate to carry 
out search-and-rescue work but 
has rescued thousands of people 
by deploying ships where they are 
required by international law to re-
spond to emergency calls.

Triton has ten patrol vessels, three 
offshore patrol ships, three aircraft 
and two helicopters at its disposal.
(The Associated Press)

The European Union 
can start using ships, 
drones and 
helicopters on the 
high seas

EU border chief Fabrice Leggeri
I n t e r v i e w

We have already 
increased by 50% in 
terms of assets 
deployed

There is a shift from 
the central 
Mediterranean to the 
eastern 
Mediterranean

Vessels, gun barrels and refugees.
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Afghanistan: The next battlefield ?

Pakistan’s security calculations in the Gulf

Washington

“W 

e will maintain a 
presence in Af-
ghanistan, even 
after the end of 
our current mis-

sion,” NATO Secretary-General 
Jens Stoltenberg announced. The 
Atlantic alliance, he said, will have 
a “light footprint,” with “a military 
component”.

But a “light footprint” may not be 
enough to secure the survival of the 
fragile Afghan state: On top of the 
constant pressure from the Taliban, 
NATO must also prepare itself for an 
influx of Shia Afghan fighters mobi-
lised by the Tehran regime.

Anticipating the resurgence of the 
Taliban, the expeditionary al-Quds 
force of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC-QF) is training 
Shia Afghans who most likely will 
be deployed to Afghanistan to cre-
ate a buffer zone protecting Iran’s 
eastern border.

Funeral services in Iran for Shia 
Afghans killed in combat in Syria 
since September 2013 testifies to 
Tehran’s preparations.

The Islamic Republic media try 
hard to play down the scope of the 
Shia Afghan presence in Syria and 
deny any government involvement 
in their mobilisation.

Defa Press and Mashregh News, 
two of the IRGC’s many unofficial 
mouthpieces, for example, claim 
Afghan volunteers for Syria were or-
ganised in Kabul and their numbers 
“in the most optimistic assessment 
does not exceed 200”.

In the same vein, Moalem, (The 

Teacher) a propaganda movie glo-
rifying the role of Shia Afghans in 
Syria, advances the argument that 
Afghans travel to Syria to defend 
Shia pilgrimage sites in the vicinity 
of Damascus.

Such claims are in stark contrast 
to data extracted from other Islamic 
Republic news sources, including 
Defa News. It admits that Shia Af-
ghans initially operated alongside 
the Iraqi Abolfazl al-Abbas Brigade, 
which under joint IRGC-QF and 
Lebanese Hezbollah supervision, 
was mobilised in Najaf in October 
2012 and deployed to Syria to de-
fend Shia shrines.

However, as more Afghans joined 
the force, they were organised in the 
purely Afghan Fatemiyoun Brigade. 
Clearly, a limited Shia Afghan pres-
ence in Syria would not have led to 
the formation of a separate brigade.

A survey of funeral services in 
Iran for 91 Shia Afghans killed in 
Syria further undermines the es-
timate that their group totalled 
a maximum of 200 men, and the 
claim the Fatemiyoun Brigade was 
established in Kabul.

All individuals whose records 
were examined were buried in the 
presence of their families in cities 
in Iran, which suggests they were 
recruited among Afghan refugees in 
the Islamic Republic.

The presence of representatives 
of the Martyr Foundation [Bonyad-
e Shahid], the local Friday prayer 
leader and representatives of Su-
preme Leader Ali Khamenei, at the 
funeral services, provide additional 
proof of the Tehran government’s 
recruitment of the Afghan Shias.

So does a photo of Ali-Reza Ta-
vasoli, the late commander of the 
Fatemiyoun Brigade, standing next 
to Major-General Qassem Soleim-
ani, the IRGC-QF commander, and 
the presence of his deputy, Briga-
dier-General Esmail Qaani, at the 
funeral services.
The Fatemiyoun Brigade must 
therefore be seen as a small 

part of the IRGC-QF’s operations 
against Tehran’s regional adversar-
ies. Very little is known about the 
operations of the Fatemiyoun Bri-
gade, apart from the fact that its 
members killed in combat were all 
operating in Syria, and not Iraq.

Judging by the dates of the funer-
als, the brigade suffered the highest 
casualties from May-October 2014, 
which coincides with the Syrian 
military’s takeover and withdrawal 
from Dokhaniyeh, east of Damas-
cus, and late February to March 
2015, during an unsuccessful Syrian 
Army offensive against the northern 
city of Aleppo.

Fatemiyoun losses were not lim-
ited to its rank-and-file members: 
Tavasoli, the brigade commander, 

and Reza Bakhshi, his deputy, were 
killed in February after which Reza 
Marzai took over the command of 
the Brigade.

Mehdi Saberi, a company com-
mander, was killed in March and 
Mohammad Rezaei, a graduate 
from the theological seminary in 
Qom, was killed in September 2014.

Far from dissuading the Quds 
Force from deploying more Afghani 
Shia to Syria, Soleimani is likely to 
deploy more Afghans to what Iran 
now perceives as a combat training 
ground.

The IRGC-QF is likely to recruit 
many more poor Afghani Shia refu-
gees for the civil war in Syria in re-
turn for permanent residence per-
mits in Iran and a modest stipend. 

Others, of course, may join the 
struggle motivated by ideology and 
religious beliefs.

Regardless of their motives, their 
shared experience in Syria is likely 
to be utilised by Tehran in their na-
tive Afghanistan. The “light foot-
print” of NATO in that country will 
most likely invite the Taliban, as 
well as the regime in Tehran, to fill 
the power vacuum and once again 
transform Afghanistan into a proxy 
battlefield between Shia Iran and 
the Sunni powers.

Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran 
and the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps. He is a senior fellow 
at the Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies in Washington.

Dubai

T 

he strategic relationship 
between Pakistan and the 
Arab Gulf states is indeed 
special and has proven its 
worth when tested.

When the going gets tough, Pa-
kistan is regarded as perhaps the 
closest security partner for the Arab 
Gulf. Underpinning this is both a 
deep cultural affinity and a sense 
of shared destinies as Sunni Mus-
lims. Sometimes criticised for be-
ing transactional, Pakistan-Arab 
Gulf relations are genuinely rooted 
at a strategic level. In the security 
realm, Pakistan as a state and soci-
ety has always played a critical role 

in Arab Gulf security.
When the Grand Mosque in 

Mecca was besieged in 1979, it was 
to the Pakistanis that Saudi Arabia 
turned for assistance — and Paki-
stan delivered. During the first Gulf 
war, the Saudi border was manned 
almost entirely by soldiers from 
two battalions that Pakistan de-
ployed. Pakistani pilots flew Syrian 
and Jordanian aircraft in the six-day 
war and Yom Kippur war, shooting 
down Israeli aircraft. Most recently, 
retired Pakistani officers were re-
portedly dispatched to Bahrain to 
help quell unrest.

In short, Pakistan has always 
stood by Arabs, demonstrating the 
traits of an elder brother or stronger 
cousin — whatever seems appropri-
ate.

 But in Yemen, things did not go 

as smoothly. Traditionally, Pakistan 
and its Arab Gulf allies, especially 
Saudi Arabia, conduct business out 
of the public glare: Engagement 
happens at the highest levels and is 
rarely subject to political approval.

But as the Saudi-led coalition 
launched operations in Yemen and 
Arab media announced Pakistan 
was to lead a ground offensive to-
gether with Egypt, the official word 
from Islamabad came out quickly — 
no such thing was going to happen. 
A flurry of high-level exchanges 
between Pakistan and Saudi Arabia 
ensued, searching for a solution. 

But Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz 
Sharif had already taken the issue 
to parliament where the question of 
deployment was comprehensively 
shot down. Pakistan reiterated its 
readiness to defend Saudi borders 
and the sacred sites in Mecca and 
Medina — but no boots in Yemen. 
Taking the issue to parliament 
though was unexpected and pro-
vided a public forum for Pakistani 
politicians to criticise Saudi Arabia.

In fairness, that was not the in-
tention of Sharif, who owes much 
to the Saudis for hosting him after 
he was ousted and exiled by Gen-
eral Pervez Musharraf in 1999. But 
the damage was already done. The 
manner in which Sharif managed 
the issue may not necessarily have 
been approved by the army, but the 
bottom line was that the view of the 
Pakistani establishment prevailed.

Pakistan is deeply engaged on 
five fronts: it is executing a massive 
military operation against the Paki-
stani Taliban in its north west, deal-
ing with an unstable Afghanistan 
following US withdrawal, contend-
ing with a Hindu-nationalist gov-
ernment in India known for its anti-
Pakistan and anti-Muslim views, 
fighting insurgents in Baluchistan 
province, and cleaning up Karachi 
(Pakistan’s largest city and com-
mercial hub) from terrorist sleeper 
cells and organised-crime groups 
controlled by political and religious 
outfits.

Overstretch is thus a genuine 
concern for Pakistan. Apart from 
the fact that Yemen is not consid-
ered a strategic interest for Paki-
stan, there was also no exit strategy 
for a ground operation in Yemen. 
A country like Pakistan, which is 
still paying the price for interfer-
ence in Afghanistan, is hardly in the 
mood to march into Yemen simply 
to show Sunni solidarity. Iran can 

be a serious spoiler for Pakistan in 
Afghanistan and its Baluchistan 
province and Pakistan risks more 
in confronting rather than engaging 
Iran. And, what after Yemen? – Syr-
ia? Iraq? Pakistan is no superpower.

The Arab Gulf collectively spends 
$100 billion-$150 billion annually 
on defence, not counting spending 
in Egypt, Jordan and Morocco. In 
short, the Pakistani establishment 
concluded that if, even then the 
rebels in Yemen cannot be militar-
ily subdued, any firepower Pakistan 
could bring is not going to make 
much difference. Yemen is a quag-
mire and Pakistan would pay the 
cost at home by not being able to 
resolve the issues in its tribal areas, 
Baluchistan, Karachi and with its ri-
val India.

In the end, not much has changed: 
Pakistan stands by its Arab Gulf al-
lies to protect their territorial integ-
rity. But the “Arab spring” and its 
consequences, Arab-Persian rivalry 
and Sunni-Shia conflict in the Arab 
world have complex dynamics that 
are alien or, at best, peripheral to 
Pakistan.

