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or the Lebanese, May 25th
has come to symbolise triumph and looming tragedy. On that day in 2000,
Israeli forces ended a 22year occupation of South Lebanon
with their troops, making an unceremonious dash for the border,
driven out by a relentless guerrilla
campaign by Hezbollah.
On the same day in 2014, Michel
Suleiman, a former army commander, stepped down at the end
of his six-year term as president and
plunged Lebanon into a constitutional crisis while the country slides
closer to being dragged into the
civil war in neighbouring Syria and
a new spasm of sectarian savagery.
Suleiman has not been replaced
because Lebanon’s ever-feuding
politicians cannot agree on a successor to the Arab world’s only
Christian presidency, largely because Hezbollah, immeasurably
strengthened by its victory in south
Lebanon 15 years ago, wants to force
its candidate, the mercurial Maronite Catholic Michel Aoun, into the
presidential palace on the heights
of Baabda overlooking the capital.
Lebanon’s 128-member parliament, which elects presidents, has
been stalemated by the deepening
political crisis. The only vote it has
accomplished in the last year was to
extend its own mandate. The divisions between Sunni and Shia are
matched by an equally acrimonious
split between rival Maronites, the
main Christian sect.
Parliament has had 23 sessions
to choose a new head of state since
April 23, 2014, but all fizzled out.
Another 25 sessions were scrubbed
for lack of a quorum because of boycotts by lawmakers.
The bottom line is that without
agreement between the region’s
two sectarian titans — Sunni Saudi
Arabia and Shia Iran, which support

Desperately seeking a quorum
the rival coalitions in Lebanon, the
Sunni-led, Western-backed March
14 bloc and the Hezbollah-dominated March 8 alliance, respectively —
there is no prospect of a new president being elected.

Parliament has
had 23 sessions to
choose a new head
of state since April
23, 2014, but all
fizzled out
With Riyadh and Tehran increasingly at odds, there is little chance
of that. “The confrontation has not
reached its peak yet and recent developments in Syria do not indicate
that a peaceful settlement is on the

horizon,” observed Sami Nader of
the Levant Institute for Strategic Affairs, a Beirut think-tank.
At the root of the problem is an
unwritten 1943 political pact devised by the French when they ended their 1920 mandate and by which
they sought to leave Lebanon’s
Christians in power.
Under this arrangement, the presidency is the province of the Maronites, the main Christian sect, with
the prime ministry the preserve of
the Sunnis and the speaker of parliament is a Shia.
The two leading Maronite candidates for the gilded glory of Baabda
have been enemies since the 197590 civil war but their naked enmity
emphasises the deep cleavages not
just within Lebanon, but its various
confessional communities, that regional powers manipulate.
Samir Geagea, 62, a one-time den-

tist who is the only civil war militia
chieftain to have been imprisoned
for civil war crimes is backed by the
March 14 alliance.
Aoun, 80, is a former army commander who is backed by Hezbollah, which for the first time sees
the possibility of getting one of its
proxies into Baabda, a momentous political coup that would
cement Tehran’s influence in the
Levant.
Aoun heads the Free Patriotic
Movement and his presidential ambitions are impossible to conceal. He
has gone from being militantly antiSyrian to a vital ally of Damascus.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly. He has covered
Middle Eastern affairs since 1967
and lives in Beirut.
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Tunisian president’s visit offers hope in Washington
Amal Mudallali

Washington

T

he timing of the historic visit to the United
States by Tunisia’s first
democratically
elected
president could not have
been better. Washington was reeling from the news that the Islamic
State (ISIS) had overrun the Iraqi
city of Ramadi, the latest episode
in a string of bad tidings from the
Arab world.
Enter Tunisia, the birthplace of
the “Arab spring”, and one of the
few places in the Middle East and
North Africa where Washington
sees a glimmer of hope.
Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi appeared to grasp the situation well. “We need the support of
the US and maybe the US needs Tunisia, too,” he said during a White
House meeting with US President
Barack Obama.
The unprecedented attention
that the Tunisian president and his
delegation received and the calibre
of meetings they had in Washington reflected the hope the United

States has pinned on Tunisia and
its democratic transition as a model for the region.
Obama offered both material and
symbolic support to show his commitment to Tunisia and its nascent
democracy. He even co-wrote an
op-ed with Caid Essebsi in the
Washington Post — unprecedented
for a US president with an Arab
leader. At the White House, Obama

Recognising the Tunisian spring

expressed faith in Tunisia’s experience and promise. “The United
States believes in Tunisia, is invested in its success and will work as a
steady partner for years to come,”
he said.
Obama offered Tunisia increased
economic assistance “so that ordinary Tunisians can feel the concrete benefits of a change to a more
open and competitive economy”.

He specifically pledged to provide
Tunisia with $138 million in assistance for US Fiscal Year 2016, of
which $62 million would finance
military purchases. This amount
is nearly double what the United
States is providing in the current
fiscal year. He also offered a $500
million loan-guarantee programme
to bolster economic reforms in Tunisia.
On the security front, the leaders discussed the region’s chronic
instability, especially in Tunisia’s
neighbour Libya, and its potential
effects on Tunisia.
Obama spoke of the importance
of continuing to “partner effectively” in efforts to stabilise Libya
“so that we don’t have a failed state
and a power vacuum that ends up
affecting the situation in Tunisia,
as well”.
The most important announcement was Obama’s intention to
designate Tunisia as a “major nonNATO ally” of the United States.
Few countries have gained that
status, which is largely symbolic
but does include tangible benefits,
such as making it easier and less
expensive for Tunisia to acquire US
weapons and equipment.

The two sides signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) that
highlighted American commitment
to strengthen Tunisia’s “democratic
path” by helping it achieve greater
economic growth.

The timing of Caid
Essebsi’s visit to
the United States
could not have
been better
Mohsen Marzouk, the Tunisian
president’s adviser for political affairs, said the agreements with
the United States would give the
relationship between the two countries “a new horizon”. US Secretary
of State John Kerry said he saw the
MOU as an important message. The
memorandum, he said, “reflects
the breadth and the depth of the
commitment that we are making”.
Amal Mudallali is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in Washington.
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Caid Essebsi: ‘We are the exception
but we want to be the model’
Amal Mudallali

Washington

T

unisian President Beji
Caid Essebsi visited Washington with a good story
and a simple message that
Tunisia could be a standard for developing democracies.
Caid Essebsi, speaking at the US
Institute of Peace, said: “Now we
are the exception in the Arab world
but we want to be the model to be
emulated. I do not call it the ‘Arab
spring’. This is the beginning of a
‘Tunisian spring’. If it is confirmed,
an ‘Arab spring’ might be born.
“We have not succeeded yet but
we took important steps. We need
economic success to succeed and
this is not available yet.”

Tunisian President
Beji Caid Essebsi
visited Washington
with a good story
and a simple
message
Caid Essebsi made it clear that
the economic success of Tunisia
depended on US assistance. “If they
help us we will succeed, otherwise
we will remain the exception,” he
said.” The United States, Caid Essebsi added, “is the backbone of
the international system and we ask
that they pay attention to us.”
Caid Essebsi met US President
Barack Obama and the US congressional leadership of both political parties, who asked pointed
questions about the economy, the
investment law and the security
situation, but in the end expressed
whole-hearted support for Tunisia.
Riadh Mouakhar, a member of the
Tunisian parliament who accompanied Caid Essebsi, said he found the
Americans very supportive. Wafa
Makhlouf, another member of parliament on the official delegation,

All smiles
said she was impressed by what she
saw and heard in Congress. But, she
noted, Congress wants Tunisia to do
its part of the bargain. She said the
overall message from Congress was
“you have to make the reforms”.
The Arab Weekly asked former US
ambassador to Tunisia Gordon Gray
whether the United States would
deliver on its impressive promises

of support for Tunisia. He said he
was optimistic: “The US will deliver
because support for Tunisia is bipartisan. It is not Democratic or Republican. It is American support.”
Members of the Tunisian delegation agreed. Ali Belakhoua, who introduced the Tunisian members of
parliament at the National US-Arab
Chamber of Commerce, said “the

US has tied its political future in the
region with the success of Tunisia.
The cost of failure is very high.”
Tunisian Finance Minister Slim
Chaker was clearly elated after the
White House meetings. He opened
his remarks to the chamber by saying, “You are not dealing only with
Tunisia but with a new democracy
and the new US ally”.

The question now being asked,
the minister added, is, “What are
Tunisians doing to help business
and attract investments.”
The answer to this question in
the coming months and years will
determine the success of the Tunisian model for Washington and the
world. Tunisia is once again called
upon to show the way.

Afghanistan “a major non-NATO
ally”.
Observers expected Obama to
offer the status to Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members when
he met their leaders in the United
States in May. Speculation is that
GCC leaders rejected the offer, regarding the status as poor compensation for what they really wanted:
a US-GCC mutual defence treaty,
something that the administration
had said all along was not in the
cards.
No nation has had its “a major

non-NATO ally” status revoked.
Israel was “promoted” in December 2014 when Congress voted to
declare Israel a “Major Strategic
Partner”. The additional benefits
to Israel are designed to ensure
that country’s “qualitative military
edge” over any other state in the
region.

Tunisia’s new
status as ‘major
non-NATO ally’
William Mark Habeeb

Washington

U

S President Barack
Obama plans to designate Tunisia a “major non-NATO ally”
(MNNA) of the United
States. Obama announced his intentions to elevate Tunisia’s status
during a May 21st meeting with Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi.
The US Congress has 30 days to
disapprove the designation but indications are that the congressional
leadership fully supports the move.

The designation is
primarily a symbolic
indication of the US
commitment to an
ally’s security
Despite having the word “ally”
in its title, the new status does not
indicate that the United States and
Tunisia have entered into a mutual defence treaty, as have NATO’s
permanent members. Nor does it
mean that Tunisia is in line to join
NATO. The status is solely a US des-

ignation, not one issued by NATO
or any other member.
MNNA was established in 1989
to allow the US Department of Defense to conduct research-and-development projects with important
US strategic partners that were not
members of NATO. The first MNNA
countries were Australia, Egypt, Israel, Japan and South Korea.
Legislation by Congress in 1996
expanded the benefits of the designation to include enhanced financial assistance in acquiring US
arms, coordinated defence planning, special training programmes
and priority access to surplus US
weapons. The latter benefit came
about as a result of the Cold War’s
ending. The United States had
huge stocks of weapons in Europe
that were no longer necessary but
would be too costly to ship back
across the Atlantic.
Another important benefit of the
status is limited exemption from
the US Arms Export Control Act,
making it easier for MNNA countries to acquire advanced and sophisticated weapons that they may
previously have been denied.
While these tangible benefits
matter, the designation is primarily a symbolic indication of the US

New security status
commitment to an ally’s security
and support for its government’s
policies. By 2000, Argentina, Jordan and New Zealand had been
added to the list and, under President George W. Bush, six additional
nations — Bahrain, Kuwait, Morocco, Pakistan, the Philippines and
Thailand — received the designation. Clearly, some of these countries were rewarded for their support of Bush’s Middle East policies.
Tunisia is not the first country
to be given this status by Obama.
In May 2012, Obama designated

William Mark Habeeb is East-West
editor of The Arab Weekly and
adjunct professor of Global Politics
and Security at Georgetown
University in Washington.
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Lebanon’s political black hole
Michael Young

Beirut

F

or a year now Lebanon has
been without a president.
In that time the country
has managed to function
more or less normally,
despite facing major difficulties.
However, the big loser from the
presidential vacuum is the Maronite
community, from which the president traditionally is named.
For all its many problems, Lebanon often seems to be a place that
adapts relatively well to constitutional imbroglios. Perhaps that is
because the system, built on a diffusion of power among the religious
communities and weak central authority, allows for flexibility when
the institutions of state no longer
function properly.
This has been frequent in the
past decades. In 1969 politics were
brought to a standstill when Rashid
Karami suspended his activities as
prime minister while refusing to resign.
His actions followed clashes between pro-Palestinian demonstrators and the Lebanese Army in April
of that year. This situation lasted
until November, when the Lebanese
government signed the Cairo Agreement with the Palestine Liberation
Organisation, regulating and legitimising the behaviour of Palestinian
guerrilla groups in Lebanon.

Hezbollah has
hidden behind
Aoun’s conditions to
block the election
process
Even during the civil war years,
when the country descended into
chaos, Lebanese society and state
institutions continued to operate as
best they could, maintaining continuity amid abnormality.
More recently, there was a void in
the presidency when Emile Lahoud

stepped down in 2007. Lebanon was
divided at the time between 14 rival
coalitions and there was no consensus over a successor.
The deadlock was only broken after a military conflict between the
two sides in May 2008. At a reconciliation conference in Qatar, a political solution was agreed and one
of its main points was the election
of the former army commander,
Michel Suleiman, as president.

A consensus exists
to preserve national
unity in light of the
sectarian conflicts
throughout the
Middle East
What has been different since his
term expired on May 25, 2014, is
that major political actors are not in
open conflict and are represented in
the government. A consensus exists
to preserve national unity in light of
the sectarian conflicts throughout
the Middle East, above all in neighbouring Syria.
However, that has not translated
into an agreement over a president.
The reasons for this are two: that
the Maronite politician Michel Aoun
seeks to become president himself but does not have a majority in
parliament, which elects the head
of state. He has prevented his bloc
from going to vote, effectively preventing a quorum. Aoun fears that if
there is an election, a rival may win.
Aoun’s strategy is to hold the
election process hostage and in that
way force his political adversaries
to accept him before a vote, to end
the deadlock. There are no signs his
plan will work.
A second, more significant, reason for the stalemate is that Hezbollah hopes to bring in a president of
its own choice but it also does not
have a majority to do so.
Hezbollah has hidden behind
Aoun’s conditions to block the election process and has even stated
that Aoun is its preferred candidate.
Perhaps he is but it is more likely

No replacement at Baabda
the party will take anybody credible
who vows to endorse and defend
Hezbollah’s retention of its weapons. In addition, the party feels that
the likelihood of an accord over
Iran’s nuclear programme would
put it in a better position to bring
in the president it wants. President
Bashar Assad regime’s setbacks in
Syria only make the party more decided to do so. If Assad is forced out
of office, Hezbollah will feel doubly
vulnerable, which is why it wants to
ensure a friendly president is in office.
The party’s inability to bring any
of its favoured candidates to power,
coupled with recent setbacks in
Syria, means that we are not likely
to soon see a new president in Lebanon, unless Aoun changes his mind
and stands down. But that is unlikely.

Like the Spartans, Aoun will
emerge from that battle either with
his shield or on it.
Those who lose most from this
situation are the Maronites, who
have been divided over candidates.
If executive decisions are taken
normally by the cabinet, headed
by a Sunni Muslim, it will dawn on
most people that Lebanon can function just as well without a Maronite
president.
What is worrisome is that this
may build momentum for a change
in Lebanon’s constitutional structures.
One anxiety is that Hezbollah may
use the presidential void to further
discredit the political system established by the 1989 Taif Agreement,
which it never embraced, and push
for constitutional change that gives
the Shias more power.

Some have spoken of Hezbollah’s
desire to replace the 50-50 breakdown of posts and parliamentary
seats between Muslims and Christians in favour of, loosely, a threeway breakdown between Sunnis,
Shias and Maronites. While it is true
the Shias are under-represented by
the present arrangement, such a
change would be regarded by Christians as a sign of further marginalisation.
Hezbollah’s desire to leave the
presidency vacant is not innocent.
If Maronites are worried, that is
understandable. Their worries will
hardly be lessened by the prospect
of the presidency becoming a tool of
Hezbollah.
Michael Young is a Lebanese
analyst and opinion editor of the
Daily Star newspaper in Beirut.

15 years after liberation, south Lebanon residents want no more wars
Mohammed Darweesh

Tyre

F

ifteen years after Israel’s
withdrawal from the area,
residents of south Lebanon
are keen on maintaining
relative peace and security. Israel occupied part of southern
Lebanon following its 1982 invasion of the country, but withdrew
in 2000 after a campaign led by the
Iranian-backed Hezbollah militia.
Since 2006, following a devastating 33-day war between Hezbollah
and Israel, the area, which was for
decades the Arabs’ main battleground against Israel, has witnessed
an unprecedented phase of calm
and tranquillity.
For many inhabitants, the struggle
against Israel has shifted from south
Lebanon to Syria, where Hezbollah
is fighting on the side of President
Bashar Assad against Islamist armed
groups.
Mohamad Srour, a tobacco farmer
from south Lebanon’s village of Aita
Shaab, is confident that Israel will
not engage Hezbollah again after the
“defeat” it suffered in 2006.
Hezbollah has repeatedly confirmed that its military capabilities have progressed since its war
with Israel in 2006, which killed,
according to UN data, some 1,200
Lebanese, mostly civilians, and 160
Israeli soldiers. “I believe that Israel
will not venture in a new aggression
against Lebanon but is satisfied with
supporting the terrorist groups in
Syria,” Srour told The Arab Weekly.
For Mariam Moussa, whose son
was killed in the fighting against Is-

rael in 2006, “war is already behind”
the people of south Lebanon. “There
will be no more wars here,” she said.
“The conflict is in Syria now and it
would take many long years before
it ends.”
Like Moussa, many residents of
south Lebanon are keen on preserving the largely stable and peaceful
situation that has prevailed in the
region since the Lebanese Army,
backed by a bolstered UN peacekeeping force, UNIFIL, deployed
along the border with Israel in line
with UN Security Council Resolution 1701. The resolution, which
ended hostilities in 2006, banned
Hezbollah’s military presence in the
border area and placed it under the
exclusive control and monitoring
of the army and the international
force.
Firas Hajj, a resident of the border
town of Kfar Kila, said the people
do not want Hezbollah to fight Israel from south Lebanon anymore.
“We hope the resistance movement
(Hezbollah) will not engage in a new
war with Israel,” he said. “What we
care about is the future of our children. We hate wars. We want to have
a just and comprehensive peace in
the whole Middle East, and to see
crises being resolved through the
United Nations.”
The feeling in south Lebanon
is unanimous. After experiencing peace and prosperity for several years, “no one wants war” in
that part of the world, not even the
most fervent advocates of struggle
against Israel, according to Farid
Khalil, a Hezbollah supporter.
“I believe that Hezbollah will not
give Israel any alibi to invade the
south once again. And I hope that

No one wants war anymore
Israel will not corner the party and
drag it into a confrontation that it
does not want,” Khalil said.
Because of its relative climate
of security, south Lebanon has attracted visitors from inside and outside the country and encouraged
wealthy expatriates to return to
their lands and villages, which they
fled during the Israeli occupation.
“After 2000, the south was relieved. Many people came back from
abroad. They built mansions in their
hometowns and invested in tourism
and other development projects.
The price of land and real estate
climbed and prosperity returned,”
noted Mahmoud Asaad from the
border village of Marwaheen. “That
is why the Lebanese do not want
war with Israel anymore. They just
want to live in peace and ensure a
safe future for their families.”

On May 24, 2000, Israel completed the withdrawal of its forces from
southern Lebanon in accordance
with UN Security Council Resolution 425, ending 22 years of occupation.
Hezbollah’s yellow banners hang
on top of street lights at village entrances, next to posters of the Shia
party’s fighters killed in combat.
Most were killed during decades of
fighting against Israel, but posters
of new “martyrs” have appeared;
those of Hezbollah fighters killed in
the past two years fighting Islamist
militants in Syria.
Fears of repercussions from Hezbollah’s deep involvement in the
Syrian civil war were spelt out by
several south Lebanon residents.
Jamil Asmar, a Shia, said he feared
reprisals by residents in the Sunni
village of Shebaa, who could sym-

pathise with the Syrian militants
and act against Shia villages. “We
want the south to be kept out of
the events in Syria. We had enough
wars, destruction and displacement,” he said.
His fellow Shia, Fatima Bazzi, who
was enjoying a day out in Iran Park
at Maroun al Ras, was more vocal
about her opposition to Hezbollah’s military role in Syria. “We don’t
want to have more (Lebanese) dying in Syria. The true martyr is the
one who dies while defending his
own national land, not in a foreign
land or for a cause that is not his,”
Bazzi said. Bazzi even called for disbanding the group’s armed wing,
while bolstering the army to make it
strong enough to protect Lebanon.
“Hezbollah must rest now. It should
return to the Lebanese fold and get
integrated in the Lebanese Army,”
she added.
Hezbollah’s deep engagement in
the Syrian conflict in support of Assad’s regime has largely damaged its
position in Lebanon and tarnished
its once respected image in many
parts of the Arab region. It has even
led to questions within its Shia base
as to why the group is risking a lot by
siding with an unstable and rogue
Syrian regime. But the overall Shia
sentiment remains strongly proHezbollah, though the conflict with
Israel, while still a focus of rhetoric,
has faded to the background.
For Sheikh Ali Yassine, a Shia cleric, “if it wasn’t for Hezbollah, Israel
would have stayed in south Lebanon and turned its towns into settlements”.
Mohammed Darweesh is a freelance
reporter in southern Lebanon.
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In Iraq, the US will
have to bite
the bullet yet again
Ed Blanche

Beirut

O

n May 15th, the day
that jihadist fighters of
the Islamic State (ISIS)
stormed into the strategically important city of
Ramadi, west of Baghdad, the US
Department of Defense published
a report that declared ISIS “is on
the defensive throughout Iraq and
Syria” and that the US-Iraqi strategy “to defeat and dismantle” the
group is “on track”.
The timing of that report by US
Marines Brigadier-General Thomas
D. Weidley was abysmal and portrayed an administration seeming
totally divorced from reality as ISIS
notched another victory in its yearold blitzkrieg campaign in Iraq. But
indeed what the Long War Journal
termed Weidley’s “Pollyannaish
view” reflects the US administration’s stubborn insistence that the
war is winnable and that ISIS will
be crushed and its self-proclaimed
caliphate smashed.
The loss of Ramadi is a disaster

for the Baghdad government of Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi,
whose army has, time and again,
failed to stand its ground against
inferior numbers of ISIS fighters
and simply run away, as it did at
Ramadi and so catastrophically at
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, in
June 2014 at the start of ISIS’s campaign from its base in neighbouring
Syria.

The Pentagon has
claimed more than
6,000 targets hit and
8,500 jihadists killed
Ramadi is only 115 kilometres
from Baghdad — an hour’s drive
— and the mid-May conquest
heightens concerns that the jihadist strategy is to encircle the capital
and systematically strangle it into
submission. This appears to be an
updated version of the so-called
Baghdad Belts concept defined by
ISIS more than a year ago in which
the countryside around the city of
1.1 million was to be taken over.
“Baghdad is certainly in danger,”

Reviewing options
Iraqi President Fuad Masum told
The Arab Weekly on May 20th.
There has been a steady and methodical increase in the number of
suicide bombings in the capital in
recent weeks, presumably to wear
down morale and spread fear and
panic. These are tried-and-tested
ISIS tactics. ISIS’s thrust into Anbar since the summer of 2014 has
all the hallmarks of the “Baghdad
Belts” strategy, which was devised
in 2006 by the group’s predecessor,
al-Qaeda in Iraq, to surround the
capital before laying siege to it and
infiltrating fighters and car bombs.
ISIS forces control a large chunk
of territory west of Baghdad, including the town of Falluja, twice
a major battlefield when the invading Americans fought al-Qaeda,
and have pressed into Diyala province to the east.
Washington’s decision to limit
active military support in the field
to an open-ended campaign of air
strikes by a US-led coalition, including Arab states, has clearly
failed to cripple ISIS, despite, as of
May 7th, 3,371 air strikes since the
Mosul disaster.
The Pentagon has claimed more
than 6,000 targets hit and 8,500
jihadists killed. There’s no independent confirmation of that toll,

but whatever the true numbers,
the campaign has clearly not inhibited ISIS’s military capabilities
The air campaign, Operation Inherent Resolve, of which Weidley
is chief of staff, has also produced
one of the more bizarre aspects of
the war in Iraq: US warplanes supporting Iranian-backed Iraqi Shia
militias.

The Americans will
now undoubtedly
have to use their air
power to back the
Iranian-funded Shia
militias
US President Barack Obama has
balked at engaging in any military
operations that are seen to aid the
Iranians and bolster their perceived
drive to establish total dominance
over Iraq, a strategy that was ironically made possible by the Americans themselves when they conveniently toppled Saddam Hussein
in 2003 and left Iraq open to being
absorbed into Iran’s orbit.
That had another consequence
that gives the Sunni kings and
princes of the Gulf nightmares:
opening up a land corridor through

Iraq allowing the Arabs’ ancient
foe, the Shia “Persians”, access to
the western shore of the waterway.
But, like it or not, the Americans will now undoubtedly have
to use their air power to back the
Iranian-funded Shia militias. To
fail to support a supposed ally like
Abadi would redouble the alarm of
the nervous Gulf monarchs who
already fear the United States is
leaving them in the lurch to face an
expansionist Iran on their own.
In turn, the hapless Abadi has no
choice but to rely on the Shia militias, known as the Popular Mobilisation Units (PMU) until — indeed,
if — he can rebuild the combat capabilities of his military and security apparatus.
It was significant that when
Ramadi fell, Major-General Qassem
Soleimani, chief of al-Quds Force,
the secretive expeditionary wing
of the Iran’s Revolutionary Guards,
immediately flew to Baghdad to
take command of the PMU.
“It was Iran alone that successfully exploited Iraq’s deepening
cleavages and was both willing and
capable of playing the long game,”
observed Muath al Wari, a Middle
East analyst based in Washington.
“And to the victor, naturally go the
spoils.”

After Ramadi, the US has no stomach
for boots on the ground

View poi nt

Robert
H. Reid

W

ith the Islamic
State (ISIS)
rolling across
Iraq and Syria,
US President
Barack Obama’s
critics have been warning of
doom and defeat with the
passion of Old Testament
prophets.
“We are not only failing, we are
losing this war,” retired US Army
General Jack Keane told the US
Senate only days after Ramadi fell
to ISIS.
In thunderous tones, Keane
dismissed US strategy as “fundamentally flawed” in Iraq and nonexistent in Syria. Meanwhile, ISIS
is expanding “beyond Iraq and
Syria into Sinai, Yemen, Libya and
Afghanistan”, Keane warned.
At the same Senate hearing,
Frederick Kagan, resident scholar
at the American Enterprise In-

Do not expect a
Bush-like response from
the current occupant of
the White House

stitute in Washington, said the
only hope for Iraq was to deploy
15,000-20,000 US troops to serve
as forward air controllers, advise
Iraqi ground forces and accelerate
training. Kagan’s proposal would
represent a more than five-fold
increase over the number of US
troops in Iraq.
“Anything less than that is simply not serious,” Kagan said.
Both men were among early
proponents of the Iraq troop surge
of 2007, when President George
W. Bush sent tens of thousands of
additional military personnel to
Iraq. Bush took the step against
the advice of influential voices in
Congress, the media and even the
Pentagon. Right or wrong, the notion that the surge “won the war”
is widely accepted in the United
States.
But do not expect a Bush-like response from the current occupant
of the White House. As a junior
senator from Illinois, Obama opposed the surge.
He won the presidency in part
on the promise to end the Bushera wars that followed al-Qaeda’s
9/11 attacks on the United States.
Military intervention is not
Obama’s preferred way of doing
business unless, as he said last
year at West Point, “our core interests demand it”.

Living up to his nickname of
“No Drama Obama”, the president
downplayed the loss of Ramadi,
describing it as a “tactical setback”
and telling the Atlantic magazine
that “I don’t think we are losing”.
No need for any bold new strategy
when the current one is working.
That was the same line parroted
by the Pentagon and the US command in Baghdad in the months
before the 2007 surge.
Despite the “steady as she
goes” public assurances, the loss
of Ramadi and Palmyra in Syria
shocked the administration, which
insisted ISIS was on the defensive.
The White House may agree to
limited measures, such as sending a small number of “forward air
controllers” to call in air strikes or
relax restrictions on special operations missions, such as the recent
raid that killed an ISIS financier in
Syria.
Even those modest steps would
likely come only under pressure
from either the Pentagon or Democratic Party powerbrokers worried
about the effects on next year’s
national elections.
That may disappoint some Arab
capitals. For now, however, the
president’s caution is in line with
the views of American voters, at
least those likely to support the
Democrats. Recent surveys indi-

“We are not

only failing,
we are losing
this war”

cate the public is displeased with
Obama’s handling of the crisis but
there’s also little stomach for sending large numbers of ground forces
back to Iraq.
Following the loss of Ramadi,
a survey of 1,000 likely voters by
Rasmussen Reports showed that
support for American “boots on
the ground” had fallen to 35%
from a high of 52% in February,
even though 43% of respondents
said ISIS was winning the war.
Why the contradiction? The
answer lies in American perceptions of the 2003-11 war. Many
Americans, including veterans
and Obama-hating right-wingers,
say the war presented the Iraqis
with an opportunity that they
squandered. Images of Iraqi forces
abandoning US-supplied weapons
and fleeing in American-supplied
Humvees reinforced that view.
Obama himself summed up that
sentiment, telling the Atlantic that
if Iraqis “aren’t willing to fight for
the security of their country, we
cannot do that for them”.
Robert H. Reid worked as a
journalist for the Associated Press
for 45 years. He served as AP
bureau chief in Cairo, Baghdad
and Kabul, and roving regional
correspondent based in Amman.
He lives in Washington.
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In the new Iraq, communists are still on the run
Jamal Halaby

Amman

T

he Iraqi Communist Party
(ICP) is going through its
most turbulent time since
its inception 81 years ago.
Historically, ICP leaders were persecuted and slain before and during the rule of the Arab
Ba’ath Socialist Party of dictator
Saddam Hussein, who considered
them a threat to his brutal regime.
Today, the ICP’s enemies are numerous. The jihadists of the Islamic
State (ISIS) rule parts of Iraq and
other religious parties have gained
great social and political influence
in the chaos that followed Saddam’s
overthrow by the US-led invasion of
2003.
But worst of all perhaps, the party
is shunned by ordinary Iraqis caught
up in the spiral of sectarian violence
between the minority Sunnis and
the dominant Shias, who both regard communism as contrary to Islam and Arab nationalism.
“Iraqis of all political colours and
religious affiliation look upon the
communists as a bunch of infidels
with an archaic ideology that died
with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991,” a Baghdad university
sociologist told The Arab Weekly.