Beyond this, the Pakistani estab-
lishment appears to have made a 
conscientious decision to shield the 
country from the issues devastating 
the Arab world from within. These 
are issues that Pakistan does not 
understand deeply and does not de-
sire to import. Pakistan is more in-
troverted than ever.

Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at 
the Institute for Near East and Gulf 
Military Analysis (INEGMA).
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Very little is known 
about the operations 
of the Fatemiyoun 
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France benefits from 
comparative edge in 
the Gulf region

East   West

London

F 

rance has been making 
waves in the Middle East, 
attracting praise from 
Sunni Arab leaders for its 
strong stances on a num-

ber of foreign policy issues, stanc-
es that often appear at odds with 
those of the United States.

France’s reputation for inde-
pendence appears to be paying 
dividends: in May French Presi-
dent François Hollande became 
the first Western president to be 
a “guest of honour” at a summit 
of the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC), prompting speculation that 
France could be staking a claim as 
a reliable alternative to the United 
States in a region whose monarchs 
are increasingly rattled by US policy 
towards Iran.

Although French policy in the re-
gion is perceived as being different 
from that of the United States, seri-
ous questions remain as to whether 
this perception is based on genuine 
disagreement or astute public rela-
tions.

Hollande’s treatment at the GCC 
summit in Riyadh stands out all the 
more starkly in light of Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud’s 
absence from the Camp David 
talks in the United States, which 

convened the following week. The 
talks were called largely to allevi-
ate Saudi fears of an imminent deal 
over Iran’s nuclear programme and 
Salman’s failure to attend was in-
terpreted as a snub to the Obama 
administration.

As US officials were announcing 
the Camp David talks, Hollande 
was concluding a deal to supply Qa-
tar with 24 Rafael fighter jets, said 
to be worth an estimated $7 billion. 
The deal was the latest in a series of 
lucrative contracts to be concluded 
by France. Beaming at the cameras, 
Hollande emphasised that France 
“is seen as a reliable country, one 
that partner countries can trust”.

In the context of Gulf unease at US 
eagerness to conclude a deal with 
Iran over its nuclear programme, 
the implication that America is an 
unreliable partner was lost on no-
body.

France has undoubtedly been re-
warded for its tough stance on Iran 
and Syria with Gulf largesse but an-
alysts remain at odds over just how 
distinct French policy is.

“If France has reservations, it is 
about the behaviour and body lan-
guage of the Obama administration, 
not about the US policy in general,” 
claims Bruno Tertrais, senior fellow 
at the Foundation for Strategic Re-
search, a French think-tank, “This 
administration is widely perceived 
in Paris as being often hesitant and 
sometimes ineffective, as being 
somewhat delusional about what a 
deal with Iran could bring in terms 
of regional benefits, and thus too 
eager for such a deal.”

France nonetheless remains, like 
the United States, committed to 
signing a nuclear agreement with 
Tehran. French reservations about 

the feasibility of a deal have been 
largely addressed by the techni-
cal rigour of the conditions of the 
agreement, says Michel Makinsky, 
a research associate at Institut Pro-
spective & Sécurité en Europe, a 
Paris think-tank. “The technical ne-
gotiations are absolutely extremely 
well checked, double checked and 
triple checked. Therefore, if there is 
an agreement one should be confi-
dent in the technical robustness of 
this.”

Ernest Moniz, the US secretary 
of energy and a nuclear physicist, 
is taking part in the technical as-
pect of the negotiations and is said 
to have laid the basis for a rigorous 
regime.

Despite France’s presence in the 
Gulf and its verbal commitments to 
supporting the defence of its Gulf 
allies, many analysts remain scep-
tical of French willingness or even 
capacity to ensure the security of 
GCC states, instead seeing hawkish 
rhetoric in the context of French 

commercial policy.
“The hawkish positions I think 

hide a much different reality, one in 
which positions are closer with the 
US. The true reason of this strategic 
approach is to capitalise on eco-
nomic potential and the potential 
of trade and arms deals with the 
Gulf states,” says Ayham Kamel, 
director of Middle East and North 
Africa at the political consultancy 
Eurasia Group.

“I think behind closed doors a lot 
of French businesses are looking 
forward to the removal of sanctions 
and entry into the Iranian market.”

While remaining crucial strate-
gic partners to the United States, 
France and the Gulf states, led by 
Saudi Arabia, are both benefactors 

from high-profile public relations. 
France makes clear its role as a se-
rious regional player while the Gulf 
states signal to the United States 
their displeasure with US policy 
and the availability of other options 
for building international alliances 
a situation described as “win-win” 
by Kamel.

The realities of world power, 
however, mean that France is con-
strained to operate multilaterally 
with the United States and Britain 
in Middle Eastern affairs. Within 
the overall constraints of US region-
al policy, France has been assidu-
ous in trying to harden the nego-
tiating stance of the United States 
in Iranian nuclear negotiations and 
towards Syrian President Bashar 
Assad while ultimately recognising 
that, in the Middle East, it does not 
have the power to go it alone.

These efforts have not gone un-
appreciated in a region where many 
feel the United States is getting its 
foreign policy horrendously wrong.

Tom Dinham
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In the Gulf, ‘François of Arabia’ to the rescue
London

L 

e Monde dubbed French 
President François 
Hollande “François of 
Arabia” as he became 
the first Western leader 
to address a summit of 

the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) in Riyadh, where he heard 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz 
Al Saud bemoan Iran’s efforts to 
“expand control” and foment 
“sectarian sedition”.

On  May 4th in Doha, Hollande 
trumpeted a $7.1 billion deal with 
Qatar for French-built Rafale jets 
and described France as “a reliable 
country, one in which a partner 
country can have confidence” — a 
none-too-subtle reference to the 
United States’ retreat from the re-
gion and its negotiations with Iran, 
the Gulf monarchies’ bête noire.

As well as supplying the Qataris, 
Paris is negotiating with the United 
Arab Emirates over the possible 
sale of 60 Rafales, a deal worth up 
to $11 billion. French officials boast 
they are on the cusp of economic 
deals with Riyadh “worth billions 
of euros”.

France has also dragged its 
feet in world powers’ nuclear 
talks with Tehran over its nuclear 
programme. Paris stressed in a 
joint statement with Saudi Arabia 

in early May that any agreement 
should be “verifiable” and not 
“threaten the security and stability 
of Iran’s neighbours” — just what 
the Gulf powers wanted to hear.

While in Riyadh for the GCC 
summit, Hollande also met Saad 
Hariri, leader of Lebanon’s mainly 
Sunni Future Movement, to discuss 
supplying the Lebanese Army with 
French military aid worth $3 bil-
lion, financed by Riyadh.

This is not the first time France 
has entered a political space left by 
Washington or that Paris has shown 
wariness of Tehran.

“In the 70s and 80s, France 
established a military and commer-
cial presence in the Gulf,” Olivier 
Da Lage, author of The Geopolitics 
of Saudi Arabia and analyst at 
Radio France International, told 
The Arab Weekly. “France always 
considered itself an important 
player in the Middle East.”

In 2003-05, France joined Britain 
and Germany in negotiations with 
Tehran over its nuclear pro-
gramme. But the Europeans’ goal, 
strongly supported by the Bush ad-
ministration, remained that Tehran 
give up uranium enrichment.

When Barack Obama was elected 
US president in 2008, pledging to 
engage Tehran and looked at com-
promises under which Iran would 
continue some enrichment, French 

officials briefed 
journalists on 

Paris’s fears this would concede too 
much.

More recently, France has as-
serted an independent approach to 
Syria. In October 2014, Paris backed 
a Turkish proposal for a no-fly zone 
in northern Syria, which foundered 
because of US opposition.

In March, French Foreign Min-
ister Laurent Fabius criticised the 
suggestion from US Secretary of 
State John Kerry that talks might 
be needed with Syrian President 
Bashar Assad to end the four-year 
war in Syria.

Da Lage says that Hollande, 
elected in 2012, and Fabius share a 
personal distrust of Tehran. “They 
were both in power in the early 
1980s when there was the bomb-
ing in Beirut [carried out by Islamic 
Jihad, a group linked to Iran] 
against the Drakkar [headquarters 
of French peacekeepers], when the 
French lost many soldiers,” he said.

“There was also a string of bomb-
ings in Paris [some attributed to 
Iranian-allied groups], a hostage 
crisis [at least nine French citizens 
were kidnapped in Beirut] and so 
on. Both Hollande and Fabius have 
in mind that period and the con-
cept of Iran as very suspicious.”

But that is all a far cry from the 
narrative, currently 
popular in the 
GCC, that 

France is set to replace a US with-
drawing from the region.

“I don’t see the US (Navy) 5th 
Fleet, which is based in Bahrain, 
leaving to go somewhere else,” 
François Nicoullaud, former ambas-
sador to Tehran, told France 24 tel-
evision. “Even beyond the question 
of oil; this is a strategic region and 
the US is there to stay.”

Da Lage says Paris is exploiting 
a desire by GCC states to influ-
ence Washington. “When they’re 
unhappy with the US, they want 
to show there’s an alternative,” he 
said. “France is using that opportu-
nity — quite skilfully — but it wasn’t 
really pushing for it.

“This is mostly an initiative of the 
Gulf states. Sooner or later, the situ-
ation will come back to the medium 
position, where France takes a back 
seat.”

Hollande, a socialist with low 
poll ratings and facing an election 
in 2017, is under domestic pres-
sure over relations with the Gulf 
monarchies. 

Four months after Islamist gun-
men killed 12 people in France, 
there is a debate over how close 
Paris should be to countries with 
links to militant Sunni groups.

“I’m not privy to any secret infor-
mation on this,” Da Lage observed, 
“but I feel the reason the French 
— as well as the US — are backing 
the [GCC] intervention in Yemen, 
which is doomed to fail, is that 
they want to show they support the 
security of those Sunni monarchies 
and therefore keep them on board 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).”

Gareth Smyth has covered 
Middle Eastern affairs for 20 years 
and was chief correspondent for 
the Financial Times in Tehran in 
2003-07.

Gareth Smyth

View point

France International, told The 
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W 

ithin days of the 
September 11, 2001, 
attacks on New York 
and Washington, US 
President George W. 

Bush said Osama bin Laden would 
be “brought to justice” and he re-
minded the world, “There’s an old 
poster out west that says ‘Wanted: 
Dead or Alive’.”

Bush’s reaction surprised anyone 
who had thought Westerns were 
part of the past but such posters, 
often advertising a reward, became 
part of the “war on terror”.