Now is not really the
time for the
communists to come
into the public arena
“Now is not really the time for the
communists to come into the public arena,” said the sociologist, who
declined to be identified, citing concerns for his safety.
So the ICP has been keeping a
low profile since June 2014 when it
publicly celebrated what it labelled
as victory by its activists who alleg-

edly took part in an army raid on an
ISIS hideout north of Baghdad. ICP
activists openly waved red Soviet
hammer-and-sickle flags.
“It’s a delicate time for everyone,”
ICP Secretary-General Hamid Majid
Musa told The Arab Weekly. He declined to elaborate.
But another party official, Salah
Yousef, said the ICP has faded into
the background because “this period is the worst ever for us. You don’t
know who the enemy is. This time is
even worse than what we had under
the Ba’ath Party.”

We made an art of
walking between the
raindrops and
coming out dry
An ICP pharmacist told The Arab
Weekly that the communists “are
being harassed and threatened by
Shias militias and Sunni insurgents”.
Declining to be identified further, he
said his drugstore was destroyed
twice in a year — last August and
in March this year — by armed “religious men from both sects, who
abhor the fact that a communist is in
the neighbourhood.
“The first time, two young Shias
militiamen came to my pharmacy
telling me to leave the area or suffer
the consequences,” he said. “They
gave me 24 hours to get out. Just before the deadline passed, they blew
up my pharmacy with a bomb they
planted on the front door.”
The second bombing was the
work of Ba’athists, “but that time
there was no warning”, he said.
The ICP, founded in 1934 by Yusuf
Salman Yusuf, often called “Comrade Fahd” (the Leopard), is known
in Arabic as Hezb al-Shuyoee al-Iraqi. Some Iraqis, however, call it the
Homor — the Reds.
Once the group was one of most
powerful leftist organisations in
Iraq, attracting “anti-imperialist”

Iraqi communists in May 1st parade
Iraqis, rather than people well
versed in Marxist-Leninist ideology.
ICP even penetrated the Iraqi
army. In May 1978, Baghdad announced the execution of 21 ICP
members, allegedly for organising
party cells within the armed forces.
For several decades, ICP has had
a rollercoaster ride in Iraqi politics,
forging alliances with the Ba’ath
or targeted as conspirators, its
members arrested, imprisoned, repressed, assassinated or driven into
exile. But the group remained a constant threat to Iraq’s ruling party,
which regarded the communists as a
Soviet proxy ready to cause unrest.
The ICP was persecuted long before the Ba’ath came along, first

by British authorities and then the
post-independence
Hashemite
monarchy and its elite, who used
the communist militia organisation
to suppress their opponents.
Although the ICP was legalised in 1937, and again in 1973, the
Ba’athists regularly suppressed it after 1963 and outlawed it altogether
in 1985. That year, the party split
over the leadership’s support for the
“armed struggle” of Iraqi Kurds and
opposition to Saddam’s devastating
1980-88 war with Iran.
Following the US-led invasion of
Iraq in 2003, ICP’s old contacts and
long experience gave it some political clout and it won a single seat in
the 328-member parliament.

In 2014, two ICP members were
elected to the legislature, including
Kamel Fares Jejo, a Christian from
the northern city of Mosul who was
named science and technology minister.
Pointing to the ICP’s ability to survive and regroup in the face of constant adversity, the Baghdad pharmacist said the communists will
eventually emerge from the shadows into the political arena.
“We made an art of walking between the raindrops and coming out
dry,” he said.
Jamal Halaby, the Arab Weekly’s
Levant editor, has covered regional
affairs for nearly 30 years.

Iraqi Christians in Lebanon in search of a safe haven
Dominique Roch

Beirut

D

espite calls by their religious leaders not to
leave, Iraqi Christians
living in Lebanon have
become convinced there
is no safe future for them in their
home country. They hope now that
the United Nations will permanently resettle them in Europe, Australia, the United States or Canada.
“Our religious leaders are asking
us to stay in our land but the land
is gone,” says Alaa Farid, a 40-yearold man who fled his home in Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, in the
wake of the onslaught by the Islamic State (ISIS) in June 2014.
“We packed our bags, collected
our passports and our valuables
and left for the Kurdish city of Erbil,
which is 1-hour drive from Mosul,”
he told The Arab Weekly.

We are facing
persecution and
death in Iraq. What
are they waiting for
to help us?
Now Farid, along with with his
mother, sister and brother, share a
40 sq. metre flat rented for $900 a
month in a seaside resort complex
north of Beirut. Their savings are
dwindling as they await a December
2015 interview with the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) hoping they will be able to get
asylum in the United States, where
one of Farid’s sisters already lives.
Christians in Iraq are mostly Assyrians, one of the oldest ethnic
groups in the Middle East whose
roots are in northern Mesopotamia. They speak Aramaic, the lan-

Iraqi Christian women attend a mass at a church east of Beirut
guage of Jesus, and are one of the
oldest Christian communities in
the world. According to tradition,
Christianity was brought to them
in the first century by two of the 12
apostles. A majority of them belong
to the Chaldean Catholic church,
though there are other denominations, such as Syriac Catholic, Syriac
Orthodox and the Assyrian Church.
In 2003, before the fall of Saddam
Hussein’ s secular Ba’athist regime,
there were approximately 1.5 million Christians in Iraq, but their
numbers have dropped to less than
400,000 in the past decade due to
emigration.
When ISIS established its socalled Islamic caliphate in an area
straddling the border between
Syria and Iraq, they offered remaining Iraqi Christians tough choices:
convert to Islam, pay a special tax
known as jizya, or leave. The alternative was death.
But even those Christians who
converted to Islam were then asked
by ISIS to give daughters, some
as young as 10, for marriage. And
this occurred in an environment
of kidnappings, executions, rapes,

church bombings and the burning
of centuries-old religious Aramaic
manuscripts.
Fleeing the ISIS advance, Manshur Isho and his wife Munira left
the Nineveh plain in northern Iraq
where they had taken refuge in
2006 after leaving Baghdad, which
at the time was plagued with sectarian violence.
“With our son Linard (9) and
daughter Ninorta (7), we left Tel Kef
in Nineveh plain on foot,” Munira
recalled during an interview with
The Arab Weekly.

Most asylum-seekers
are resigned to their
fate
“At a checkpoint, they took our
money, my gold wedding band
and the gold little cross around my
neck. We rode in a passing car and
took shelter in a church in Erbil,”
the capital of Iraq’s Kurdistan region.
But the church, like most churches and hotels in Erbil, was overcrowded with some 120,000 Chris-

tians who were displaced from
villages and towns of the Nineveh
plain, next to Mosul, the ancient
homeland of Christian Assyrians.
Jobs in the Kurdish areas were
also hard to find because of the
language barrier. The Isho family
finally managed to get new passports and, with money sent to them
by relatives in Toronto, they flew
to Beirut. Now they are waiting
for their UN interview. The wait is
long, life in Beirut expensive, and
the children have no school. But
they hope that they will be able to
join Munira’s sisters in Canada or
Manshur’s cousins in Australia. The
only certainty, however, is the uncertainty of their fate.
With sadness in her eyes, Munira
holds photographs from 2004 that
show her dancing with her then-fiancé or in her white wedding dress
on her wedding day. She proudly
displays a framed “Certificate of
Achievement” delivered by the
501st Forward Support Battalion
— 1st Armoured Division of the US
Army, thanking her for “Outstanding Laundry Services” at their base
in Baghdad in 2003-04. “Those

were the days,” she said nostalgically.
Most of the few thousands of
Iraqi Christians in Lebanon say they
can’t understand why the international community is not doing more
for them, or why Western countries
will not open their borders.
“We are not Islamist extremists
trying to infiltrate their countries.
We are facing persecution and death
in Iraq. What are they waiting for to
help us?” wondered Adel, another
Christian asylum-seeker whose
teenage son Stephan and daughter
Mariam work in a nearby supermarket and boutique in Beirut, making
a combined $600 a month.
Though they also fled to Erbil, Iraqi Christian leaders are not thrilled
by the prospect of their flock leaving the country altogether.
This would lead to the disappearance of the Christians of the East,
warned Chaldean Church Patriarch
Louis Sakko, who urged Christian
Iraqis to “resist, remain on your ancestors’ land and protect your properties”.

Our religious leaders
are asking us to stay
in our land but the
land is gone
But most asylum-seekers are resigned to their fate. In Beirut, Alaa
Farid said that many Iraqis, whether Christians or Muslims, wanted
to leave the country. He added that
unless Christian Iraqis were able
to establish a self-ruled Christian
province in the Nineveh plain under international protection, there
was no going back to Iraq for him or
his family.
Dominique Roch is a regular
analyst and special correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.
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Saving Palmyra

T

he religious scholars of Cairo’s al-Azhar, one of the
Islamic world’s oldest and most influential institutions, are to be lauded for their May 24th pronouncement calling for the world to unite against the danger
posed by Islamic State (ISIS) fanatics to Syria’s ancient
city of Palmyra. They described the protection of the
region’s archaeological sites as “the battle of all
humanity”. Al-Azhar’s statement was echoed by
UNESCO Director-General Irina Bokova, who called Palmyra “an
irreplaceable treasure for the Syrian people and for the world”.
The calls came after ISIS planted its flag on the citadel overlooking
the 2,000-year-old World Heritage site.
In an interview with The Arab Weekly, Syria’s director-general for
antiquities warned that “Palmyra is in big danger… It is now a
hostage in the hands of the so-called Islamic State and the issue at
stake is how to liberate that hostage.”
“From the first to the second century, the art and architecture of
Palmyra, standing at the crossroads of several civilisations, married
Graeco-Roman techniques with local traditions and Persian influences,” noted UNESCO.
It is that cosmopolitan makeup of Palmyra’s heritage and other
archaeological sites in the Middle East and North Africa that run
against the narrow and intolerant vision of history motivating ISIS.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Earlier this year, ISIS militants destroyed thousands of books in
Mosul’s central library. They brought destruction to the ancient
Assyrian cities Nineveh and Nimrud and smashed statues at the
Mosul Museum.

Minorities in the Middle
East face dim future

UNESCO and the Arab League are mobilising but in the face of the
barbaric onslaught official announcements and legal texts are not
enough. The 1954 Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural
Property in the Event of Armed Conflict already prohibits the type
of actions perpetrated by ISIS. UN Security Council resolutions make
it illegal to trade in antiquities smuggled from Syria and Iraq.

Washington

The international community should crack down on the trafficking of artefacts from Syria and Iraq. A portion of the proceeds from
that type of illicit activity goes to finance ISIS activities.
There should be greater mobilisation by civil society, educational
and cultural institutions. Some argue that action to preserve the
Middle East’s heritage pale in importance to the tragedy of civilians
being killed and displaced but attacks on the region’s populations
and the destruction of archaeological sites go hand in hand.
The cultural cleansing undertaken by ISIS is part of the same
totalitarian vision of religious, ethnic and social cleansing. The
bigoted murderers of ISIS have targeted non-Muslim minorities,
Shias and even mainstream Sunnis. Homosexuals, smokers and
non-practising Muslims are not spared.
The senseless acts of destruction have nothing to do with the
Islam that, from Andalusia to Baghdad and al-Qayrawan has been a
source of tolerance and intercultural coexistence. Their crimes
belong to the legacy of the barbaric predators who periodically
plague human history.
World heritage is a reminder of our common humanity. Civilisational riches should be a source of inspiration for the whole region as
it tries to transcend the current bloody times.
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Khalil

R

ecent developments in
the Middle East,
dubbed the “Arab
spring”, have brought
to light the remarkable
Jahshan
presence of minority
groups and their historical
significance in social change in
the region.
The intensive media coverage
of these dramatic events and their
socio-political fallout highlighted
the insecure status of minorities
in an unstable and fast-changing
region. Global audiences became
suddenly aware of the difficulties
faced by these groups trying to
overcome their precarious legal
status and survive in their faltering and increasingly radicalised
societies.
Clearly, the Middle East is not,
and has never been, a culturally
or demographically homogeneous
unit. The region includes, among
its diverse population, a very
complex and constantly changing
kaleidoscope of minority groups.
The classification of such groups
as minorities might be based on
ethnic, linguistic, national, racial,
religious, socio-economic or
tribal differences. The list includes
Alawites, Armenians, Assyrians,
Baha’is, Berbers, Chaldeans, Christians, Circassians, Copts, Druze,
Jews, Kurds, Mandaeans, Maronites, Turkmen and Yazidis, just to
name a few.
This complexity in the midst of
political and social unrest makes it
difficult to engage in a coherent and
open discussion about minorities
for a variety of reasons. First, there
is the basic question of identity.
Who is a “minority” is the ultimate
political question in the Middle
East. Are the Kurds or the Shias in
Iraq a minority or are the Sunnis?
Are the Maronites in Lebanon a minority? Are the Palestinians under
Israeli rule a minority?
For the purpose of this op-ed,
I would venture to consider as a
minority any “subordinate” group that is different culturally, ethnically,
The minority issue
racially or religiously from
has become taboo
the larger society of which
it is a part. Implied in this
throughout the
admittedly simplistic definition is an element of inregion
equality or discrimination
practised by the dominant
group against its minority
population throughout the
modern history of the region.
Second, although challenges facing minorities are universal, there
is a uniquely Middle Eastern legacy

associated with the problem that
militates against an effective treatment of the issue. When minorities
are perceived culturally as “dhimmis,” “goyim” or even “infidels”, it
makes it virtually impossible politically to consider them as common
and full citizens of the state. They
are apt, by definition, to remain a
tolerated segment of the population and not an integral and equal
part of society. The same applies
to the “constitutional” definition
of states in the region as “Muslim”
or “Jewish”, which implies that
citizens of other faiths are less than
equal citizens when it comes to the
allocation of values in society.
Third, the colonial legacy of
the region has created a difficult
climate for minority groups in
general. Minorities have been manipulated for protracted periods of
time by colonial political systems
that practised strategies of “divideand-conquer” or “separate-and-unequal” vis-à-vis their subjects. This
resulted in minority groups being
often suspected by the majority as
a fifth column harbouring separatist tendencies.
Consequently, the minority issue
has become taboo throughout the
region. Both governments and
people in the Middle East are not
comfortable dealing with their
minorities or admitting the widespread institutionalised policies
of discrimination that they face. It
seems that the whole region is in
denial when it comes to the legal
status or treatment of minorities.
In certain countries vital statistics
about minorities are even treated as
state secret.
Will minorities in the Middle East
achieve the acceptance, equality and tolerance they deserve? I
would like to be hopeful and optimistic in answering this question,
however, it is very difficult to do so
when it comes to the dim future of
minority rights in the region.
The absence of democracy,
the persistence of authoritarian
and repressive governments, the
resilience of ancient sectarian
differences and the resurgence of
radical Islamist political ideology
have made it virtually impossible
for vast areas in the Middle East to
overcome cultural and sectarian
identification and espouse values
conducive to coexistence, equality
and tolerance.
Therefore, “minority rights” in
the Middle East will remain an
oxymoron until the region first
achieves “majority rights”.
Khalil Jahshan is executive director
of the Arab Center in Washington.
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Delta killed Abu Sayyaf. So what?
Washington

I

wanted to wait for the smoke
and hype to clear after the
Delta Force raid that killed
Abu Sayyaf and give the matter some thought before I
Thomas Houlahan
reached any hard conclusions. I have and I’ve concluded
that the raid was nothing but
Hollywood showboating by an
administration and a defence
establishment that completely
lack the stomach for a fight to the
finish with the Islamic State (ISIS).
The most obvious question on
hearing about this was: Why a raid
when a drone strike would have
killed him just as dead and with
a lot less bother? From what has
trickled out of the government,
the story is that Abu Sayyaf had
to be captured because he was a
goldmine of information about
things like the holding of American
hostages and the sale of pirated oil
by ISIS.
So, had Delta caught this guy, the
government would have known
how some Americans spent the
last days before they were murdered as the CIA, which
has a budget larger than
a lot of countries, and US
I’ve concluded that
“elite” forces sat around,
the raid was nothing befuddled and bewildered.
Great. Just great.
but Hollywood
The government would
showboating
also have known how ISIS
used to sell vast quantities
of oil on the black market. I don’t think there’s
a person in Washington who
didn’t know that, due to battlefield
reverses and unbelievably cheap
legitimate oil, black market oil sales
by ISIS just were not a major factor

US Army UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter
in its funding anymore. Information about previous sales might
have provided a chance to embarrass some bad people but, otherwise, black market ISIS oil sales
are largely a matter for historians.
Credible justification for the raid
remains sorely lacking.
And, given that the guy was
supposedly a walking intelligence
bonanza, it’s surprising how little
thought seems to have gone into
capturing of Abu Sayyaf as opposed to killing him. Before I write
another word, I feel compelled to
point out that the US Department
of Defense was tasked to, and Delta
was sent to, capture one man — and
they couldn’t even do that right.
Apparently, it had not occurred
to the brain trust that planned this
that if a terrorist found himself
faced with armed, hostile intruders
he might pick up a weapon and try

to defend himself. Surprising absolutely no one outside the Defense
Department, Abu Sayyaf did, leaving US commandos totally flummoxed. As with Osama bin Laden,
the commandos could not come up
with a better idea than to shoot him
until he died.
As a result, whatever the US
government hoped to get from
Abu Sayyaf through interrogation,
died with him. The commandos
had to settle for capturing his wife.
Since she is the only person they
captured, she is being portrayed
by the government as a veritable
wellspring of sensitive terrorist information and her capture a major
intelligence coup. Right.
Some computers, cell phones
and documents were seized but my
spine isn’t tingling with anticipation of ISIS’s doom. There was a
similar haul from Abbottabad. It

didn’t translate into any major
compromise of al-Qaeda, though
just very recently — four years after
the bin Laden raid — the government breathlessly revealed that it
now knows what Osama bin Laden
was reading when he died. Big deal.
US Defense Secretary Ashton
Carter’s claim that the Abu Sayyaf
raid was a “significant blow” to
ISIS is too ridiculous for words. As
if to demonstrate how little Abu
Sayyaf’s loss means to ISIS, the
group almost immediately captured Ramadi in Iraq and Palmyra
in Syria.
ISIS didn’t miss a beat.
This mission only demonstrated
how marginal a player the United
States is in the war against ISIS.
This war is mostly between ISIS on
one hand and the Kurds, Iraq and
Syria, the latter two supported by
Iran, on the other. Here and there,
the United States will launch a
pinprick drone strike or a flashy
raid and hold self-congratulatory
news conferences, but it just isn’t
a serious, or even credible, player.
In case anyone was wondering
why Iraq seems deaf to American
demands that it turn away Iranian
assistance, this is why.
One question still puzzles me:
Who do the Obama administration
and the Department of Defense
think they are fooling with stunts
like this?
Thomas Houlahan, a former
paratroop officer, is an analyst for
the Center for Security and Science
and a member of the Board of
Advisers for the Center for Media
and Democracy — Pakistan. He
is the author of Gulf War: The
Complete History.

The fight against extremism
in Saudi Arabia continues

Abdul

T

he bombing of a Shia
mosque in eastern
Saudi Arabia was a
timely reminder that
the country is engaged
in an existential fight
with terrorism, a fight that cannot
Aziz Al-Khamis
be conclusively won without the
removal of the societal conditions
that enable it. Perhaps the most
important of these conditions is
the sectarian rhetoric that has
taken hold in popular discourse,
both Sunni and Shia, and the
failure of the elites of the country
to challenge it.
Terrorism is not merely a failure
of the individual who commits the
criminal act. It is also reflective
of a broader failure of the society
that conditioned the individual
to become susceptible to extremist ideas. The perpetrator of the
mosque bombing, Salih bin Abdulrahman Salih al-Ghishaami, may
provide some clues as to how this
can occur. What was it, exactly,
that caused him to blow himself
up in a mosque packed with his
fellow countrymen?
An important thread in answering this question is the absence of
a sense of patriotism and citizenship among al-Ghishaami and
terrorists like him. Every terrorist
who kills his countrymen is the
result of an accumulation
of failures: failure of the
The struggle is not
education system to instil
a sense of patriotism and
simply between the
loyalty to country; failure
security services and of those in the media,
education and culture to
individual terrorists attract the youth to moderate views while extremists win them over and,
most importantly; failure
to create systems that prevent
the spread of violent and extremist
thought.
Nobody can have failed to
notice the increase in sectarian

rhetoric that has accompanied the
declaration of Operation Decisive
Storm in Yemen. There has been a
tolerance of extremist views from
which only groups such as the terror group Islamic State (ISIS) will
benefit.
Affiliates of the Muslim Brotherhood have exploited the war in
Yemen as an opportunity to return
to popularity but have done so,
not because of a sense of patriotism but, rather, by launching
vicious sectarian attacks.
The media have singularly failed
to convey the ideas of the Saudi
leadership that this is not a sectarian war but a national one. Islamist gangs, both Sunni and Shia,
seem to have agreed between
them to make the war in Yemen a
struggle between their rival Islamisms rather than the struggle of an
Arab state against an aggressive
and expansionist Iranian foreign
policy.
Without the sacrifices of security services there would have
been many more terrorist attacks
and thousands of victims. The
struggle is not simply between the
security services and individual
terrorists, however. It is a broader
fight between society as a whole
and terrorism.
As a society, we have left security services with sole responsibility
for combating terrorism. We have
not fought extremist thought in
the home or challenged extremist
agitators in mosques. The task of
fighting terrorism has been left to
the security services and we have
forgotten that the battle is one of
ideas and popularity. If society as
a whole does not fight extremism
then the losses will continue.
If we are to extinguish the
flames of division and sectarianism then we must silence their
promoters from the Muslim Brotherhood and the satellite channels

Denouncing terror
that broadcast hate and incitement, that talk of the rights of
Sunnis while visiting the Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei in Iran.
Our societies’ fight against
Islamist gangs must be unceasing because they are a threat to
the nation that cannot be taken
lightly. No society can advance so
long as it guarantees work for per-

sonalities that oppose the rights of
their compatriots and apostasise
them.
Abdul Aziz Al-Khamis is a Saudi
writer and political analyst. His
commentary was translated and
adapted from the Arabic. It was
previously published by the
London daily Al Arab.
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Iran’s losses mount in the Syrian quagmire
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

W

“

e must possess
Syria. If the chain
from Lebanon to
here [Tehran] is
cut, bad things
will happen,” former Iranian president Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani
said in a December 24, 2012, meeting with Ibrahim Mohammad Bahr
al-Ulloum, Iraq’s special envoy to
Iran.
Other leading Islamic Republic
officials share Rafsanjani’s analysis: Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei
perceives the civil war in Syria as
a conspiracy against Tehran and
Major-General Qassem Soleimani,
who commands the elite al-Quds
Force of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC-QF), has
declared his readiness to support
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s regime “to the very end”.
Furthermore, Soleimani consistently emphasises Syria’s importance to Iran, not only as a core
component of the “resistance” to
Israel and the United States, but
also against Sunni adversaries such
as Saudi Arabia and Qatar.

At least 125 IRGC
members, including
two generals, have
been killed in Syria
since December 2011
Based on the assessment of Iran’s
political and military elites, Tehran has invested much blood and
treasure in ensuring the survival
of Assad and his minority Alawite
regime in Damascus in a civil war
that began in March 2011.
However, as Assad faces growing pressure from a unified armed
opposition, Syria has turned into a
quagmire for the Islamic Republic,
from which there is no easy way
out.

Tehran faces difficulties bankrolling Damascus. With the Iranian economy struggling under the
weight of international sanctions
and declining oil revenues, financing the Assad regime has become a
serious burden for the Islamic Republic.
It also has difficulties persuading the Iranian public on the wisdom of spending limited economic
resources propping up a regime
which uses chemical weapons
against its own people.

Tehran faces
difficulties
bankrolling
Damascus
The impoverished middle class
would much rather see that money
spent on improving living standards in Iran. Nevertheless, the $3.6
billion line of credit from Iran to
Syria is “close to being used up”,
Hayan Salman, Syria’s minister of
economy and foreign aid, said on
May 21st.
He reportedly asked Tehran for a
credit line of $3 billion but had to
make do with $1 billion.
Meantime, the IRGC, which Tehran insists is only in Syria in an
advisory capacity, is suffering a
growing casualty toll in the fighting.
Officially the IRGC personnel in
Syria are euphemistically identified as “Guardians of the Tomb of
Zeinab”, the Prophet’s venerated
daughter. Her tomb on the outskirts of Damascus has become
one of Shia Islam’s holiest shrines.
But these days in Iran there are
funerals for IRGC members just
about every week that the regime
cannot hide. A survey of Iranian
newspapers shows that at least
125 IRGC members, including two
generals, have been killed in Syria
since December 2011.
It’s widely believed that the
death toll is considerably higher
as the secretive Quds Force, which

The body bags of war
carries out largely covert expeditionary operations outside Iran,
is increasingly being used in combat to stiffen Damascus’ battered
forces.
Rear Admiral Ali Shamkhani,
head of Iran’s Supreme National
Security Council, and other senior IRGC officials attending these
funeral services consistently use
them to argue that if these sacrifices are not made in Syria, Iran
would have to fight against terror
on its own soil.
Their repeated use of such
speeches suggests the IRGC feels
compelled to defend itself.
An examination of Iranians
killed in Syria and Iranian prisoners of war released in January 2013
by the Free Syrian Army, one of the
main rebel groups, in return for

Syrian opposition members held
by the Assad regime, provides another insight into the murky Iranian presence in Syria.
The Iranian prisoners included
Brigadier-General Abedin Khorram, the IRGC commander in West
Azerbaijan province, Colonel Taleb Rahimi and Colonel Mohammad-Taqi Safari, the IRGC chiefs
in the cities of Naqadeh and Gavaneh, and Hojjat al-Eslam Karim
Hossein-Khani, a senior cleric and
Khamenei’s former representative
in the city of Oroumiyeh.
This would indicate the IRGCQF is being stretched so thinly
across the Syrian war fronts that
the Guards’ have had to deploy
regular ground forces, too.
Tehran’s financial hardships and
the mounting death toll in Syria

may force Iran to pursue a political solution to the Syrian war. But
that has proven to be elusive and
the collapse of the Syrian regime
and the partition of the country
into cantons run by rival militias
can no longer be ruled out.
Tehran is likely to continue its
support for pro-Iranian zones in
Syria. But that will strain Tehran’s
economic resources and regional
prestige to such a degree it could
face heightened domestic criticism and the defection of regional
allies who doubt Tehran’s ability
to sustain its support for them.
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.

Syria: Who should Kerry be talking to?

View poi nt

Mark
N. Katz

U

S Secretary of State
John Kerry’s recent
meetings with
Russian President
Vladimir Putin and
Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov have given rise to
hopes that Washington and
Moscow might be ready to cooperate on several issues, including
Syria.
But though they might be able to
do so on other issues, it is doubtful
that they will be able to cooperate
effectively on Syria, even if they
actually wanted to. This is because
regional powers have more influence on events in Syria than either
the United States is willing to admit, or Russia is able to exercise.
For about two years after the
revolt against Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s regime broke out in
2011, it appeared the rebels were
slowly gaining the upper hand and
the regime was bound to fall. But
with steady support from Russia,
Iran and Hezbollah for the Assad
regime, rivalry among not just its
opponents but also the regional
actors supporting them and Washington’s reluctance to support the
opposition, it was not surprising
that the Assad regime turned the
situation around by early 2013.
The decision of US President

Moscow is not in as strong
a position to affect the
outcome
in Syria

Barack Obama to work with Moscow and Damascus on eliminating
the Assad regime’s chemical weapons stocks and later to focus its
attention on targeting the Islamic
State (ISIS) both in Iraq and Syria,
appeared to many Arabs and Turks
as signs that Washington actually
preferred the Assad regime over its
Islamist opponents.
At present, however, the battle
appears to have turned again. Instead of working at cross purposes,
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar
— the principal supporters of the
Syrian opposition — are working
together. In addition, the opposition forces they support have been
cooperating more closely against
both the Assad regime and ISIS.
Further, the forces of the Assad
regime and the Alawite minority
that backs it are showing signs
of exhaustion. The support from
Russia, Iran and Hezbollah that
Damascus continues to receive has
not been sufficient to reverse this
trend. All this is happening when
the United States is focusing its
efforts more on containing ISIS and
much less on supporting the nonISIS Syrian opposition forces.
If there is to be a negotiated settlement of the conflict in Syria, a
Russian-American agreement will
have little impact if Iran on the one
hand and Turkey, Saudi Arabia and
Qatar on the other continue to support their respective Syrian allies,
which are fighting each other. And
with Putin refusing to contemplate
the Syrian opposition’s minimum
condition of Assad stepping down
as part of a settlement, the newly
ascendant Syrian opposition and its
external supporters have little in-

centive to negotiate with Moscow.
By contrast, a negotiated settlement between elements of the
Assad regime (minus Assad) and
elements of the opposition as well
as between Iran on the one hand
and Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Qatar
on the other could resolve the Syrian conflict — except for the problem of ISIS. Still, if a settlement
among these other parties could
be achieved, then they and their
external supporters would be able
to concentrate their joint efforts on
defeating ISIS in Syria.
But achieving any such agreement will be extraordinarily
difficult. The parties inside Syria
as well as their regional allies are
highly unlikely to be able to do this
on their own. A major American
diplomatic effort will be needed.
There is no guarantee, of course,
that such an effort would succeed,
as decades of failed American
efforts to achieve peace between
Israel and the Palestinians have
shown.
But with Iranian-American
relations poised to improve, if a
nuclear agreement is reached, and
with Obama having reportedly
succeeded in reassuring the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) states
to some extent about the deal as
well as a US commitment to their
security, now may be a propitious
moment for a US diplomatic effort
aimed at achieving a settlement of
the Syrian conflict.
And if the United States could
help craft a peace deal among the
most important (non-ISIS) actors
inside Syria as well as in the region
Russia would have little choice but
to accept it.