“This was a cultural American 
phenomenon coming out of the Old 
West, you’d have the poster with 
the bounty on it and the bounty 
hunter would go and bring back the 
bad guy,” Ibrahim Warde, professor 
of international business at Tufts 
University, Massachusetts, told The 
Arab Weekly.

But even with the United States 
posting bounties totalling $20 mil-
lion for four senior figures of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) on May 6th, 
Warde, who has long studied the 
financial aspects of the “war on ter-
ror” and whose book, The Price of 
Fear, was published in 2007, is far 
from convinced the ways of the 
Wild West have transferred suc-
cessfully.

“My take on it is that the bounties 
don’t work so well,” he said.

Secrecy, Warde concedes, does 
make this hard to judge. Investi-
gative journalist Seymour Hersh’s 
recent controversial account in the 
London Review of Books of bin 
Laden’s death, suggests the al-Qae-

da leader was found not through 
tracking couriers, as the White 
House claimed, but from a tip-off 
from a former senior Pakistani in-
telligence officer in return for much 
of the $25 million bounty on bin 
Laden’s head.

But that would not be the largest 
payment. The US government says 
it gave $30 million for information 
leading to Uday and Qusay Hussein, 
Saddam’s sons, who were killed in a 
gun battle with US forces shortly af-
ter the 2003 invasion of Iraq.

The US government’s Rewards 
for Justice programme has a web-
site with news of successes and 
pictures of the fugitives, includ-
ing ISIS leaders for whom bounties 
were posted in May.

Among the largest is the one for 
Abdel Rahman Mustafa al-Qaduli 
at $7 million, ahead of spokesman 
Abu Mohammed al-Adnani at $5 
million, but behind ISIS “caliph” 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi at $10 mil-
lion. None is priced as high, howev-
er, as the $25 million for Ayman al-
Zawahiri, leader of al-Qaeda since 
bin Laden’s death in 2011.

Warde pointed out that Rewards 
for Justice, which dates to 1984, 
originated, like much of the “war 
on terror”, in the “war on drugs”. 
Paying a bounty for drug traffickers 
was an obvious recourse, he told 
The Arab Weekly, because “where 
there were seizures of property, a 
bounty hunter or informer could 
get as much as 25%”.

And, as Warde argues in The Price 
of Fear, following the flow of cash 
proved an effective way of detect-
ing the flow of drugs in the oppo-
site direction.

Similarly, the American idea of 
offering percentage financial re-
wards to whistleblowers who ex-
pose wrongdoing is generating 

interest in Europe. But given the 
relatively low amounts of money 
involved in even high-profile at-
tacks by groups like al-Qaeda, an 
approach based on finance has 
proved less effective in the “war on 
terror”, even if it has helped gener-
ate publicity.

“The theatrics are all about try-
ing to create a sense of victory,” 
said Warde. “One of the unchal-
lenged aspects of the war on ter-
ror is that money is the oxygen of 
terror, whereas the most recent 
statistics I’ve seen, between 2001 
and now, suggest there has been a 
five-fold increase in terrorism. The 
argument that going after the mon-

ey would put an end to terrorism is 
not borne out.”

This is dark territory. “It’s murk-
ier than a single bounty hunter 
tipping off the Americans,” said 
Warde. “There are always a num-
ber of claimants for the money, 
even people who are remotely re-
lated to the case ask for some.” It is 
also dangerous territory. Nawaf al-
Zaidan, the cousin of Saddam who 
betrayed Uday and Qusay, fled Iraq 
with his family immediately after 
they were shot, knowing well that 
threats to kill him were not idle. 
ISIS has released many photos or 
videos of “spies” it has executed.

Whatever the likelihood of boun-

ties working, there are a growing 
number of voices calling on the 
Obama administration to examine 
the political and social roots of ISIS.

According to David Petraeus, the 
US military commander in Iraq in 
2007-08, this means recognising 
Sunni Arab discontent over the 
country’s direction under a Shia-
led order in Baghdad.

Looking back over the whole 
“war on terror”, Warde argues that 
neither bounties nor chasing “ter-
rorist finance” can ever substitute 
for politics. “With bin Laden, the 
whole political aspect of his sup-
port was ignored in favour of a 
money-based perspective,” he said.

The limits of bounties in the war on terror

None is priced as 
high, however, as 
the $25 million for 
Ayman al-Zawahiri
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Gareth Smyth

From “most wanted” to “deceased”

The false assumptions of US intelligence
Washington

U
S counter-terrorism 
officials were taken 
by surprise by 
al-Qaeda’s swift 
resurgence after the 
killing of Osama bin 

Laden, a “decapitation” they 
expected to weaken the organisa-
tion and hasten its defeat. So says 
the CIA’s former deputy director, 
Michael Morell, in a just-pub-
lished book.

The unexpected turn of events 
outlined in The Great War of Our 
Time points to a long-standing but 
flawed assumption in Washington 
that an enemy force loses strength 
and cohesion when its leader is re-
moved. That assumption is popular 
both with US political leaders and 
the public but it has proved more 
often wrong than right.

In the case of bin Laden, US 
intelligence misjudged both his 
role in al-Qaeda and the resilience 
of his organisation, according to 
Morell.

Before the May 2011, US raid 
that killed him in Pakistan, US 
intelligence had seen bin Laden as 
al-Qaeda’s “chairman of the board” 
while the day-to-day running of 
the organisation was left to his 

deputy, writes Morell. He adds 
that documents captured in 
the raid showed that, in fact, 
bin Laden “had not only been 

managing the organisation… he 
had been micro-managing it” and 
was still involved in planning at-
tacks and with al-Qaeda’s growing 
offshoots around the world.

But the worst of the “analytic 
missteps” listed by Morell, who 
worked for the CIA for 33 years, 
was the intelligence community’s 
assessment of the “Arab spring’s” 
effect on extremist groups.

“We thought and told policymak-
ers that this outburst of popular 
revolt would damage al-Qaeda by 
undermining the group’s narra-
tive. Our analysts figured that 
the protests would send a signal 
throughout the region that political 
change was possible without al-
Qaeda leading the way and without 
the violence that al-Qaeda said was 
necessary,” he said.

Instead, in the turbulence of the 
“Arab spring” and its aftermath, 
jihadists flourished across the 
Middle East and North Africa and 
the Islamic State (ISIS), once an 
al-Qaeda splinter group, emerged 
as the most vicious and militarily 

most effective of the groups active 
in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Somalia and 
elsewhere. ISIS is led by Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, a man high on the 
American kill list who was reported 
incapacitated in an air strike last 
year but surfaced in mid-May with 
an audio message after months of 
silence.

There are no reliable figures on 
how many senior and mid-level 
leaders of extremist groups have 
been killed in raids or air strikes. A 
congressional hearing in March was 
told that half of the ISIS leadership 
based in Iraq had been eliminated.

Which prompts a question: Is 
killing terrorist leaders enough to 
destroy their organisations?

In most cases, the answer is no, 
according to studies by Jenna Jor-
dan, an international affairs profes-
sor at the Georgia Institute of Tech-
nology. Looking at a dataset of 298 
incidents in which terrorist leaders 
from 92 organisations were ar-
rested or killed in six decades from 
1945, she concluded that “decapita-
tion does not increase the likeli-

hood of organisational collapse”. In 
a follow-up study focused only on 
al-Qaeda and its affiliates, she came 
to the same conclusion.

In his book, Morell points to 
the heart of the problem, “Terror-
ists are very easy to remove from 
the battlefield but stopping the 
recruitment of new terrorists is a 
nearly impossible task.” Stemming 
the flood of new recruits would 
require an effective campaign to 
counter jihadist propaganda. But 
the United States has fared badly 
in the propaganda war, a fact US 
President Barack Obama acknowl-
edged at a February conference 
meant to find ways of dissuading 
disenchanted young Muslims from 
joining extremist groups.

Obama contrasted “often boring” 
material produced by US govern-
ment agencies with “the high-qual-
ity videos, the online magazines, 
the use of social media, terrorist 
Twitter accounts” designed to at-
tract and brainwash young Muslims 
in cyberspace. But despite Obama’s 
backing for innovative American 
countermeasures, the United States 
remains outgunned and outsmart-
ed on the propaganda front.

ISIS and other groups are esti-
mated to put out around 90,000 
tweets and social media postings 
a day, way more than the Center 
for Strategic Counterterrorism 
Communication, the small US State 
Department unit charged with 
influencing Muslims in cyberspace. 
Officials privately blame the dispar-
ity on a stingy budget and bureau-
cratic bickering over the tone of the 
messages

Bernd Debusmann is a writer on 
foreign affairs based in Washington.

Bernd 
Debusmann

View point
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Amman

E
-commerce in the Middle 
East was worth $14 billion 
in 2014 and is expected to 
total more than $20 bil-
lion by 2020 and is grow-

ing faster than in any region of the 
world, said a study released this 
month by Payfort, a Dubai-based 
online payment gateway.

The purchase of goods and ser-
vices is growing by 45% a year in 
Arab countries, compared to 20% in 
Europe and 35% in Asia, the study 
said. At least 71% of the Arab e-
shoppers are men, the study found, 
except in the United Arab Emirates, 
with the majority of the buyers be-
ing young women aged 26-35.

The study found that the UAE, 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Kuwait are 
the biggest Arab online markets, 
where sales run to several billions 
of dollars annually.

But one of the difficulties of ex-
panding online business in the 
Middle East and North Africa is the 
heavy reliance on cash, instead of 
debit or credit cards. Cash-on-de-
livery is the most popular method 
in many countries and it reached 
72% of the total online shopping in 
Egypt in 2014.

While the report said regional 
instability is the biggest barrier to 
growth, a significant trust deficit 
in peaceful countries in the region, 
such as Jordan, is also getting in the 
way of expanding business online.

Jawad Abbassi, founder and gen-
eral manager of the Arab Advisors 
Group, a research, analysis and 
consulting company that focuses 
on communications and technol-
ogy, said e-commerce in Jordan is 
unlikely to witness a boom, unless 
steps are taken to boost the public 
trust in paying online.

Even so, he says “It’s only a mat-
ter of time before the Arab world 
turns into a regional buying pow-
erhouse and this will definitely ac-
celerate e-commerce in the region.”

But for Amman social worker 
Luma Saad shopping online re-
mains “outlandish … It’s like buy-
ing fish in the sea. If I can’t hold a 
blouse or a shirt in my hand, feel 
the material and try it out, I won’t 
buy it.”