Regional
powers
have more
influence
on events in
Syria than
either the
United States
is willing to
admit, or
Russia is able
to exercise

Some might argue that Putin
would oppose any Syrian settlement made without Russian input
and so would act as a spoiler to prevent it. But if the choice for Moscow is one between a settlement
in which it and some of its allies
have a stake or the continuation of
the conflict that could lead to the
downfall of Assad and the collapse
of Russian influence in Syria, even
an American-sponsored settlement
would be better for Moscow.
Of course, Moscow could ramp
up its involvement in Syria to keep
Assad in power. But if Tehran
becomes willing to reach a settlement and with Russia increasingly
consumed by affairs in Ukraine and
Europe even if it does not, Putin
will find it extremely difficult and
costly to protect Assad. And as
Putin is undoubtedly aware, it is
much easier to undermine a weak
government allied to an adversary
(as he is doing in Ukraine) than to
protect a weak ally (such as Assad)
from being undermined by not just
one, but several adversaries.
For the United States to have any
hope of resolving this conflict, Kerry’s time would be far better spent
in hammering out an agreement
between the regional powers that
matter most in it (Iran on the one
hand and Turkey, Saudi Arabia, and
Qatar on the other) than in trying to
reach an agreement with Moscow
since it is not in as strong a position
to affect the outcome in Syria.
Mark N. Katz is a professor of
government and politics at George
Mason University. Links to his
recent articles can be found at
www.marknkatz.com.
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Palestinians are unhappy but
less prone to street protests
Nida Ibrahim

Ramallah

W

hen Palestinians remember the first intifada, which broke
out in 1987, they refer to the “stone revolution” with pride. They reminisce
over the time when the majority of
those living in Israeli-occupied territories took to the streets in a national struggle for freedom.
Now however, only a few handfuls of people honour calls for demonstrations, prompting journalists
covering such events to note sarcastically that they outnumber the
protesters. Most of those who do
show up are people personally and
directly affected by specific Israeli
measures. For example, in a recent
demonstration against Israel’s prolonged detention of Palestinians,
most of those present were the families of detainees.
“We have come to expect tens of
participants when we call for public
participation in a demonstration”, a
young activist told The Arab Weekly.
“The continuous disappointments are a factor,” he added, referring to Palestinian dissatisfaction of
the status quo, in which no peaceful settlement appears in the offing.
The activist insisted on anonymity.

Now, only a few
handfuls of people
honour calls for
demonstrations
Declining public participation in
politics has marked the last decade,
mostly after the second intifada,
which broke out in September 2000
following a visit by then Israeli opposition leader Ariel Sharon to Jerusalem’s Temple Mount. By February
2005, 3,307 Palestinians, including 654 children, and 972 Israelis,
including 117 children, had been

killed. When Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas took office, one
of his key slogans in the electoral
campaign in 2005 was disarming the
intifada.
Despite the failure of the negotiated process to yield a peaceful
solution with Israel, Abbas is a firm
believer in the political and diplomatic path as the only way to solve
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. This
conviction is behind the Palestinian
Authority’s (PA’s) decision to stop
any confrontation between Palestinians and Israelis and curb any
move towards a third intifada.
Palestinian security officials are
often on the scene to prevent protesters from clashing with the Israeli army or settlers.
“I can’t say that the PA’s suppression of protests had discouraged
us but it was an added factor as to
why people stopped taking to the
streets,” the activist said.
Two years ago, PA riot police
clashed with protesters who were
marching on to the presidential
headquarters to declare their rejection of negotiations with Israel.
The talks stalled two years ago,
with no sign that they will resume.
In May, Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu formed a new
cabinet comprising top Israeli hardliners who reject a peaceful settlement with the Palestinians.
On the Palestinian street, there
is a general desire to change the
status quo but those voices lack an
umbrella organisation to lead them
and have no shape or a national
programme for their struggle to
end Israel’s occupation. The Palestinian movement is deeply split
between Fatah, headed by Abbas,
which controls the West Bank, and
the militant Islamist Hamas which
runs the Gaza Strip.
“People will not call for an end to
the Fatah-Hamas split when they
can barely feed their children,” said
Hani Masri, head of the Masarat
think-tank in the West Bank city of

Ramallah. Masri told The
Arab Weekly that any national programme needs
to be connected to people’s
daily concerns.
Also, Palestinians had little
to show for the high price they
paid in the intifadas. Even hopes
in the autonomy deal between Israel and the Palestinians, signed in
1993 to shift Palestinians to statehood, are diminishing.
Chief Palestinian negotiator Saeb
Erekat has repeatedly said that Israel wants a Palestinian Authority
“without an authority”.

The continuous
disappointments are
a factor
“People started to feel the financial gap between them and the current leadership,” Masri said. “In the
past, the leader would be from the
people and not far better off than
they are.”
Many Palestinian leaders are
chastised for becoming rich after
taking office. Some are known to
have plush summer homes in Jordan, Europe or the United States.
Nonetheless,
demonstrations
still occur in several areas. West
Bank villages like Nabi Saleh and
Beit Ummar have been organising
weekly demonstrations against Israel’s separation barrier or settlements built on their lands.
Villagers, however, suggest that
Palestinian officials are relaxing in
their fancy homes, their sons receiving the best education abroad,
while the people on the ground are
the ones who fight Israel’s military
occupation.
There are additional factors for
the Palestinians’ mounting frustration. The complex and deteriorating situation in the Arab world is
discouraging them from revolting
against growing hardships they are
facing, topped by Israel’s continu-

Less people on the streets
ous occupation, a split between the
West Bank and Gaza, growing Jewish settlement activity on Palestinian lands and economic woes.
Palestinians know that Arab
backing is crucial to any moves.
This explains the young Palestinian
movements that sprouted after the
Tunisian and Egyptian revolutions.
A large number of protesters, motivated and encouraged by the “Arab
spring”, took to West Bank streets
in March 2011, calling for Fatah-Hamas reconciliation.
“There was a division among the
young groups regarding the priorities and the programme they’ve
adopted. Some called for an end to
the split, others for the end of Oslo

(peace agreements with Israel) and
some were in favour of the right of
return (to Palestinian territories),”
Masri said.
Hope, not despair, motivates
people and in the current situation
Palestinians see little hope in their
future leading them to tend to issues affecting their daily lives.
“Despite their pain, Palestinians still want to continue and are
ready to take part in a change” that
would improve their lives, Masri
said. “The (Palestinian) cause is
alive but people are less mobilised
nowadays.”
Nida Ibrahim is an Arab Weekly
contributor in the West Bank.

Israeli boycott makes inroads despite complexities on the ground
Nida Ibrahim

Ramallah

A

movement to boycott Israeli goods, culture and
academic
institutions
is gaining momentum
worldwide but faces difficulties near Israel for a number
of reasons, one of which is the complex relationship between Palestinians and the Israeli occupation.
The movement recently scored
a “cultural victory”, with US pop
star Lauryn Hill cancelling a performance in Israel because of “challenges” to also host it in occupied
Palestinian territories.
“Setting up a performance in the
Palestinian territory at the same
time as our show in Israel proved
to be a challenge. I’ve wanted very
much to bring our live performance
to this part of the world but also to
be a presence supporting justice
and peace,” Hill posted on her Facebook page.
The boycott, focusing on culture,
economy, sports among other activities, has been active for more
than a decade.
Haidar Eid, a member of the
Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel (PACBI), told The Arab Weekly
that culture and academia are fields
of conflict because they help shape
the awareness regarding the longest occupation in history.
“This was a big blow to Israel,”
Eid said.
The boycott, divestment and
sanctions movement (BDS) was
born in 2007 after a call for action
against Israel made two years earli-

er by some 170 Palestinian non-governmental organisations (NGOs).
BDS adheres to a strategy of allowing people of conscience to play
an effective role in the Palestinian
struggle for justice. BDS’s most recent victory occurred in April when
the French corporation Veolia sold
nearly all of its business activities
in Israel.
Boycott activists argue that comparing efforts made in this context by those living under occupation and those who can help them
abroad is not fair.
“We have a series of a complex
system of imposed relations that
are out of our control,” a boycott activist told The Arab Weekly. He said
he preferred to remain anonymous
for security reasons.
For example, a person living in
Area C in the West Bank has to seek

the Israeli authorities’ permission if
he needs to pick his olives.
“This is an imposed relationship
that one can’t classify as a normalisation act with the Israeli occupation,” the activist continued.
The Israeli goods boycott efforts
fluctuate based on the general feeling against the Israeli occupation.
These sentiments peaked during
the Gaza war in July 2014, when
a wide-scale popular movement
called for the boycott of Israeli
products.
Since then, major stores adopted
a voluntary ban on Israeli products
that have national or foreign alternatives. The decision has reportedly increased profits for many
Palestinian companies and brought
losses to the Israeli economy. However, no figures are publicly available.

A Palestinian activist sticks a leaflet calling for the boycott of
Israeli products in a supermarket in Bethlehem

The ban lost momentum after the
2014 Gaza war but picked up again
when a national Palestinian campaign kicked off calling for a ban on
products by six Israeli companies.
The action came in response to Israel’s withholding Palestinian tax
revenues it collects on behalf of the
Palestinian Authority (PA) in line
with bilateral agreements under a
1993 framework of a peace deal between the Palestinians and Israelis.
In March, during the heat of the
campaign, Israeli milk was poured
into the streets of Ramallah in the
West Bank to emphasise the ban.
Initiatives have sprung in Palestinian territories to decrease dependence on Israeli goods, such as the
first Palestinian farm to produce
white mushrooms. While analysts
praise such efforts, they stress the
need for a drastic change, not just a
small step here or there.
Moreover, the boycott movement
is confronted with the complexities
of the PA’s signed agreements with
Israel that do not permit such calls
for action. For example, the PA enforced a ban on Jewish settlement
products a few years ago but could
not openly announce that because
of the agreements.
Although Israel remains the sole
provider of electricity, water, fuel
derivatives and cement to the Palestinian territories, activists want
more anti-Israel actions. They say
there is room to do more but the PA
is refraining from moving ahead.
“There are demands for the PA
to re-evaluate the relationship with
Israel and revisit the past political,
economic and security commitments and the path that led to signing the Oslo agreements” in 1993,

the head of research at Masarat
think-tank in Ramallah, Khalil Shahin, told The Arab Weekly.
“This option can be costly to the
PA, which is why it prefers that the
civil associations lead the boycott
calls,” Shahin added.
The activist who spoke to the
Arab Weekly was more critical of
the PA, saying that it can do more.
“There’s room in the signed
agreements to stop dependence on
certain goods from Israel, like petrol, but the PA wants to spare itself
political headaches,” he said.

The boycott
movement is
confronted with the
complexities of the
PA’s signed
agreements with
Israel
He added that some businessmen
close to the PA have relations with
Israeli companies and fear for their
own interests if they are boycotted.
“The PA supported and enforced
a boycott of Israel’s cellular companies but not its other companies,”
said a veteran local journalist who
opted not to share his name, in reference to Palestinian businessmen
running mobile firms.
Activists say that the Israeli occupation has played on the people’s
psychology to make them believe
sometimes that Israeli goods are
better. “Another challenge that has
to do with the feeling that the occupier’s goods are better because
the occupier is more powerful,” an
activist concluded.
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ISIS attacks Saudi Arabia
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he Islamic State (ISIS) has
taken responsibility for
the suicide bombing at a
Shia mosque in the village
of Al-Qadeeh in eastern
Saudi Arabia. The attack, targeting
worshipers at the Ali Ibn Abi Taleb mosque during Friday prayers,
resulted in the deaths of 21 people
and wounded more than 100 others. It was the first full-scale ISIS attack in the Saudi kingdom.
Saudi Arabia’s King Salman bin
Abdul-Aziz Al Saud, two days after the May 22nd attack, vowed to
bring anyone involved in the “heinous crime” to justice.
“Anyone taking part, planning,
supporting, cooperating or sympathising with this heinous crime
will be held accountable and will be
subject to legal accountability. He
will receive the deserved punishment,” the king said in a statement
carried by the official Saudi Press
Agency (SPA).

It was the first
full-scale ISIS attack
in the Saudi kingdom
The kingdom’s Interior Ministry
said the perpetrator was Saudi national Salih bin Abdulrahman Salih
al-Ghishaami, who belonged to a
26-member cell affiliated with ISIS
for more than a year. Five members
of the same cell were involved in
the death and mutilation of police
officers south of Riyadh earlier in
May.
Security personnel in the kingdom arrested 21 members of the
cell, which included a 16-year-old,
and two 15-year-olds.
Saudi Arabia’s religious establishment was quick to condemn the
attack. The kingdom’s highest reli-

gious authority, Grand Mufti Sheikh
Abdul Aziz al-Sheikh, described the
attack as a “criminal and deliberate
incident and the perpetrators aim
to create a division among the people of the country, spread hostility
and discord”.
Thousands took to the streets
of Al-Qadeeh to protest the bombing, while conspiracy theories ran
rampant within the kingdom’s Shia
community, with many taking to
social media to describe the attack
as a Sunni/US project, in the process raising the spectre of sectarianism.
Meanwhile, Sheikh Mohammed
Obeidan, a prominent Shia cleric
and community leader, urged followers to keep the peace, stating:
“ We’ll stand before anyone who
thinks that our creed is a cause for
fear or worry… Mass prayer — in
a calm, orderly way with self restraint — is the right way to respond
to this corrupt force and hateful
darkness.”
Regarding the motivation behind
the terrorist attack, Anwar Eshki,
a military and strategic expert and
director of Middle East Center for
Strategic and Legal Studies in Jeddah, told The Arab Weekly that:
“From the evidence that was recovered there is no doubt that Daesh
was responsible and the aim of the
operation was to sow the seeds of
sectarianism and sedition between
different Islamic sects and different
regions within the kingdom.
“There are indications that the
operation was state-sponsored,
especially when you take into account the type of explosive materials that were recovered at the scene
of the attack and the fact that authorities arrested a number of individuals trying to smuggle the same
materials into Saudi Arabia through
Bahrain.”
Eshki was referring to an incident
earlier in May when Saudi and Bahraini security agencies arrested two
people and recovered explosive

Family members of victims after a suicide bomb attack at the Imam Ali mosque.
material from a car at the King Fahd
Causeway, a series of bridges that
connects Saudi Arabia and Bahrain.
Among the material seized by Saudi
customs officials were 14 large bags
of RDX paste, an explosive organic
compound more powerful than
TNT.
Discussing the fallout of the incident inside the kingdom, Eshki
said: “For the most part the concerned authorities have managed to
turn this tragedy that was intended
to divide the nation into a cause for
unity. This was achieved through
the efficiency of the investigation,
the medical support afforded to the
injured, as well as the local media’s
coverage, which reflected these efforts.”

Eshki also stressed the need
for more efforts to tackle terrorist
thinking. “It’s important in the next
stage,” he said, “that Saudis remain
vigilant and united in order to stop
these terrorists from succeeding.
Additionally, family unit has a role
here in making sure their sons aren’t
influenced. The media, the religious
establishment, and the kingdom’s
intellectuals all play a part in tackling this train of thought.”
Eshki went on to say that “entities with evil intentions” are targeting the kingdom’s youth because
they are easier to manipulate. “Terrorist organisations, like ISIS, have
their own scholars that issue fatwas
in support of their ideology and
it is important to follow up with

these fatwas and to neutralise them
with the right Islamic point of view.
These matters need to be made
clear to our youths, particularly
through social media which is the
preferred method of recruitment
for these terrorists,” he added.
The attack on the Ali Ibn Abi Taleb mosque was the biggest since
the 2003 al-Qaeda attack on the
Muhaya compound in Riyadh. Interior Ministry spokesman Mansour
Turki told state television the kingdom was seeking to root out Islamic
State’s presence and that since last
November it had arrested 93 suspected members of the group.

According to human rights activists, there are a number of factors behind this sad phenomenon,
some of which are a product of
Yemeni society and culture, while
other factors are tied to the country’s perpetually poor economic
situation.
In an interview with The
Arab Weekly, Matthew Taleshi,
UNICEF’s child protection coordinator for Yemen, said there are
three driving factors behind the
use of child soldiers in Yemen: poverty, local perceptions of masculinity and the values imparted on
to the child by the community on
the importance of defending one’s
tribe, community, beliefs, religious
and ethnic identity.
Regarding poverty, Taleshi told
The Arab Weekly, “Joining the
[government] armed forces ensures a salary, food and the possibility of having a career with the
army and, thus, some parents even
forge documents to alter the age of
the child, rendering them eligible
for enrolment.”
However, according to a report
by Human Rights Watch, children
fighting for the Houthis were paid
in food and qat, a popular leafy
narcotic in Yemen.
As to masculinity, Taleshi pointed out that it is valued for a child in
some tribes and regions of Yemen
to bear a weapon after a certain
age. “Carrying a gun signals transition into adulthood and manhood.
A child that is defending the tribal,
ethno-religious identity and religion is held in high esteem in some
communities,” he said.
This, according to Taleshi, is
closely linked to the concept of defending one’s beliefs and identity.
Tribes and communities and ethno-religious groups are concerned
about self-preservation and surviv-

al. As such, the child who contributes to protecting these identities
is encouraged and his behaviour is
valued.
“This factor is, of course, very
strong in the current climate of
sectarian and ethno-religious and
tribal division and, with the instability that has ensued after the 2011
uprising, there is greater fear and
apprehension among feuding tribes
and factions for survival and asserting of their identities,” Taleshi said.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Arab
Weekly’s Gulf section editor.

Rise of the Yemeni child soldier
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

O

ne of the most disturbing aspects of the ongoing conflict in Yemen
has been the spike in
the recruitment of children to fight for the Houthi rebels.
Children believed to be as young
as 7 have been spotted around
Sana’a guarding checkpoints and
carrying assault rifles. Humanitarian groups estimate that children
fighting for the Houthis and other
armed groups make up around
one-third of all fighters in Yemen.
In September 2014, Iran-allied
Houthis took control of Sana’a and
advanced across the country to the
southern port of Aden, resulting in
UN-recognised President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi fleeing to Saudi
Arabia.

Yemen increased due the number
of battles between the government
and the Houthis.
In 2012, the Iranian-allied group’s
leader, Abdulmalik al-Houthi, met
UN special representatives and
pledged to stop the recruitment of
child soldiers, a pledge that is yet to
materialise.
In May 2014, the Yemeni gov-

ernment and the United Nations
signed an agreement to stop recruiting child soldiers by the country’s armed forces. However, with
the escalation of hostilities and
continuous fighting between the
Houthis and the Yemeni government, that plan was never fully
implemented and is currently on
hold.

Dozens of child
fighters are thought
to have been killed
This led to a Saudi-led coalition
made up of mostly Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members intervening in Yemen’s civil war in an
effort to curb Houthi advances and
restore Hadi to power.
However, as the fighting intensified, dozens of child fighters are
thought to have been killed, according to the Washington Post.
Additionally, the UN Children’s
Fund (UNICEF) claims that from
March 26th and April 24th, armed
groups recruited at least 140 children.
Child soldiers have been a fixture of the Houthi movement since
2004. The use of child soldiers in

Yemeni children holding automatic rifles in a gathering organised
by the Houthi movement in Sana’a.

Child soldiers have
been a fixture of the
Houthi movement
since 2004

Unfortunately, there are no quick
short-term solutions that can remedy this problem, especially with
the on-going war.
According to Taleshi, what is
needed are long-term communication and behaviour-change
programmes targeting parents,
children and communities on the
negative effects of child use and
recruitment on children and their
rights. Additionally, armed forces
should be trained on child protection principles and children’s
rights, since many are unaware that
they are in violation of the child’s
rights.
Other steps to help fix the problem include working on coming to a
common ground on the “age of the
child” and punishment for those
using children as fighters.
Finally, “strengthening child protection and social work systems to
help detect such cases in the community and to raise awareness at
community levels of the adverse
effects of recruitment and to help
case management of those who are
already recruited and affected,” he
added.
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Extremists adapt as fight against terror financing heats up
Mona Alami

Washington

U

S Special Operations
forces mounted a raid
in eastern Syria on May
15th targeting a man
known as Abu Sayyaf,
described by military officials as
the Islamic State’s “emir of oil and
gas”. The choice of target brings
forth the importance of combating
terrorism by cracking down on the
revenue streams of extremists who
are increasingly relying on creative
sources of income to bypass filters
imposed by international security
services.
Terror organisations typically
rely on a combination of “black”
and “grey” economic activities, according to a description by Colin
Clarke, a researcher at RAND Corporation. As an example, the Islamic State (ISIS) relies for its funding on criminal activities such as
oil theft, extortion, armed robbery,
kidnapping for ransom, among
many others. This “dark economy”
includes smuggling and trafficking
illicit commodities (weapons, people, narcotics) as well as the illicit
trade in licit commodities.

In 2014, ISIS raised
an average of $3
million a day from
oil production
Time magazine recently quoted
a Western intelligence report that
ISIS has earned between $22 million and $55 million a year taxing
antiquities smugglers trafficking
looted objects out of Syria and Iraq
and between $168 million and $228
million a month taxing small businesses and residents in ISIS-controlled areas.
Grey economic activities are
comprised of state sponsorship

and money from charities and the
Arab diaspora as well as from legal businesses or front companies
used to launder money. As an example, Spain’s El-Pais newspaper
reported in February that Spanish
intelligence agencies uncovered a
network of 250 phone call centres,
butcher’s shops and neighbourhood grocery stores where money
was transferred through informal
and virtually untraceable systems
of the hawala to terror groups in the
Middle East.

More than 20 Syrian
financial institutions
with operations in
“ISIS-held territory”
are still operating
there
In this case these legal businesses, which generate a high volume
of cash transactions, were ideally
suited to be used to fund terrorism.
Al-Qaeda and ISIS are both showing a capacity to adapt as well as a
knack for making money through
innovative ways. In 2014, ISIS
raised an average of $3 million a day
from oil production in areas under
its control in Iraq and Syria.
However, as coalition air strikes
targeted its refineries and transportation routes, against a backdrop
of falling oil prices, ISIS started
looking into alternative sources of
funding, such as the smuggling of
migrants. Time said the movement
of migrants across the Middle East
and Africa towards Europe has generated up to $323 million for ISIS
and other jihadist groups.
ISIS successes have been primarily built on its reliance on local funding, unlike other terrorist groups,
such as al-Qaeda, that rely on external state or private donor support.
This relative autonomy makes ISIS
less sensitive to increasing restrictions, such as UN Security Council
Resolution 2178, on money trans-

ISIS-controlled market in Raqqa, Syria
fers. The resolution on policies and
security measures was put in place
to better track and deter terrorist
travel activity, requiring member
countries to implement improved
border controls and to disrupt or
prevent financial support to foreign terrorist fighters. The Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and
international agencies have worked
on preventing terror recruits from
leaving the country, arresting and
charging individuals suspected of
wanting to join radical groups.
However, the fact that many of
these militants are self-funded
makes the business of tracking
them more difficult. At a May 15th
conference at the Washington Institute, Gerald Roberts of the FBI
explained that ISIS was constantly
adapting and “had learned from alQaeda’s lessons”.

Other difficulties are posed by
the resistance of certain states to
disrupting the cash flows of terror
organisation. Illustrating this case
in point is Turkey’s decision to lift
limitation on cash transfers into
the country. Turkey’s proximity
to Syria and Iraq makes it an ideal
route for money smugglers of ISIS
and al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing.
Countries such as Syria are contributing to the trend. According
to counter-terrorism specialist
Matthew Levitt of the Washington
Institute, quoting a report on ISIS
financing recently issued by the
Financial Action Task Force (FATF)
— the multinational body that develops and promotes policies to
counter illicit financial activities
— “more than 20 Syrian financial
institutions with operations in ISIS-

held territory” are still operating
there.
The fight against terror is partly
built around reducing terror organisations’ sources of income. As
pressure mounts on these organisations, the more they are forced to
fall back on easy revenue-generating schemes such as racketeering,
robbing and kidnapping, which will
have an effect on their relations
with the people in areas under their
“governance”.
The endgame will depend, however, on how much terror organisations such as ISIS and al-Qaeda
will be able to evolve and adapt to
a changing financial environment.
Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese
political analyst and a fellow at the
Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle
East of the Atlantic Council.

Jordan social media activists take
on ISIS propaganda machine
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

O

n February 4th, Islamic
State (ISIS) militants
released a grisly video
showing a Jordanian Air
Force pilot burning to
death in a cage. The aim was to terrify Jordanians and terrorise people
under the militant group’s control
in Iraq and Syria that they could
face the same destiny if they stood
against them.
It appeared that Lieutenant
Muath al-Kasasbeh was killed in
such a brutal way a month before
the video was released. It was clearly another Machiavellian manipulation by ISIS, which during all that
time was negotiating with Jordan to
secure the release of an Iraqi al-Qaeda woman convicted of a November
2005 attack on three hotels in Amman, in exchange for the alreadydead Kasasbeh.

ISIS launched a
cyber-offensive to
intimidate Jordanian
social media
activists and
bloggers
And, as attention was focused
on the ongoing negotiations, ISIS
launched a cyber-offensive to intimidate Jordanian social media
activists and bloggers who “dared”
express support for the captured pilot and condemn ISIS action.
“It was the first time ever that
I felt so frightened,” Deema Alam
Farraj, an online activist and blog-

ger who was voted the most influential social media presence in Jordan in 2013 and 2014, told The Arab
Weekly
“They told me they knew where I
lived and that they will come to kill
me and my two children,” said Farraj. “It was too scary”.

We emerged stronger
and all united
against the
psychological terror
of this group
She explained that ISIS threats
began shortly after she began her
online campaign on Facebook,
Twitter and other platforms on December 24th when news came that
Kasasbeh was captured by militants
after his Royal Jordanian Air Force
fighter jet went down during air
strikes on ISIS-held sites in northeastern Syria.
“I was spreading emotions rather
than news, telling people that the
war on ISIS is ours. So, they felt
threatened and started coming on
to me and other social media activists asking us not to interfere,” she
said.
Farraj said ISIS sent her and a
dozen other Jordanians “pictures of
kids with their hands chopped off. If
we wrote anything in any language
— Arabic, English, French — they
replied immediately in the same
language to pull the carpet from underneath us.”
“They were strong, nasty and
meant business,” she cautioned.
“They hijacked my social media accounts and even created fake ones
under my name with my pictures,
writing slurs and insults against

Jordan, the Jordanian people and
threats against the king and his royal family to tarnish my image.
“They tried to silence me, to stop
me in anyway, by intimidating and
scaring me.”
Another blogger and social media
activist, a moderate Islamist with
a graduate degree in Islamic theology, said he took a stand against the
“ISIS cyberwar on Jordan”.
“I was countering their religious
arguments by presenting the real
and true face of Islam, as written
in the Quran and interpreted by top
theologians and clerics,” he told The
Arab Weekly.
“They told me they were coming
to get me”, he said, noting that no
physical harm came to him.
But, he insisted, “It was too personalised.”
The Islamist blogger said he believed that ISIS social media operators were assisted by individuals on
Twitter and Facebook from Jordan.
“They were giving ISIS information
about us and others,” he said.
Eventually, he said, ISIS released
a list of all Jordanian air force pilots
who, along with Kasasbeh, were
taking part in the air campaign on
the militant group.
“ISIS has been putting out a huge
amount of propaganda on a daily
basis,” said Mina Al-Lami, a media
analyst with the British Broadcast
Corporation’s monitoring arm.
“The group has a very sophisticated media operation,” she said
in a BBC interview in mid-May on
ISIS’s social media machine, pointing out that ISIS puts out so many
reports, texts, images and videos on
a daily basis.
To confront security measures
aimed at undermining the group’s

Horror online. ISIS propaganda about the murder of al-Kasasbeh
publicity outreach, ISIS militants
“stopped trying to have single accounts,” Al-Lami explained. “Instead, they went for a network of
individual accounts on Twitter that
would surface their material and release their material.

The group has a very
sophisticated media
operation
“This made the operation on
Twitter more resilient because even
as one or two accounts were closed
down, the others would stay and if
others were closed, all ten, 15 or 20
would pop up again.”
Al-Lami said the group was using
“soft messages” to portray itself as
a state, showing its members paving
or cleaning roads or extending electricity lines. “It’s not all messages
of violence, of beheadings, etc”,
she noted. “The group tries to make
sure to alternate its soft messages

with the messages of violence.”
For Farraj, it was an uphill battle
to close the fake accounts created
under her name. “I used to block
40 or 50 accounts on social media
every day,” she said, noting that ISIS
meant to distract her from her online campaign.
She blamed Twitter for not acting
quicker to stop the fake accounts,
though she sent the network several
complaints, and the Jordanian government for “failing to take the ISIS
campaign seriously and underestimating the group’s tech abilities”.
“ISIS operators knew exactly
what they were doing and it was a
targeted and organised attack on
Jordan” which stopped the “exact
moment” the video was released,
she said. “Since that moment, nobody has bothered us anymore.”
For Farraj, it was “definitely a cyber-attack which we won”.
“We emerged stronger and all
united against the psychological
terror of this group,” she said.
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The fall of Palmyra

The day Palmyra
fell to ISIS

Witnesses tell of massacres
as residents flee for their lives

Ragheb al-Jbour

Al-Hasakah

I

t took seven days of fierce battles between the Syrian Army
and its allied militias against
Islamic State (ISIS) before the
militants reached the ancient
Syrian city of Palmyra, but only
four hours of fighting in the city
before it was surrendered to the invaders.
As ISIS seized Palmyra, an ancient Syrian city that dates back
more than 3,000 years, a crumbling
Syrian Army fled, leaving 100,000
vulnerable inhabitants at the mercy
of the militants.
“The main reason for our defeat
was the American arms used by ISIS
in the battles over Palmyra,” one of
the fighters allied with the Syrian
Army told The Arab Weekly in an interview. He insisted on anonymity.
ISIS is known to have seized large
caches of weapons from US-backed
opposition groups in Syria and government arsenals in neighbouring
Iraq.
ISIS fighters advanced towards
Palmyra, from their strongholds of
Raqqa and Deir ez-Zour. In Raqqa, a
witness, also insisting on anonymity over fears for his personal safety,
told The Arab Weekly that, in preparation of Palmyra’s seizure, ISIS
left the city the night of May 13th in
a convoy of 150-armoured vehicles
mounted with machine guns.