Jordan, it seems, is lagging in 
the trust department. “I wouldn’t 
buy from the internet unless I feel 
that my credit card details are go-
ing to be safe. I don’t feel we have 
adequate laws to protect us from 
fraudulent merchants and hackers 
that may ultimately abuse these 
weak systems and rip off consum-
ers,” said Amman resident Khalid 
Shikem.

“Credit cards in Europe and the 

US are more secure since consum-
ers are insured against fraudulent 
charges. Even in the UAE trying to 
return merchandise bought online, 
for whatever reason, is not easy or 
even guaranteed,” he noted. “I’ve 
tried it and it’s a headache.”

The volume of e-commerce in 
Jordan averages $400 million a 
year, negligible compared to the 
actual potential and volumes else-
where in the region, especially the 
Gulf.

Some 70-80% of Jordanian e-
commerce transactions are cash-
on-delivery, which is a major ob-
stacle to increasing e-shopping 
volume since the need for delivery 
people to carry cash is a major risk, 
Abbassi told The Arab Weekly.

“Of the total, about 30% of cash-
on-delivery are failed transactions,” 
he said. “Once the item’s delivered, 
the customer rejects it and doesn’t 
want to buy it.” Increasing people’s 
confidence in paying online by of-
fering more secure means of pay-
ment would help solve the prob-
lem, he added.

Some stores are resorting to “cash 
on order” to avoid the problem, Ab-
bassi said. “I expect the situation 
to improve over the next few years 
with the advent of better retail laws 
and banks getting on board with 
more credit card penetration but 
we also need to see more advertis-
ing and efforts to encourage people 
to buy online.”

Another drawback is add-on fees 
for logistics and the usually hefty 

customs tolls levied by govern-
ments. Some sites are adding fees 
for customs duties, which vary from 
shipment to shipment and country 
to country. In Jordan, buyers only 
pay customs and duty if their orders 
exceed 100 Jordanian dinars ($140).

Technology expert Abed Sham-
lawi told The Arab Weekly that an-
other obstacle is that only 25% of 
Jordanians use banks and only a 
small percentage of those use credit 
cards.

“We need to get more consumer 
penetration into the credit card and 
other electronic payment meth-
ods,” he observed. “It’s also impor-
tant to increase payment channels 
for users. In Jordan, there are laws 
for e-transactions and other rel-
evant legislation, but there’s a real 
need for more awareness. Consum-
ers need to be told that they will be 
safe online.”

With more than 11 million active 
mobile subscriptions in the Arab 
world, and internet penetration 
exceeding 74% and the fact that 
some 60% of operating handsets 

are smart phones, Shamlawi said 
e-commerce is bound to grow over 
the next few years.

“It’s equally important for some 
stores to turn from offline to online. 
Having more stores selling online 
will increase options available and 
competition,” he said.

“The fast pace of consumer adop-
tion of tablets and mobile phones” 
has pushed these devices as meth-
ods of payment, access to infor-
mation and communications said 
Kivanc Onan, regional director of 
PayPal Middle East, North Africa 
and Turkey, an international digital 
wallet-based business that allows 
payments and money transfers to 
be made via the internet.

In 2014, e-commerce globally was 
estimated at $220 billion but 20% of 
these transactions were made via 
mobile phones, as opposed to tradi-
tional online computer deals. “The 
mobile market segment alone is val-
ued at $45 billion,” Onan said.

However, Abbassi stressed that 
there are challenges stemming from 
the lack of clear-cut regulations and 
online security. He said that gov-
ernments should do more to pro-
mote this industry by developing a 
comprehensive regulatory frame-
work to cover the legal aspects of 
electronic commerce in the inter-
nal market. Maybe then consumers 
would jump on board.

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

Economy

Egypt’s stock 
market rises after 
halt of capital 
gains tax

Saudi national 
carrier to double 
fleet

Oil prices retreat 
on strong Gulf 
production

Egypt’s government suspended a 
tax imposed on the market’s capital 
gains for two years, causing share 
prices to rise.

Cabinet spokesman Hossam el-
Qaweish said that the decision was 
aimed at preserving the “competi-
tiveness of the Egyptian financial 
market.” He said the measure is part 
of efforts to achieve economic re-
forms while taking into considera-
tion impact of such measures on the 
general investment atmosphere.

Immediately after the announce-
ment of the suspension, Egypt’s 
EGX 30 index rose 3.3%, accord-
ing to Egypt’s official news agency. 
By midday May 18th, shares had 
jumped 5%, the highest they were 
since July 2013, the agency reported.

The suspension comes nearly a 
year after President Abdel-Fattah 
al-Sisi approved the law, which put a 
10% tax on capital gains that fuelled 
a sell-off by investors. Some inves-
tors had gone to court to abolish the 
government’s law.
(The Associated Press)

Oil prices fell amid signs that Gulf 
producers continue to battle for 
market share with high output.
Despite nervousness over the po-
tential regional effects of the fall of 
Ramadi, Iraq, to jihadist insurgents 
and more violence in Yemen, prices 
ended May 18th below the May 15th 
close.

“There was a report about Saudi 
Arabian exports being at their high-
est levels since 2005. This served as 
a reminder that the market is being 
well-supplied by Saudi Arabia and 
it seemed to pressure prices back 
down,” said Phil Flynn of Price Fu-
tures Group.

Meanwhile, Kuwait said it was 
working to raise output from alter-
native oilfields to compensate for 
the loss of 250,000 barrels per day in 
a row with Saudi Arabia over fields 
shared by the two countries.

Kuwait has been pumping about 
2.9 million barrels per day (bpd) for 
several months.
(Agence France-Presse)

State-owned Saudi Arabian Air-
lines plans to roughly double its 
fleet over the next five years while 
expanding its routes, official media 
reported.

The carrier intends to raise “the 
number of aircraft from the cur-
rent number of 119 to 200 aircraft 
by 2020,” Saleh bin Nasser al-Jasser, 
the company’s director-general, 
said at an executive meeting. He was 
quoted by the official Saudi Press 
Agency.

Jasser said the 70-year-old carrier, 
known as Saudia, will add domestic 
flights and new international desti-
nations.

The kingdom, the Arab world’s 
largest economy, is spending bil-
lions of dollars on building and up-
grading airports, including those in 
Riyadh and the Red Sea city of Jed-
dah.

The region’s so-called Gulf Big 
Three — Emirates, Qatar Airways 
and Abu Dhabi’s Etihad — have 
seized a large chunk of global air 
travel, turning their hubs into major 
stops on transcontinental routes.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Enterprising spir it

An Egyptian cotton candy and balloon vendor waits for clients at el-Moez Street in historic 
Fatimid Cairo, in Egypt.

E-commerce a fast-growing
trend in the Arab world

Raied T. Shuqum

 70-80%
of Jordanian 
e-commerce 
transactions are 
cash-on-delivery

 UAE, Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt and Kuwait 
are the biggest Arab 
online markets

                                     Credit and debit
                                   cards circulating
                                in the  Arab world
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Mauritania’s mitigated prospects
Samir Sobh

Paris

D
espite relatively favour-
able economic indicators 
since 2011, Coface, the 
French insurance com-
pany for foreign trade, 

and the World Bank are cautious on 
Mauritania.

Both institutions, whose experts 
have been closely following socio-
economic and political develop-
ments in this Maghrebi country, say 
Mauritania’s chances of achieving 
Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) by the end of 2015 are very 
low.

Nevertheless, there are signs of 
progress, especially in education, as 
well as an economic growth rate of 
around 6.8% in 2014, which should 
be sustained through 2015.

Inflation has declined since 2010 
and is expected to be less than 5% 
in 2015 due to decreases in food 
prices. This is highly significant in a 
country where the rate of poverty is 
around 42% (well above the 25% tar-
get for 2015) and where 53% of the 
workforce is classified as being in 
“precarious employment”.

Mauritania faces serious struc-
tural challenges, including a lack of 

oil and gas resources and meagre 
revenue from tourism. It does not 
benefit from the greater diversity of 
exports enjoyed by its peers in the 
Arab Maghreb Union (AMU).

The latest World Bank report wel-
comed the recent balance achieved 
in the composition of public ex-
penditure as well as the increase 
in spending in key infrastructure 
projects. The bank also focused on 
Mauritania’s renewable resources, 

which account for around two-
thirds of natural resources and 
could, if appropriately managed, 
ensure constant income and help 
improve standards of living for gen-
erations to come.

In addition to Mauritania’s posi-
tive growth rate, many sectors seem 
to be doing relatively well. The fa-
vourable outlook rests on a number 
of optimistic assumptions including 
recent discoveries of iron ore depos-

its, good weather conditions and the 
positive effects of the 2013 agree-
ment with the European Union in 
the fisheries sector.

The construction and public 
works industries continue to be the 
drivers of growth with an expansion 
of more than 16% in 2015.

In this favourable environment, 
Coface recently highlighted the 
country’s strengths. Its main con-
clusions focused on donors’ and in-

ternational organisations’ support, 
mineral and fish resources and the 
energy outlook (oil, gas, renewable 
energy). Meanwhile, public debt 
ratios have declined from 94,2% in 
2012 to 68,1% in 2014 and foreign 
debt dropped  from 87.2% of gross 
domestic product (GDP) in 2012 to 
57% at the end of 2014.

Despite the progress, Mauritania 
faces several challenges in the long 
and medium term. The private sec-
tor remains the main cause for con-
cern, especially small and medium 
enterprises.

The persistent threat of socio-
political unrest also remains a chal-
lenge, despite elections in June 2014 
keeping Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz 
in power for five years. Aziz won 
82% of the vote in an election that 
main opposition forces boycotted, 
allowing the government to acquire 
legitimacy after its coup in 2008.

Weak border control and the flow 
of refugees complicate the situation 
of a poorly diversified economy that 
is too centred on raw materials (iron, 
copper, gold, quartz, phosphates, 
farming and fish).

If Aziz succeeds in scoring points 
in the field of governance, especially 
in fighting corruption and terrorism, 
combined with rigorous manage-
ment of public spending and sal-
ary increases, he should succeed to 
strike a balance between two pow-
erful and demanding neighbours, 
Algeria and Morocco; not an easy 
exercise.

Samir Sobh is a Lebanese journalist 
and economic analyst based in Paris.

A commercial ship carrying iron ore in Nouadhibou.