The main reason for
our defeat was the
American arms used
by ISIS
Advancing ISIS fighters captured
Al-Sukhnah, about 40 kilometres
north-east of Palmyra, as other militants advanced from Deir ez-Zour
form the east.
In Al-Sukhnah, ISIS began its
massacres immediately, according
to a resident who identified himself
as Abu Abdullah. He told The Arab
Weekly that militants killed some
locals, including policemen, the
mayor and some of his workers “using the excuse that they cooperated
with the Syrian state”.
With Al-Sukhnah’s fall, Palmyra’s
defeat loomed.

ISIS advanced to the northern
and eastern gates of Palmyra, grabbing residential neighbourhoods,
such as the Ameriyeh district and
a nearby compound for army officers.
There, more massacres were carried out, residents said.
“At least 38 people, including
women and children, were killed,
while many fled to Palmyra as soon
as ISIS moved in,” said one of the
residents, who insisted on anonymity.
In Palmyra, ISIS had a list of
army officials and others allegedly
working for the government who it
hunted down and killed, according
to residents.
They said the men were beheaded and the women were shot.
Abu Abdullah, who fled AlSukhnah to Palmyra and then
sought refuge with his family in AlHasakah, said ISIS set up a religious
court that handed down sentences
on people, specifically those suspected of having cooperated with
the Damascus government.
“If a suspect has two witnesses
who testify he was innocent, the
court would let go of him but, if not,
he would be executed,” Abu Abdullah maintained.

Syrian soldiers in Palmyra a day before the ancient city fell to ISIS.

Syrians fleeing the areas said
they saw dozens of corpses on the
ground. Speeding cars escaping the
area ran over some of the bodies.
Residents told The Arab Weekly
that ISIS banned people from leaving for Homs or Damascus but allowed them to head to Raqqa,
which is under its control.
The residents said ISIS imposed
$1,700 exit fee on every individual
leaving Palmyra, provided that the
person was not with the army nor
working for the government. Women were told to have escorts.
The Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, an independent body monitoring Syria’s
civil war, said May 25th that ISIS
killed 262 people, including children, in the battle over Palmyra. It
said some of those killed were accused of acting as government informers or hiding regime members
in their homes.
Palmyra itself could become one
of ISIS’ next casualties. ISIS despises antiquity, since it represents
culture that predates Islam, and extremist militants have vandalised
many of the most ancient artefacts
of humanity in Iraq and Syria. The
militant group flattened the ancient Assyrian city of Nimrud and
smashed statues in Iraq’s Mosul
Museum.
Palmyra is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and was an ancient cultural
crossroad city known to be inhabited since at least 2000BC. Its art
and architecture combines Greek,
Roman and Persian influences.
The government, including army
officials, said some of Palmyra’s artefacts and sculptures were moved
to Damascus three days before ISIS
captured the city. Prisoners at the
notorious Palmyra jail were also
taken elsewhere.
Officials suggested some of the
militants who captured Palmyra
were from Iraq’s vast western desert province of Anbar, which has
been under ISIS control for several
months. They told The Arab Weekly
that the US-made armoured vehicles and the other vehicles ISIS used
in the battle for Palmyra are usually
seen only in Iraq.
Ragheb al-Jbour, a pseudonym
used for safety reasons, is an Arab
Weekly correspondent based in
north-eastern Syria.

Palmyra in previous years
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Arab states helplessly
watch heritage being
wiped out
Samar Kadi

Beirut

D

ays after Arab officials
met in Cairo to devise
ways to protect cultural
heritage in the war-ravaged Arab region, another ancient treasure came under
risk of destruction by jihadi fighters
who have ransacked some of the
world’s most precious archaeological sites in Iraq and Syria.
The fall of Palmyra, northeast of
Damascus, triggered international
anguish for the latest world cultural
heritage site to be endangered by
the Islamic State (ISIS).
Can the world succeed in saving
stones where it had failed to save
human lives?
“No, we are not able to protect the
archaeological sites,” commented
Lebanese Minister of Culture Raymond Areiji.
“But we are trying to combat trafficking to prevent, as much as possible, the smuggling of artefacts
from those sites…Today the UN Security Council is not able to protect
the people in Syria, let alone stone
monuments,” Areiji said in an interview with The Arab Weekly.
The harsh reality is that world
heritage sites in Iraq and Syria are
being razed and nothing can be
done about it. International agreements, including the 1954 Hague
Convention on the protection of
cultural properties in times of conflict, are worthless when non-state
parties are involved in the fighting.
“These militias do not recognise
any rules or abide by any conventions and eventually we cannot do
anything as states,” Areiji said.
The convention calls on signatories to clearly mark cultural properties and share information about
their location to help belligerents
avoid targeting them or making military use of them. In Syria, at least

three of the country’s six world heritage sites have been used for military purposes since the crisis started in 2011, according to reports by
the UN Educational Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO).
As an alternative to problems
protecting the sites, Arab states
are combating smuggling and clandestine commerce of antiquities,
Areiji said. “We are also targeting
countries in Europe and Asia and
the United States where the looted
items could be sold, urging them
not to buy pieces which are suspected to have been stolen from the
sites,” he added.
He said international auction
houses, private collectors and museums were sensitised to the need
to identify the origin of antiquities
they intend to buy and to make sure
the items have not been illegally excavated or smuggled.

Can the world
succeed in saving
stones where it had
failed to save human
lives?
“Combating the illicit trade is also
a matter of security because these
items are being sold at exorbitant
prices to finance terrorism,” Areiji
said. “We are basically inducing
the public not to contribute to the
robbery of foreign cultures and indirectly help the funding of terror.”
Ten Arab countries, including
Lebanon, met for a two-day conference in Egypt in May to discuss
means to preserve endangered archaeological property and to clamp
down on the siphoning of priceless
artefacts out of their countries of
origin. The participants, in collaboration with UNESCO, launched a
social media campaign under the
hashtag #Unite4Heritage to mobilise Arab youths and encourage
them to help preserve their culture
and the region’s rich history.

A sculpture at the Palmyra museum
Participating
countries
also
joined efforts to prevent the smuggling of looted archaeological objects, which end up on the black
market and in private collections.
Among Syria’s neighbouring countries that are used as trafficking
routes, Lebanon has been most
praised for intercepting and returning many stolen objects.
“Until today, we can say that
we have aborted the smuggling
of around 1,000 pieces and repatriated many to Syria and Iraq in
2013 and 2014,” said Anne-Marie
Afeiche, from the Lebanese Directorate of Antiquities.
“When it is obvious that the intercepted items originated from
Syria or Iraq, we contact the directorate of antiquities in the respective countries and ask them to
come here to authenticate the objects before they are repatriated,”
Afeiche explained in an interview
with The Arab Weekly.
She said objects whose origin
could not be established are stored
by the directorate until countries
send queries about them through
Interpol.
Big items were often intercepted
at land borders, whereas many
small objects were seized by customs at Beirut’s airport, Afeiche
said. “In one instance up to 70 column heads that were smuggled in a
truck were seized at the main border crossing with Syria,” she said.
In addition to archaeological objects, Lebanon returned to Syria
cultural items, including icons,
old crucifixes and ancient bibles
and religious manuscripts that had

been looted from churches and
convents in the old Christian town
of Maaloula, the culture minister
said.
“We have been intercepting all
types of objects, even arcades,
windows and doors stolen from old
mansions,” Areiji noted.
The looting and smuggling of antiquities in the Levant existed even
in times of peace but the largescale pillaging and destruction of
ancient sites in war-torn Syria and
Iraq is unprecedented. ISIS jihadists are notorious for demolishing
archaeological treasures, including
ancient artefacts and monuments
in the Iraqi town of Nimrud, since
declaring a “caliphate” straddling
Iraq and Syria.
UNESCO Director-General Irina
Bokova decried the risk of destruction hanging over Palmyra after it
had fell in the hands of ISIS, warning that damaging the site would
amount to a crime against humanity.
“We are speaking about the
birth of human civilisation. We are
speaking about something that belongs to the whole of humanity,”
Bokova said recently after urging
the international community, including the UN Security Council
and religious leaders, to appeal for
an immediate ceasefire and withdrawal of military forces.
Would an appeal to save stones
work better than failed appeals to
save the people?
Samar Kadi is editor of The Arab
Weekly’s Society and Travel
sections.

Interview

Syria’s director of antiquities:
‘Palmyra is in big danger’
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

S

yrian Director-General of
Antiquities and Museums
Maamoum
Abdel-Karim
says he is hopeful that civil
society and local communities will protect the millenia-old
World Heritage site of Palmyra from
looting and destruction at the hands
of Islamic State (ISIS) militants.
“Palmyra is in big danger… It is
now a hostage in the hands of the
so-called Islamic State and the issue at stake is how to liberate that
hostage,” Abdel-Karim said in an
interview with The Arab Weekly in
Damascus.
ISIS captured Palmyra in midMay and has been systematically
executing hundreds of the ancient
town’s residents.
According to Abdel-Karim, not all
hope is lost for salvaging the site,
described by the UN Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) as one of the most important cultural centres of ancient
civilisation.
“We still have a glimmer of hope
that popular pressure and action
by local civil society will succeed
in keeping gangs and thieves away
from the site and preventing its de-

struction,” he said.
Concerted efforts between the
directorate and local communities,
he pointed out, have succeeded in
protecting cultural heritage sites in
several parts of Syria since the outbreak of the conflict, now in its fifth
year.
“We have 2,500 employees who
hail from all over Syria and these
have been active in mobilising local civil society, tribes and religious
and community leaders for the protection of the sites in their regions,”
Abdel-Karim said. He cited the preservation of the Mosaics’ Museum of
Maarat al-Naaman, in north-western Syria, as an example of success.

Our biggest fear at
present is to see
these gangs enter
into an agreement
with the Islamic
State
He said he hopes such success
could be replicated in Palmyra, described by historians as the “Venice
of the Sands”. Sprawling over a 120acre site in the desert, the ancient
metropolis, known as Tadmur in
Arabic, comprises ancient temples,
a Roman amphitheatre and majestic
colonnades.

The looting
of antiquities
in Palmyra, as
well as other
archaeological
sites in Syria, is
an old phenomenon, though it
reached unprecedented proportions in the recent
years of unrest.
“Our biggest fear at
present is to see these
gangs enter into an agreement
with the Islamic State, which will
allow them to ransack the place,”
Abdel-Karim stressed. “ISIS gunmen are totally dedicated to fighting and moving from one place to
another, whereas, the antiquities’
gangs are the ones conducting the
illegal excavations and the looting
for ISIS.” Another danger hanging
over Palmyra is possible revenge
action by ISIS, as its fighters did
in northern Iraq where they used
sledgehammers to destroy artefacts
and monuments at the ancient site
of Nimrud and in Mosul museum,
Abdel-Karim said.
“We pray to God that we will not
reach that stage, otherwise it will be
a crime against the city and an eternal loss for humanity,” he said.
On a brighter note, the Syrian official pointed out that thousands

Maamoun Abdel-Karim
of artefacts in museums and on archaeological sites, including that of
Palmyra, have been transported to
secure locations. “Amid all the tragedies and darkness we have been
living in for the past years, there is
one consolation that our heritage
and collective memory has been
preserved so far,” he said.
But he said he continues to worry
about the fate of big monuments.
“The protection of these monuments is the responsibility of the
whole world and not just the Syrian
people,” he said.
Khalil Hamlo is a reporter based in
Damascus who has been covering
Syrian news since 1995.
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Experts say Europe migrant terror threat overblown

Worried about Africa. Far right French militants unfurl a banner from a balcony of the European
Commission offices in Paris reading “Emigration kills Africa, Immigration kills Europe”

Rome

T

he arrest in Italy of a terror suspect posing as
a boat migrant fuelled
nightmare scenarios of
jihadist infiltration of
Europe but experts say the threat
is overblown and attacks by homegrown extremists are more likely.
Right-wing parties seized on the
incident as proof that groups like
Islamic State (ISIS) are taking advantage of Europe’s migration crisis, in which thousands of refugees
are making the risky Mediterranean crossing to flee war and poverty.
NATO Secretary-General Jens
Stoltenberg warned that battlehardened “foreign fighters” who
have joined jihadist outfits in Iraq
and Syria could smuggle themselves into Europe by hiding on
asylum-seeker vessels.
However, analysts say extremist groups are more interested in
holding territory in the Middle East
than risking their men in flimsy
dinghies, especially when they

can rely on radicalised Europeans
to carry out attacks in their own
countries.
“To send their fighters in migrant
boats that are just going to sink is
not very smart,” Christian Nellemann, of the Norwegian Centre
for Global Analysis, told Agence
France-Presse (AFP).
“Putting high-value fighters on
a migrant boat that’s likely going
to sink, so they might die, or being
picked up by a naval vessel where
they would get interrogated, is not
a very effective way of sending
fighters to Europe.”
Italy on May 20th arrested a Moroccan man suspected of involvement in an attack in March on a
Tunis museum in which 21 foreign
tourists were killed, three months
after he arrived on a boat full of
refugees.
Marc Pierini, a researcher at the
Carnegie Europe institute and former EU ambassador to Turkey and
Libya, said “the threat exists. There
has at least been a threat of this
kind by Islamic State and there is

the recent arrest in Italy.”
“But still this is not the biggest
terrorist threat, as the terrorist attacks in 2014 and 2015 in Europe
were carried out by European citizens. It is this method that is the
real game-changer,” he added.

The issue distracted
from Europe’s failure
to save lives in the
Mediterranean
Attacks such as the Charlie
Hebdo assault in Paris in January
and the strike on a synagogue in
Copenhagen the following month
were carried out by Europeans on
home turf, added Charlie Winter,
a researcher at the London-based
think-tank Quilliam Foundation.
“In terms of the whole desire of
Islamic State to carry out terrorist operations abroad, it’s proven
it doesn’t need to send people
abroad,” he told AFP.
“Islamic State’s priority right
now, above all else, is consolida-

tion in the areas that it has a presence in.”
But he said he could “very much
imagine” that ISIS was involved in
the people-smuggling racket that
Europe is trying to root out, even if
it is not sending over militants.
The arrest has added fuel to a
blazing debate in Europe about
how to handle the human flood
from North Africa after more than
1,800 people died attempting the
crossing. The European Union has
unveiled a migration plan, including a proposed naval mission to
target people smugglers but antiimmigration parties say it fails to
secure Europe’s borders.
Nigel Farage, leader of the Eurosceptic UK Independence Party, has
said that there was “a real genuine
threat of ISIS using this policy to
infiltrate our countries” and Italy’s
anti-immigration Northern League
party called for the Schengen
agreement, allowing free movement between most continental
European states, to be suspended.
The European Commission, the

executive body of the 28-country
European Union, played down the
risk of militants hiding on migrant
boats, saying that “asylum seekers
and terrorists must not be placed in
the same category”.
A spokeswoman told AFP the
commission was “aware of the potential risk of terrorist infiltration
among migrants crossing the Mediterranean. However, no such case
has been confirmed so far.”
The issue distracted from Europe’s failure to save lives in the
Mediterranean, rights groups said.
“There are by all accounts hundreds of ISIS fighters who have
passports, so why would they risk
their lives trying to hide on a boat?”
Andrew Stroehlein of Human
Rights Watch asked.
“But it also deflects from the
main issue. Worrying about some
far-fetched possibility that terrorists might be arriving by boat and
something may happen in the future distracts from the fact that
people are dying today.”
(Agence France-Presse)

Is migration an ISIS Trojan horse?