The persistent threat 
of socio-political 
unrest also remains a 
challenge

Immediate need for alternative energy in Gulf region
UAE leads GCC pack in developing new sources of energy
Heba Hashem

Dubai

S
audi Arabia’s decision to 
postpone its renewable en-
ergy strategy by eight years 
shook investor confidence 
as intensely as it raised 

hopes when first announced. Ku-
wait, too, has been slow to move 
with its Shagaya Renewable En-
ergy Park and in the United Arab 
Emirates clean-tech companies are 
urging regulators for solar feed-in-
tariffs.

Soon though, all Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) countries will 
have to embrace industrial-scale 
alternative energy if they were to 
continue profiting from their oil 
and natural gas resources.

“In every case the GCC’s interest 
in alternative energy comes from 
economics and desires to preserve 
oil and gas for export, rather than 
environmental reasons,” said Robin 
Mills, head of consulting at Dubai-
based Manaar Energy. “Especially 
with recent falls in the price of solar 
and wind power, they have become 
very cost-competitive versus gen-
eration from gas — particularly im-
ported LNG [liquefied natural gas] 
— and oil.”

By not burning their own fossil 
fuels for domestic consumption, 
GCC economies would be free-
ing up a valuable resource for the 
more profitable export and for use 
in downstream industries, where 
there is better utilisation of hydro-
carbons and thus a higher return on 
investment.

The situation is most critical in 
Saudi Arabia, the largest oil-con-
suming nation in the Middle East 

and one of a handful of countries 
that burns crude oil directly for 
power generation, according to the 
Joint Organisations Data Initiative.

“Saudi Arabia is consuming 
a large portion of its oil wealth 
through power generation and 
water desalination. And, as power 
demand increases annually, the 
country’s position as the global oil 
swing producer will be under seri-
ous threat,” Justin Dargin, global 
energy expert at the University of 
Oxford  told The Arab Weekly.

In Kuwait, an oil-dependent na-
tion facing rising electricity de-
mand, power cuts that used to 
occur in summer months have ex-
tended to winter, as witnessed in 
February’s widespread blackout. 
“Saudi Arabia and Kuwait use large 
amounts of oil for power — very ex-
pensive at current prices — while 
the others do not,” remarked Mills.

The UAE faces a different sce-
nario. Although the country has 
the seventh largest proved reserves 
of natural gas, it has been a net 
importer since 2008 due to heavy 
dependence on natural gas-fired 
facilities.

“The position of the UAE is quite 
different as the majority of its 
power generation is derived from 
natural gas, not oil,” said Dargin. 
“Therefore, what drives the Saudi 
focus on renewable energy genera-
tion is primarily to preserve its po-
sition as a dominant oil producer. 
Whereas, what drives the UAE is to 
continue producing enough natu-
ral gas to meet its domestic power 
demand as well as demand from its 
extensive downstream gas indus-
tries.”

Dubai, with modest oil reserves, 
is especially vulnerable to fluctuat-
ing fuel prices. Of the UAE’s proven 
oil reserves of nearly 98 billion bar-
rels, the emirate holds just 4 billion 
barrels and thus imports most of its 
petroleum requirements. 

Despite its vast oil reserves, the 
UAE is by far leading the region’s 
alternative energy drive. This is 
evident from achievements as early 

as Masdar’s 10-megawatt (MW) so-
lar photovoltaic (PV) plant and the 
100MW Shams 1, to the more re-
cent, Dubai Electricity and Water 
Authority (DEWA)-managed Mo-
hammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum 
Solar Park. The 1-gigawatt (GW) 
project has already seen the com-
pletion of a 13MW PV plant and ten-
dering of a 200MW PV plant.

“The UAE is the frontrunner in 
renewable energy development. It 
has funnelled billions of dollars in 
development of both alternative 
(nuclear) and renewable energy 
projects across the country. Other 
Gulf countries have developed 
plans to do so, however, the UAE 
has a significant lead ahead of its 
neighbours,” Dargin said.

Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia’s origi-
nal strategy that envisioned 54GW 
of renewable energy by 2032 was 
scaled down earlier this year to 

30GW by 2040. But the market is 
not at a standstill. Saudi Aramco 
has been preparing tenders for 
300MW of solar-diesel projects and 
Saudi Electricity Company is inte-
grating concentrated solar power 
in its Duba 1 and Waad Al Shamal 
power plants.

Many of the projects completed 
benefited from the support of expe-
rienced foreign developers. Spain-
based Abengoa, for example, par-
ticipated in building Shams 1 and is 
helping develop Saudi Arabia’s first 
solar-powered desalination plant.

Spanish engineering firm TSK 
has also been active in the region 
with its bid for Kuwait’s Shagaya 
project and construction of DEWA’s 
200MW PV plant in partnership 
with ACWA Power. Similarly, US 
developer First Solar, which built 
Dubai’s 13MW PV plant, is supply-
ing DEWA’s 200MW project.

On the nuclear energy front, the 
UAE is also ahead of Saudi Arabia, 
having completed 61% of the first of 
its four reactors and more than 50% 
of the second. Together, the four 
units of the Barakah nuclear power 
plant will supply a quarter of the 
country’s electricity needs.

“The different GCC countries 
have moved on to different extents 
in alternative energy, with the UAE 
well ahead — in both renewables 
and nuclear power, Saudi Arabia 
having big plans but not having 
done much yet, Kuwait now mov-
ing ahead, Oman thinking about it, 
and Qatar and Bahrain having done 
little,” Mills concluded.

“The UAE in particular has been 
ready to take credit for the environ-
mental benefits.”

Heba Hashem is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Dubai.

Parabolic shaped mirrors at the Shams 1, Concentrated Solar power (CSP) plant, in al-Gharibiyah 
district on the outskirts of Abu Dhabi.

Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries will 
have to embrace 
industrial-scale 
alternative energy
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Latest war adds new generation of mental 
trauma in Iraq
Baghdad

T 

he group of women, 
members of Iraq’s Yazidi 
religious minority, first 
did deep breathing as a re-
laxation technique. Then, 

as their children played in the cen-
tre of the room, they talked about 
the traumas they had lived through 
when Islamic State (ISIS) extremists 
rampaged through their town.

Muna Murad spoke of the sorrow 
that overwhelms her when she’s re-
minded of her brother-in-law, who 
was killed by the militants before 
her eyes. “Whenever I see his two 
kids playing with mine, I have trou-
ble breathing,” she said.

With such group counselling ses-
sions, international aid groups are 
trying to help some of the hun-
dreds of thousands of people who 
fled from their homes to escape ISIS 
and now live in cramped camps like 
Chamishko around northern Iraq. 
But the efforts are a drop in the 
ocean in a country where an over-
whelming number of people are 
dealing with mental trauma and 
where there are almost no facilities 
to help them.

The ISIS rampage across north-
ern and western Iraq the past 18 
months only adds a new generation 
of traumatised Iraqis after decades 
of war and conflict. From the long 
Iraq-Iran war in the 1980s, to the 
1991 Gulf War, through the US-led 
invasion in 2003 and the sectarian 
slaughter that followed, Iraqis have 
witnessed untold horrors and suf-
fered the agonies of displacement.

Dr Emad Abdul-Razzaq, the ad-
viser on mental health issues to 
the Health Ministry, estimates that 
40-50% of Iraq’s 33 million people 
have been affected by the trauma of 
the last few decades, in some cases 
causing serious personality chang-
es like increased anger, anxiety and 
aggressiveness.

This in a country where there 
are only 130 licensed psychiatrists. 
There are just 2,000 beds in men-
tal hospitals nationwide — 80 in 
the northern Kurdish city of Sulay-
maniyah, the rest in Baghdad. A 
mental health hospital planned in 
the southern city of Diwaniya will 
be the country’s first new facility in 
60 years.

Helped by organisations such as 

Doctors Without Borders, Iraq has 
struggled to provide mental health 
services, setting up centres in hos-
pitals and training regular doctors 
to provide counselling. But the ef-
fort is hamstrung by lack of fund-
ing. “We have accumulated prob-
lems and the policymakers in the 
past have not made mental health 
support a priority,” said Abdul-Raz-
zaq.

At Baghdad’s Ibn Rushd hospital 
mental health centre, which sees 
about 150 patients a day, Dr Moham-
med Koreishi said staff members 
have tried to increase awareness 
about the benefits of professional 
mental health care and overcome 
the strong social stigma against it. 
But he said there’s a profound lack 
of trained professionals, including 
clinical psychologists and counsel-
lors.

“We have a problem in Iraq that 
doctors don’t like to specialise in 
psychiatry because it has the poor-

est economic status — not like a 
surgeon,” he said. At his centre, 
patients are mainly treated with 
medication such as mood stabilis-
ers, anti-psychotics and antide-
pressants, with limited recourse to 
counselling.

The vast majority of Iraqis are left 
to deal with their traumas on their 
own and the causes of trauma can 
be varied and unexpected.

At Baharka, another camp for the 
displaced, Muntaha Salih Khalaf 
described how her life started to fall 
apart. In 2006, a US soldier patrol-
ling in her Sunni neighbourhood of 
the northern city of Mosul started 
asking her neighbours about her, 
referring to her as “the beautiful 
girl”. He even visited her home 
once when her husband wasn’t 
there, an unforgivable breach of 
conduct in her deeply conservative 
community that sparked rumours 
that she was having an affair.

Her neighbours called her a 

prostitute and her husband’s fam-
ily sent threatening text messages. 
When her latest pregnancy began 
to show, there was talk that the sol-
dier was the father, she said. Her 
husband, Mohammed Abdullah, 
decided to move the family to Da-
mascus but the stress of having her 
whole neighbourhood turn against 
her drove Khalaf into depression, 
severe mood swings and increas-
ingly erratic behaviour.

Then one day in Damascus, feel-
ing that she had to get rid of eve-
rything and start anew, she set the 
house on fire.

“My whole family has become 
like a sick body infected by me be-
cause of my mental issues,” said 
Khalaf, a 40-year-old mother of 
eight. Her husband finally got the 
family to the Baharka camp, where 
she takes part in group therapy and 
individual treatment for bipolar 
disorder.

“This has saved me as a mother 
and as a wife,” she said. “I am meet-
ing with people here who are sup-
porting me and giving me advice on 
how to confront life.”

Losing one’s home is one of the 
biggest stress factors that can raise 
mental health issues and since 
January 2014, more than 2.7 mil-
lion Iraqis have fled their homes 
because of the ISIS advance, about 
one-third of them flowing into 
camps in and around the northern 
Kurdish region. UNICEF, the Inter-
national Red Cross, Doctors With-
out Borders and other international 
agencies have set up programmes 
in the camps to try to address the 
mental health issues through coun-
selling rather than medication.

“They have lost close relatives. 
They are still in mourning. They 
have a lot of anger and anxiety,” 
said Olivia Nevissas, the psycho-

social activities coordinator for 
Handicap International at Baharka 
camp near Erbil. “Six months after 
the conflict, they have had very few 
moments to let go of their emo-
tions, to verbalise what they have 
gone through, and that’s why those 
sessions fill a void.”

The group sessions with women 
have been the biggest success. Or-
ganisers say they can tell it’s ben-
efiting them because the women 
take time out of their busy days of 
cleaning and taking care of their 
children and the elderly to attend 
and talk.

It is more difficult with the men, 
who often are reluctant to express 
themselves in a group. Instead, 
they gather in political discussions 
or music performances that can 
have some of the same therapeutic 
effects.

The hardest part of Handicap In-
ternational’s work, however, is the 
children, many of whom are too 
young to put their emotions into 
words.

Asya, a very young looking 13, 
smiles a lot, stares off into the dis-
tance and shakes her head, but she 
doesn’t speak. Her father, Aido, 
said she was having trouble in 
school even before they had to flee 
ten days on foot from ISIS fighters 
who attacked their home in Sinjar, a 
mainly Yazidi area in north-western 
Iraq. They are now staying at an 
abandoned construction site next 
to Chamishko camp.

“My youngest daughter is sick; 
her mental state isn’t normal,” he 
said, while his daughter held his 
hand after he collected the girl and 
her sister from a group therapy ses-
sion.

Kureishi, at Baghdad’s Ibn Rushd 
medical centre, said his hospital 
often deals with children suffering 
from mood disorders, disruptive 
behaviour, bed-wetting and high 
anxiety, which they treat initially 
with medication.

While men have more room in 
society to engage in life outside the 
home to work through their prob-
lems, “the effect is more on women 
and children,” he said. “They are 
less supported in society.”
(The Associated Press)Displaced Iraqis from the Yazidi community cross the Iraq-Syria border.

40-50%
of Iraq’s 33 million 
people have been 
affected by the trauma 
of the last few decades

An Iraqi girl from the Yazidi minority carries firewood on Mount Sinjar in northern Iraq.

Iraqis have 
witnessed untold 
horrors and suffered 
the agonies of 
displacement
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Lebanon’s Ahlan wa Sahlan restaurants feed 
the elderly and the destitute
Samar Kadi

Beirut

W
hen she volunteered 
to feed displaced 
Christians at the 
height of Lebanon’s 
civil war, Antoinette 

Kazan thought the effort would 
last a week or maybe a month. But 
more than 30 years later, Kazan, 
now in her-mid 80s, is still feeding 
impoverished Lebanese and Syrian 
refugees.

Kazan’s spontaneous initiative to 
assist Christian families who had 
sought refuge in Beirut’s Chris-
tian neighbourhood of Sin el Fil in 
1983 has developed into a chain of 
charity restaurants called Ahlan wa 
Sahlan (Welcome), the Lebanese 
version of France’s Restos du Coeur.

Recalling how friends and neigh-
bours, with the help of the dis-
trict’s municipality, joined efforts 
to assist the war-displaced, Kazan 
said in an interview with The Arab 
Weekly, “At the time, I had asked 
each household in the neighbour-
hood to donate cups, plates, cut-
lery and dishes… In a matter of two 
hours, we had many things, even 
carpets and curtains.”

Today, the energetic grey-haired 
lady runs her own non-govern-
mental organisation (NGO), the 
Association of Friends of Char-
ity Restaurants, which serves free 
hot meals to the needy through 16 
Ahlan wa Sahlan restaurants across 
Lebanon. Three of the restaurants, 
including the main one in Sin el Fil, 
are owned by the NGO. The rest be-
long to various other charities. The 
restaurants serve breakfast and 
lunch and people can take away 
dinner, too.

“A hot meal for an empty stom-
ach” is the slogan that drives a 
team of ten women volunteers in 

Sin el Fil restaurant to cook 300 
lunch portions daily, except on 
weekends. Other restaurants feed 
hundreds of people two or three 
days a week.

Kazan recalled that in the begin-
ning food was prepared by neigh-
bours and friends at their homes 
and sent to the restaurant at noon. 
“Afterwards, we had the idea to 
establish an in-house kitchen and 
cook at the place itself,” said Kazan, 
a former Labour Ministry employee 
and volunteer with the Lebanese 
Red Cross.

The restaurant’ s clients are 
mainly destitute elderly people, 
the homeless and impoverished 
Lebanese families. While a few eat 
their meals at the restaurant, the 
majority discretely collect their 
portions and eat at home. “These 
people have lost everything but 
they should not lose their dignity,” 
Kazan said. “Many come in the af-
ternoon, when the place is almost 
empty, to take away their food… It 
is hard for them to live on charity.”

Lebanon is facing an acute eco-
nomic crisis and high unemploy-
ment rate, compounded with po-
litical instability and insecurity at 
the national and regional levels. 
The economic situation was made 
worse with the influx of some 1.5 
million refugees fleeing violence in 
neighbouring Syria.

Kamal Sinno, the head of Leba-
non’s Food Bank, raised the alarm 
about the growing number of Leba-
nese sliding into poverty. “Some 
people are almost dying from hun-
ger. They have no one to take care 
of them and cannot work to earn a 
living,” he told The Arab Weekly.

Quoting the latest survey made 
by the Ministry of Social Affairs, 
Sinno said some 350,000 Lebanese 
live below the poverty line. “These 
are our clients. They survive on 
$1.50 a day. They are not the poor 
but much more than that. We are 
talking here about people who can-
not afford a loaf of bread,” he said.

The Food Bank, which Sinno 
helped establish in 2012, caters ex-
clusively for the Lebanese poor. It 
collects excess food from restau-

rants, five-star hotels and wedding 
venues and distributes it to the 
needy though 50 local NGOs across 
the country. The surplus food is 
gathered in refrigerated vans at 
midnight every day and distributed 
to the NGOs before 8am.

“Even the poor have the right to 
eat fresh, quality food,” he said. 
The Food Bank is feeding about 
3,000 people daily. Sinno’s aim is 
to more than double the number 
of beneficiaries and reach at least 
7,000 by the end of 2015.

Asked why the Food Bank is not 
assisting Syrian refugees, Sinno 
stressed: “We have to cover the 
Lebanese first because they are not 
receiving any aid, not even from 
the government. The (Syrian) refu-
gees are getting donations and as-
sistance from the United Nations 
and from Arab countries.”

“The Syrians are also taking the 
jobs of the Lebanese because they 
are cheaper labour,” he pointed 

out, reflecting the growing ten-
sions with huge numbers of refu-
gees in a country already reeling 
under economic strains.

The refugee influx has led to a 
glut of cheap labour, often under-
cutting workers from poor com-
munities. The knock-on effect has 
been to push thousands of people 
into poverty and to worsen the sit-
uation of those already poor.

Ahlan wa Sahlan also felt the 
reverberations of the Syrian refu-
gee influx. “At one point we were 
just invaded by the refugees. Even 
our budget suffered,” Kazan said. 
“They came here asking, ‘Where is 

that old lady who feeds people?’”
Kazan said she has organised as-

sistance for Syrians to prevent fric-
tion with Lebanese beneficiaries. 
“Our restaurant is open to all needy 
people regardless of where they 
come from. Many Syrian women 
take away portions for their fami-
lies but they are not eating here 
anymore.”

Kazan’s charity restaurants, 
which were established to help 
the war-displaced in 1983, are still 
needed in post-war Lebanon to 
help a rising number of impover-
ished Lebanese.

Her Ahlan wa Sahlan restaurants 
have no link with France’s Restos 
du Coeur, which were set up in 1985 
by French artist Coluche.

“Our restaurants came before. 
We did not copy anyone,” Kazan 
proudly noted.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Society section editor.

Antoinette Kazan helps serve food at her charity restaurant, Ahlan wa Sahlan.

The restaurant’ s 
clients are mainly 
destitute elderly 
people, the homeless 
and impoverished 
Lebanese families

Some 350,000 
Lebanese live below 
the poverty line

Cairo subway thrives beneath 
the chaos
Cairo

T
he Cairo Metro system 
sprawls across the city, 
delivering an estimated 
3.6 million passengers per 
day over three different 

lines and approximately 78 kilo-
metres of track, both above ground 
and below the city centre.

In a city known for its dysfunc-
tion, the Cairo Metro stands as a 
singular achievement. It’s reliable, 
well-maintained and relatively 
clean. And it may be the only place 
in Egypt where no-smoking rules 
are actually enforced. At 1 Egyp-
tian pound — about 13 cents — per 
ticket, the Metro is a bargain even 
in a country like Egypt where near-
ly half the population of 90 million 
lives near or below the poverty 
line.

“It’s like the life train,” said Leila 
Abdel Basset, a 24-year-old jour-
nalist who has taken the Metro to 
work every weekday for the past 
three years. “It’s crowded in some 
stations and empty in others but it 
always gets me to my station.”

Veteran Metro riders know the 
tricks and unwritten rules. For 
starters, men have to be careful not 
to accidentally step onto one of the 
women-only cars; those who for-
get may receive a hostile reaction 
from women onboard.

Savvy passengers know to 
avoid the morning and evening 

rush hours when the cars often 
are packed to capacity with com-
muting civil servants and rowdy 
students. Others carefully choose 
their cars to avoid those that stop 
closest to station turnstiles and are 
likely to be the most crowded.

But not everything runs smooth-
ly. The cars are not air-condi-
tioned, which can make conditions 
truly miserable on a crowded sum-
mer day. At peak times, stations 
can devolve into violent wrestling 
matches, with passengers aggres-
sively crowding in from the plat-
form, which prevents riders from 
exiting.

At the same time, a sense of 
community also exists. Riders 
commonly and freely give up 
their seats to elderly passengers 
or women with children. During 
Ramadan, the holy month when 
observant Muslims abstain from 
food and drink from dawn to dusk, 
volunteers pass cups of water on 
the train cars at sunset.

The dependability of the Metro 
became crucial during the 2011 up-
rising that ousted Hosni Mubarak 
from power. The massive Sadat 

station extends underneath Tahrir 
Square — the heart of the revolu-
tion and the site of dozens of pro-
tests and violent clashes in the 
years since. Even when the streets 
surrounding Tahrir were blocked 
with cement walls and barbed 
wire, and tear gas from the clashes 
above filled the platform, the Met-
ro still ran.

“The Metro was the tunnel to the 
revolution. It was the best trans-
portation,” said daily rider Lobna 
Tarek, a 26-year-old photographer.

But the Metro’s immunity to 
Egyptian politics ended following 
the July 2013 military coup that 
ousted Islamist president Muham-
mad Morsi after massive protests. 
In August 2013, when authorities 
violently cleared out a pair of pub-
lic sit-ins staged by Morsi support-
ers, Sadat station was closed and 
hasn’t reopened.

Tahrir was a major hub for pas-
sengers switching between lines 
— most of whom have had an ex-
tra 40 minutes added to their daily 
commutes

Since the coup, a simmering in-
surgency, launched partially by 
Morsi loyalists, has occasionally 
targeted Metro stations. The insur-
gents have used stun grenades de-
signed to sow panic without caus-
ing serious casualties.

But despite everything, the 
trains keep running.
(Associated Press)

In a city known for 
its dysfunction, the 
Cairo Metro stands 
as a singular 
achievement

Egyptian women board a car at the Shohadaa, (Martyrs) metro 
station in Cairo, Egypt.
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“A
rab-Americans have 
been in the weeds of 
American history for 
too long and it’s time 
for the flower to blos-

som and tell this story” says Abe 
Kasbo, chief executive officer of 
Verasoni Worldwide. A Syrian im-
migrant, he is the man behind the 
new documentary A Thousand and 
One Journeys: The Arab Americans.

“Particularly in the wake of 9/11,” 
Kasbo said, “I saw how incredibly 
important it could be if average 
Americans knew who their Arab-
American neighbours really are and 
about the aspirational values we 
share.”

His goal in making the film was 
to “bring a really important story to 
the public about our shared values 
and the remarkable contributions 
made by Arab-Americans in all the 
professions over two centuries”.

Americans are familiar with the 
narratives of Irish and Italian im-
migrants, refugees from World War 
II, Asia and now Latinos “but few 
know the story of millions of Arab-
Americans”, Kasbo said.

The film is essentially a string of 
vignettes of interesting lives. These 
up-close-and-personal conversa-
tions tell the Arab-American story.

Commenting on impressions left 
by the intense, and mostly negative, 
media focus on the Middle East, 
Kasbo expresses frustration: “Arab-
Americans are not ISIS (the Islamic 
State). It’s simply not relevant to 
this story, to who we are as proud 
Americans contributing every day 
to the fabric of this great nation. 
That’s not the dialog we need to be 
having.”

So, who are the Arab-Americans? 
People may self-identify as Arab-
American if, like Kasbo, they emi-
grated from an Arab country and 
became US citizens or if they were 
born in the United States to Arab 
parents. Like all immigrants to the 
United States, Arabs sought brighter 
futures for their families and many 
became prosperous. According 

to the US Census Bureau, citizens 
identifying themselves as Arabs or 
Arab-Americans enjoy a higher than 
average level of education and in-
come than the national average.

“These are good solid citizens,” 
says Kasbo, “besides including 
some remarkable characters that 
most people have no clue are Arab-
American.”

One Thousand and One Journeys 
celebrates this vibrant community 
but also highlights vulnerabilities, 
such as increased federal monitor-
ing of Americans of Middle Eastern 
descent. 

All immigrants experience dis-
crimination for one or two genera-
tions but few other ethnic groups 
have been as demeaned as have 
Arabs. And today, being Arab and 
Muslim brings added scrutiny — 
and often, added insult.

Fears stoked by some politicians 
and the media, combined with the 
Middle East’s unrelenting conflicts, 
have steadily intensified more 
negative views of Arabs. As Arab-
American comedian Dean Obeidal-
lah quipped, “On September 10, I 
went to bed as a white guy and on 
September 11 I woke up an Arab.”

Anthony Shadid, the New York 
Times foreign correspondent who 
died in 2012 while covering the 
Syrian civil war, was a major sup-
porter of Kasbo’s film. “Growing up 
in Oklahoma,” he said, “you always 
had this notion of being Arab-Amer-
ican but at the same time, not want-
ing to be too different.”

Many viewers will be surprised 
to see that some highly successful 
and widely known Americans are of 
Arab descent and how their heritage 
has affected their lives. Retired US 
Army General John Abizaid, for ex-
ample, tells how “as an Arab-Amer-
ican, it’s always interesting getting 
on an airplane and all of a sudden 
you’re selected for a special search. 

It happened to me as a retired 
four-star general that led our forces 
in the Middle East.”

Other Arab-Americans who have 
crossed into the American main-
stream include Dr Michael DeBakey, 
who invented the artificial heart 
and the Mobile Army Surgical Hos-
pital (MASH) units. Coincidentally, 
another Arab-American, Jamie Farr, 
played the role of cross-dressing 
Corporal Maxwell Klinger in the 
M*A*S*H television series.

Consumer advocate Ralph Nader 
recalls his father saying, “When I 
sailed past the Statue of Liberty in 
1912, I took it seriously.” Nader ex-
plains, “He meant freedom… free 
speech was a reason for being.”

Composer Malek Jandali, a Mus-
lim, describes working as an or-
ganist in a Christian church for ten 

years. “I was so amazed by [their] 
decision to embrace another human 
being of a different religion,” Jandali 
says. In the style of Ken Burns’ doc-
umentaries, Kasbo paints a rich tab-
leau of the Arab-American commu-
nity in their own voices, reinforced 
with solid source material. Cameo 
appearances are interspersed with 
voice narrative and images of pho-
tos and mementos conveying the 

community’s contributions to 
American society and the interplay 
of conversations with facts nicely 
reinforces the theme.

This film marks that moment of 
“before” and “after,” to establish a 
positive appreciation and identity 
for a people who’ve been living in 
relative anonymity for generations.  
It presents a convincing case for the 
vitality and contributions of Arab-

Americans to the fabric of their 
adopted country.

A Thousand and One Journeys: 
The Arab Americans is expected 
to be released in summer 2015. A 
trailer about the film can be found 
at: www.arabamericathefilm.com.

Najwa Margaret Saad is a Wash-
ington correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Culture

Telling the story of Arab-Americans on film
Abe Kasbo’s A Thousand and One Journeys: The Arab Americans
Najwa Margaret Saad
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Chokri Mabkhout, 
2015 Arabic fiction 
award winner
The Italian to be
translated into English, 
Spanish and French
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

F
or more than three dec-
ades, Chokri Mabkhout 
sought a writing outlet to 
express the struggles that 
face modern Tunisians. 

He found it via fiction and his first 
novel was rewarded with one of the 
Arab world’s most prestigious liter-
ary prizes.

“For over 30 years, I wrote in dif-
ferent genres 
that ranged from 
academic to 
literary,” Ma-
bkhout said. 
“I wrote in 
different gen-
res but finally 
chose the genre 
of the novel as 
it allowed for an 
easier expression 
of the changes 
and the conflicts 
that arose in our 
time.

“Not only is the 
novel a cultural per-
formance but also an 
act of inspiration that 
is steeped in reality 
and the conditions of 
the aesthetics of litera-
ture. In this sense, the 
novel is an additional 
value to reality and a part 
of the paradox of life and the con-
flicts it implies.”

Mabkhout spoke to The Arab 
Weekly after returning from Abu 
Dhabi where, on May 7th, he re-
ceived the International Prize for 
Arabic Fiction (Booker 2015) for Et-
talyani (The Italian). Mabkhout is 
the first Tunisian to be awarded this 
prize.

Mabkhout’s novel was selected 
by a jury, led by Palestinian poet 
Mourid Barghouti, from a shortlist 
of six books by writers from Leba-
non, Syria, Sudan, the Palestine ter-
ritories, Tunisia and Morocco. More 

than 180 novels from 15 countries 
were originally listed in the compe-
tition.

Barghouti said The Italian is “a 
magical debut that ensnares you 
from the first chapter”.

Mabkhout, 53, is president of 
Manouba University in Tunis. While 
The Italian is his debut novel, he 
has previously published literary 
criticism and essays.

The witty use of Arabic in the nov-
el was highly praised by the com-
mittee. Yasir Suleiman, chairman of 

Board of Trustees of 
the Booker Prize and 
professor of Mod-
ern Arabic Studies 
at the University of 
Cambridge, com-
mended Mab-
khout’s writing as 
“vibrant and full 
with all forms of 
life in a way that 
nothing can re-
sist or stand to 
language. Lan-
guage flows 
harmoniously 
on the pages 
of the novel”.

“We ex-
press our 
pain, our 
dreams 
and inner 

thoughts, 
like love and anger, 

in the mother tongue that 
represents our initial reflection. It 
is strange actually that some peo-
ple expect you to write in another 
language,” Mabkhout told The Arab 
Weekly.

He does not mince his words 
about Tunisian and North African 
elites who would put down Arabic.

“The position of French-speaking 
elite regarding Arabic is strange and 
inconsistent culturally and social-
ly,” he says. 

“They think that the Arabic lan-
guage is the language of religion. 
They see it as the language of op-
pression in the name of religion and 
backwardness and cultural regres-

sion. Such a position also expresses 
an ideological stand that is rather 
naïve still living in the leftovers of 
the colonialism.”

Set in Tunis, the novel recounts 
the journey of “the Italian” — a nick-
name relating to the protagonist’s 
foreign looks — and his political 
and romantic exploits. Throughout 
the novel, Mabkhout explores the 
troubling transition from the rule of 
Habib Bourguiba to that of Zine el-

Abidine Ben Ali.
“In the novel, I mentioned both 

the role of the Islamists and the left-
ists at the time in manoeuvring the 
political and social scene,” he said. 
“Islamists are still part of the cul-
tural conflict today.

“The question is how to live the 
changes of our time with a new reli-
gious conscience. I believe that the 
Islamists’ answer to this remained 
tied to the past with their inability 
to be open to the universal values. 
They always have an issue with 
identity, which is, for them, related 
to religion. The problem is not there 
since we all agree that religion is a 
part of the identity but what reli-
gion?”

He added: “I hope the new dy-
namics provided by the new con-
stitution offer an opportunity for Is-
lamists to reconsider their position 
and the same applies to the rest of 
the other ideological movements. 
They need to reflect on the founda-
tions of their thought to defend the 
freedom of mankind instead of liv-
ing in the delusions of the past.”

Mabkhout addresses sexuality in 
his novel as a component of human 
relationships and also as a taboo in 
a society that claims to be modern.

“Our societies live a paradox. 
They are obsessed with sex and 
only see women as an object of de-
sire most of the time. 

“When we talk creatively about 
the oppressed body and the desire 
in men and women to free the body, 
they consider it an attack on moral-
ity,” Mabkhout said.

“Ironically, Muslims were prolific 
writers about sexuality using a lan-
guage that we shy away today from 
using. Strangely, Islam is the only 
religion that recognised the pleas-
ure of women despite what has 
been said about men being superior 
to women and responsible for them. 
It is also understandable because 
we are a conservative society: hyp-
ocritical on one side and culturally 

defeated on the other side.”
Against the backdrop of the tran-

sition from Bourguiba to Ben Ali, 
the novel visits the situation of 
Tunisian women who were torn 
between new freedoms granted by 
legal reform in Tunisia and the in-
hibitions of a conservative society.

“The novel criticises Tunisian 
society, which believes that re-
form can only be done through the 
change of laws pertinent to the situ-
ation of women. That is not all. Tu-
nisian women, like all women in the 
world, are struggling to gain their 
freedom against the violence im-
posed by the misogynist mentality. 
I think the novel is the most capable 
of all literary genres to reveal the 
reality of Tunisian women,” Mab-
khout explained. 

“Perhaps some readers will see 
that the female protagonists failed 
in the novel. I see, however, their 
beautiful struggle for freedom. 
They walk a difficult line and stum-
ble. But they remain vibrantly alive 
and driven by passion for living.”

The International Prize for Ara-
bic Fiction includes an award of 
$50,000. The Italian is to be trans-
lated into English.

“The Spanish translation is al-
most ready and we’ve just started 
working on the French one. Also, 
there are some proposals for cin-
ematic adaptations of the novel,” 
Mabkhout said.

Roua Khlifi is a regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly.Chokri Mabkhout being honoured by Tunisian Minister of Culture Latifa Lakhdar.
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elite regarding 
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Chokri Mabkhout during a Tunis ceremony
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Agenda

Constantine, Algeria: 
Through July 2nd

As part of Constantine, 
Capital of Arab Culture 
2015 celebration, the 
Cultural Centre of Khroub 
hosts an exhibition about 
Algerian film-making 
through the generations.

Marrakech, Morocco:
June 1st-30th

Considered one of the old-
est festivals in Morocco, 
the National Festival of 
Popular Arts showcases 
traditional Moroccan mu-
sic, dance and costumes 
through the ages. Visitors 
may attend concerts, exhi-
bitions, visit a traditional 
village made for the event 
and enjoy Moroccan street 
troupe performances.

Dubai: 
June 6th

The Dubai Desert Road 
Run (The Summer 
Scorcher) includes a 10km 
race and a 3km fun run. 
Trophies are to be awarded 
in all age categories for the 
10km run. There will be 
awards for the first three 
male and female finishers 
in the 3km fun run. The 
event will take place in the 
Sevens Stadium, Al Ain 
Road, Dubai.

Carthage, Tunisia: 
July 10th-August 20th

The Carthage Festival is 
one of the oldest arts and 
cultural events in North 
Africa, drawing a mix of 
local and international 
performers to Tunisia over 
a period of several weeks. 
Performances are at the 
Amphitheatre of Carthage.

Jerash, Jordan:
 July 23rd-August 1st

Held since 1980, the 
Jerash Festival of Culture 
and Arts transforms the 
ancient city of Jerash into 
one of the world’s liveliest 
cultural events. With sing-
ers, poetry readings, ballet 
performances, symphony 
orchestras and art shows, 
the festival showcases the 
Jordanian culture in a host 
of different arenas.

Zouk Mikael, Lebanon: 
July 23rd-August 1st

Set in a renovated souk in 
the town of Zouk Mikael, 
the annual Zouk Mikael 
International Festival fea-
tures Arab and internation-
al artists. Everything from 
classical and opera to blues 
and jazz performances are 
offered in the festival.

Dubai: 
September 14th-20th

The eighth edition of 
Dubai International Dance 
Festival 2015 features four 
days of performances, live 
entertainment, workshops, 
themed dance parties, 
dance competitions, in-
ternational guest DJs and 
more.

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Southward Journey 
through Tunisia
Jerry Sorkin

W
hen Lawrence of 
Arabia travelled the 
desert, he left many 
images behind that 
conjure up a rather 

romantic vision of desert life; travel 
by camel, a world far from worries 
and images of endless sand and 
emptiness that have a stark beauty 
of their own.

As my son, Joseph, and I found 
on a recent five-night trip through 
southern Tunisia, one can capture 
these images and if you have a son 
or daughter whose normal mode of 
communication with you seems rel-
egated to text messaging, an oppor-
tunity to escape this communication 
for real bonding through real conver-
sation and shared experiences.

We started our excursion from 
Kairouan, a rather compact pro-
vincial town that is known for its 
religiosity and the site of the Great 
Mosque of Kairouan, said to be the 
oldest mosque in Africa. The archi-
tecture was impressive, as columns 
to build the mosque came from vari-
ous sites in Tunisia. The sheer scale 
of the mosque combined with the 
beautiful inlay woodwork makes 
it a beautiful structure to see, par-
ticularly when one considers this 
construction started in the seventh 
century.

Leaving Kairouan and taking the 

road south west, the landscape be-
comes more parched and sparse. 
Our goal for the night was to make 
it to the oasis town of Tozeur, which 
can easily be done from Kairouan 
in around four hours along a well-
paved road. We chose to break up 
the travels around 90 minutes south 
of Kairouan by visiting the Roman 
site of Sbeitla.

The ruins are the only reason one 
would stop in the town of Sbeitla but 
they were well worthwhile. In ad-
dition to enjoying nearly one hour 
walking through the site, discussing 
with our guide the architecture, we 
also asked about the situation in the 
south, in general. Ever since the rev-
olution, which led to a tremendous 
drop in tourism, the rumours fly 
among foreign countries whose citi-
zens visit Tunisia, that the “south” is 
an unsafe region in which to travel.

Driving south west, I chose to take 
the road via the town of Kasserine. A 
battle between the United States and 
the Germans took place in Kasserine 
during the second world war.

We arrived in Tozeur just as the 
sun was setting. I promised my son 
that the morning light would yield 
the architecture that was indigenous 
to the south west oasis region and 
the opportunity to understand why 
visiting Tozeur was on our itinerary. 
For anyone who approaches Tozeur 
after sunset, other than the dim light 
of the moon, one has virtually no 
sense of Tozeur.

For dinner, we went to a restaurant 
that proved to be every bit as good 
as online reviews suggested and 
my memory served to remind me of 
from a visit years ago. Le Petit Prince 
is within the oasis of Tozeur and 
proved to be a place that we were not 
alone in visiting. The highlight was 
the opportunity to try camel, a dish 
not served in most regions of Tuni-
sia and when found in the south, is 
rarely served in such a hygienic and 

well-appointed setting.
Our hotel, the Ksar Rouge, is one 

of the few remaining upscale ho-
tels in Tozeur. The town has quite a 
number of small, pensione-type ho-
tels, as well as new bed-and-break-
fast-type venues but hotels with a 
broader offering of amenities, pro-
viding good service, are somewhat 
low in numbers in the south west 
since the revolution.

After having the morning to ex-
plore Tozeur’s oasis and learn a bit 
about what life in an oasis was like 
years ago and how the food sources 
of an oasis resulting from farming 
methods adapted to oasis life pro-
vided, we walked through the old 
town of Tozeur. Again, the Spartan 
surroundings are clearly distinc-
tive from the central and northern 
regions of Tunisia, but the architec-
ture of the region is also distinctive 
from these other regions and again, 
a result not of style, but historic de-
velopment resulting from the hot cli-
mates of Tunisia’s south.

From Tozeur, we travelled east 
across Tunisia’s “salt lake”, the 
Chott el Jerid. The miles and miles 
of flat, barren land were altered from 
the previous arid landscape only 
by the sparkle that resonates of the 
salt crystals and the mirage of water 
that results, hence the reference, the 
“salt lake”.

About two hours after heading 
east from Tozeur, we turned south. 

A combination of paved roads and 
desert tracks led us to the remote 
desert encampment of Ksar Ghilane. 
The image many have of the sand 
dunes and remote desert existence 
of Lawrence of Arabia can be em-
braced in Ksar Ghilane. Several over-
night facilities exist in the encamp-
ment, ranging from basic, to a tented 
camp with en suite bathrooms and 
electricity. We chose the latter and 
found it a nice way to feel the camp-
ing experience.

The next morning, we rose and 
travelled east, leaving the encamp-
ment and taking a mix of desert 
tracks and paved roads.

We headed east towards the coast, 
taking an old Roman causeway 
across a body of water and then ar-
riving to the island of Jerba. With 
the seaside on our right as we passed 
the string of hotels that make Jerba 
a destination for European sun-seek-
ers.

We took the time to visit the Ghri-
ba synagogue, one of the many syna-
gogues on the island, but definitely, 
the most famous of the synagogues 
reflecting Jerba’s ancient Jewish 
communities,

This interaction of Jews and Mus-
lims, both of whom consider them-
selves Jerban and Tunisian, was one 
of the unique aspects I recognised 
about Tunisia during my first visit 
to the country more than three dec-
ades earlier. This interaction is not 
something found anywhere else in 
the Arab world, today. But in Tuni-
sia, particularly on the island of Jer-
ba, the vibrant and youthful Jewish 
community continues to live peace-
fully with its Muslim counterparts, 
as they have for more than 2,000 
years.

Our visit to Tunisia’s south pro-
vided diversity in architecture, in 
landscape and in the people we met.

For myself, it was five days of 
uninterrupted time with my son, 
something I realise will not be able 
to experience often. In these days of 
social media, internet and texting, 
communication between parents 
and children becomes less and less.

Jerry Sorkin  is founder and presi-
dent of TunisUSA and Iconic Jour-
neys Worldwide.
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Trekkers near Ksar Ghilane.

Troglodyte dwelling dug from the earth in the Matmata region.

View from above an encampment at Ksar Ghilane.