View poi nt

Claude
Salhani

A

s thousands of Arabs
and Africans test
their luck at crossing
the Mediterranean,
there is confusion
and mayhem as
untold stories of human tragedy
unfold.
Caught in the middle are the
refugees, whom everybody claims
to care about.
Right-wing politicians, such as
those of Italy’s Northern League,
have been quick to fan the flames
of fear when Tunisian authorities
raised the possibility that a Moroccan illegal migrant could have been
involved in helping the perpetrators of the March 18th attack on
the Bardo museum in Tunis where
20 foreign tourists were killed.
From just speculating on the
possibility of an isolated infiltration incident some politicians
quickly jumped the gun. Infiltrating agents into what was once
known as Fortress Europe has become a simple feat, they claimed:
Just pretend you are a refugee
seeking political or economic
asylum and that all that you seek
is a better life for you and your
children in Europe.

Caught in the middle
are the refugees, whom
everybody claims to care
about

For the fanatics of the Islamic
State (ISIS), who have vowed to
attack the West, sending sleeper
agents into Europe along with the
tens of thousands of undocumented refugees is a possibility. The
sheer number of refugees flowing
towards Europe across the Mediterranean has become unmanageable for Italian authorities, who are
overwhelmed by the thousands
who arrive daily. The Italians,
much like the rest of Europe, are
simply not geared up to handle

that many people.
If the possibility of infiltration
materialises, groups opposed to
liberal immigration policies will
have a field day, pressing the point
that it is time for Europe to close
ranks and bar its doors to an immigration policy gone mad. Those
opposed to liberal immigration
policies will be pushing for greater
control of the borders. However,
there has been no evidence of ISIS
smuggling its foot soldiers with the
illegal migrants.

Migrants are
caught in the
crossfire

Moroccan citizen Touil Abdelmajid (R) makes a victory sign as he arrives with
migrants on the Italian navy ship Orione at Porto Empedocle in Sicily February 17,
2015

What is obvious is that migrants
are caught in the crossfire as
European politicians, right and
left, use the migration problem as
an electoral Trojan horse. Fear of
illegal migrants can get you elected
to public office in Europe and oust
your imprudent rival.
Whole governments take the
issue seriously. Accepting (or refusing) the asylum quota attributed
to your country by the EU bureaucracy is a big issue. About 200,000
Syrians have filed for asylum in Europe. Those who will be accepted
will be less than a fraction of that
number. Germany, which seems
to be the most coveted location
by refugees, is not pleased to have
the distinction being the prime
destination by Mediterranean boat
people.
And don’t think the political
jockeying is limited to the northern
shore of the Mediterranean. Both
of the rival Libyan governments —
the Islamist authorities of Tripoli
and the internationally recognised
rivals of Tobruk — would like to use
the immigration crisis to impose
themselves on the international
community as the only negotiating
partner. Meanwhile EU navies are
preparing their cannons to shoot
at suspicious boats in the ports of
Libya.
Either way, the Europeans face
a conundrum: how to maintain
a humanitarian face while giving
priority to security issues that, with
the appearance of ISIS on the European scene, is becoming a problem
that no European government can
ignore.
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Freed from coalition
government, Cameron
toughens stance on extremism
Tom Dinham

London

B

uoyed by a surprise majority won in May’s general election, British Prime
Minister David Cameron is
introducing an ambitious
legislative agenda in which counterextremism will play a leading role.
A planned counter-extremism
bill would give the government additional powers to ban “extremist
organisations which seek to undermine democracy”, take action
against television channels that
broadcast “extremist content” and
“restrict people who seek to radicalise young people”.
The draft measure is part of a wider legislative package that includes
repeal of Britain’s Human Rights
Act. The measures collectively
seek to address what Cameron has
termed Britain’s “passively tolerant
society”, a society unwilling to actively defend its values.
The government’s legislative
package is expected to contain a
number of Conservative Party platform commitments that the Liberal
Democrats, who were previously
in a coalition with Cameron’s party,
blocked during the previous parliament. Chief among these is repeal of
the 1998 Human Rights Act, which
enshrined the European Convention
of Human Rights into British law.

The Human Rights Act has been a
long-term source of frustration for
Cameron as its provisions prevented
the deportation of Islamist extremists to countries where their rights
may not be upheld. Perhaps the
most high-profile example of what
the government considers to be the
abuse of human rights legislation
by Islamist extremists was the protracted legal battle to deport Jordanian national Abu Qatada. Named
by Spanish prosecutors as “the spiritual leader of al-Qaeda in Europe”,
Qatada was wanted in Jordan for a
string of alleged terrorism offences.

Repealing of the
Human Rights Act
may prove to be
difficult
However, Qatada successfully argued over numerous appeals that
his deportation would be a breach
of the Human Rights Act since he
would face trial based on evidence
obtained though torture. Qatada
eventually agreed to leave Britain
after Jordan ratified a treaty that
prevents prosecutors from using evidence against him obtained under
torture. It took the British government eight years and $2.7 million in
legal costs to deport the Jordanian.
In the wake of Qatada’s
deportation, British Home Secretary
Theresa
May
expressed
the
government’s frustration at the way

human rights legislation had been
interpreted.
“Here was a foreign terror suspect, wanted for the most serious
crimes in his home country, and
we were told time and time again
thanks to human rights law we
couldn’t deport him. It’s ridiculous
that the British government should
have to go to such lengths to get rid
of dangerous foreigners,” she said.
Similar cases are ongoing. In May,
the Telegraph newspaper reported that an alleged al-Qaeda cleric
whose bank accounts have been
frozen by the US and British governments, as well as the United Nations,
had been successfully using the Human Rights Act to fight deportation
to Egypt since 1998.
The cleric, Hani al-Sibai, is reportedly under investigation for alleged
links to a West London terror cell in
what is believed to have included
Mohammed Emwazi, who is known
as the notorious Islamic State (ISIS)
executioner “Jihadi John”.
Repealing of the Human Rights
Act, however, may prove to be difficult. Even though the repeal of
the act has been a manifesto commitment of the Conservatives since
2010, few had expected the party
to be in a position to implement it.
But with a majority of only 12 seats
in the House of Commons, Cameron
cannot afford any of his MPs opposing the measure.
The constitutional implications
of repeal remain unclear, with com-

Tougher stance
mentators arguing that agreement
of the devolved Scottish Parliament
may be necessary. The Scottish National Party (SNP) said it will fight
repeal. The SNP heads the Scottish
government and holds 56 of Scotland’s 59 seats in the Westminster
parliament. Cameron, therefore,
risks a constitutional confrontation in his drive to toughen Britain’s
stance on Islamist extremism.
This may be why no mention of
repeal was made in the Queen’s
speech, which sets out the legislative agenda for the first 100 days of
Parliament. The government is instead said to be consulting members
of parliament to prevent dissent
with a view to introducing repeal
next year. The delay raised the ire of
the right-wing media, with The Sun
labelling it “deeply troubling” that
the government “now appears to be
stalling for time”.
The counter-extremism bill did

feature in the Queen’s speech. While
not as contentious as the repeal
of the Human Rights Act the bill
has attracted widespread criticism
even from supporters of the government’s overall approach.
Hannah Stuart, a research fellow
at The Henry Jackson Society thinktank, said that while the overall approach of challenging non-violent
extremists is a good one, the use of
banning orders to clamp down on
anti-democratic groups could prove
counterproductive.
“You don’t defeat extremism really by banning it,” Stuart said. “You
defeat it openly and publicly by taking it on and challenging the ideas.
If our British values mean anything
then we’re strong enough to assert
them openly against extremism and
that’s what we should be doing.”
Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in London.

Obama’s Iran strategy and foreign policy legacy
View poi nt

Gregory
Aftandilian

Washington

W

ith a year-anda-half left in his
presidency,
Barack Obama
views mending
ties with Iran as
a key foreign policy legacy,
similar to what Richard Nixon did
with China.
Obama seems to believe that
a nuclear deal with Iran will not
lead Tehran to more mischief in
the region — as most Gulf Arabs
believe — but will instead moderate Iran’s behaviour by bringing it
out of isolation and back into the
family of nations.
But whereas Nixon, who was
viewed as a staunch anti-communist, could deflect criticism
from right-wing elements for his
opening with China, Obama does
not have a lengthy history with
regard to Iran, leaving him open
to criticism. Nonetheless, Obama
expects that history will judge him
favourably.
Obama’s Middle East policy
when he took office in 2009 was
centred on the Israeli-Palestinian
peace process and reaching out
to Iran in the hope of striking
a nuclear agreement deal with
Tehran (a process that started in
the last year of the George W. Bush
administration) and laying the
groundwork for better bilateral
relations.
In March 2009, Obama sent the
Iranian people a special Nowruz
(New Year) message, acknowledg-

ing the Iranian regime by addressing the people and leaders of the
“Islamic Republic of Iran”. He
praised Iran’s ancient civilisation,
held out hope for a new era based
on “mutual respect” and said Iran
would be welcomed in the community of nations provided it was
ready to take on the “responsibilities” of membership.
He even sent a letter to Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
expressing respect for the Islamic
Republic and his desire to restore
bilateral relations.
Then the so-called green revolution occurred in Iran in June 2009
in the wake of the fraudulent
re-election of President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad. When thousands of
Iranians took to the streets to protest the official election results and
the regime cracked down violently
on the protesters, Obama’s initial
response was muted. It appeared
that he did not want to anger the
regime that he hoped to negotiate
with by siding with the opposition
and he did not want to tarnish the
opposition as US “stooges”. This
stance provided fodder to his critics. Eventually, Obama criticised
the crackdown.

Obama sees a nuclear
deal with Iran as the one
promising development
of his Middle East policy
What legacy?

This repressive episode and
Ahmadinejad’s behaviour (going
full speed ahead with nuclear development and making offensive
remarks such as denying the Holocaust) led Obama to back a hardline approach, such as supporting
additional sanctions on Iran.
However, the election of the
more moderate Hassan Rohani as
president in 2013 and Iran’s desire
to get out from under the sanctions regime led Iran back to the
negotiating table with the P5+1,
with the United States in the lead.
With the Israeli-Palestinian
peace process having failed in
both the 2009-10 and the 2013-14
periods, despite strenuous efforts
by Washington, and with ongoing
problems in Syria, Iraq, Yemen and
elsewhere, Obama sees a nuclear
deal with Iran as the one promising development of his Middle
East policy.
Despite widespread criticism —
from Israel, the Gulf Arab states,
his Republican opponents, and
even some Democratic Party allies — of the interim deal that was
concluded in early April, Obama
seems determined to reach a final
deal.

Obama
expects that
history will
judge him
favourably

Obama has actively responded
to critics’ arguments. In a recent interview with the Atlantic
magazine, Obama said he did not
agree with those who say that a
nuclear deal and accompanying
sanctions relief would lead to
more aggressive Iranian behaviour
in the region. He explained that,
with rising public expectations,
the Iranian regime would have
to concentrate on improving its
economy, particularly after “the
reaction of people in the streets
of Tehran after the signing of the
[interim] agreement”.
Moreover, he continued, Iranian
activities in the region are comparatively low-cost and that they
have been pursuing these policies
regardless of the sanctions.
In an earlier interview with
the New York Times, Obama said
that “engagement” with isolated
regimes such as Iran, combined
with core strategic needs, would
serve US interests. He added that
there was a “practical streak”
among some Iranian leaders who
want to move in a “different direction” than the one they have been
on and this situation “offers us
the chance for a different relationship”.
Looking at his legacy, Obama
told the Atlantic that “I have a
personal interest in locking this
[nuclear deal] down” because 20
years from now, “it’s my name on
this”. Obama not only hopes that
the deal will preclude Iran from
developing nuclear weapons but
will put US-Iranian relations on a
different keel and will lead Iran to
become a much more moderate
country.
And much like Nixon with
China, he sees history judging him
well on this issue.
Gregory Aftandilian is an associate
of the Middle East Center at the
University of MassachusettsLowell and a former US State
Department Middle East analyst.
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US airlines urged to compete rather than complain
Rasha Elass

Washington

T

he three biggest US airlines are crying foul in the
face of the rapid growth
of Gulf carriers, but many
say the US airlines just
need to compete better.
The latest escalation in the row
between US airlines and their Gulf
competitors came in Washington
on May 15th when the chief executive officers (CEOs) of the top US
carriers — United, Delta and American – held a rare joint news conference during which they appealed to
patriotism and made accusations
of an “invasion” by aggressive Gulf
airlines. Emirates, Etihad Airways
and Qatar Airways have all rapidly
expanded into the US market.

The three Gulf
airlines have placed
more than $100
billion in orders with
US planemanufacturer
Boeing
“It’s an invasion here, using [airline expansion] as arms of the state.
It is so damaging to our employees, our airlines, the United States
and the economy of the United
States,” said United Airlines CEO
Jeff Smisek. “We’re here together
because this is such a serious and
important issue,” he added, referring to his colleagues from Delta
and American, with whom United
is normally in fierce competition.
The three US carriers have been
lobbying the Obama administration
to cancel the Open Skies agreement
with their Gulf competitors.
In March, the US airlines submitted to the US government details of
“obvious and massive” state subsidies to Gulf carriers totalling $42
billion since 2004. The findings,
presented in a 55-page report, ar-

gued that the Gulf carriers should
enjoy unfettered access to America’s airports only if they operate on
a level playing field. Government
subsidies, if proven, would violate
the Open Skies agreement. According to statistics from the Australiabased CAPA Centre for Aviation,
Gulf carriers offered 2.7 million
seats to the United States in 2014, a
number that is forecast to grow to
4.3 million in 2016. US carriers have
asked the government to freeze the
capacity at January 2015 levels.
“The Gulf carriers are [planning] to add 25% more flights….
and that’s a serious issue because
the harm is current… and you can’t
compete against a national treasure, an infinite supply of oil,” said
Smisek.
But critics, including many airline
analysts, say the US airlines should
learn to compete better rather than
try to prohibit competition.
Charlie Leocha, chairman of
Travelers United, a Washingtonbased advocacy group for travellers, said US airlines are missing
opportunities in a changing world.
The fastest growing middle-class
markets are in south Asia and
southern Africa, markets that the
US airlines are not pursuing as aggressively as they could.
“What we’re seeing is a shift for
the centre of commerce. It used to
be firmly over New York City and
now it’s moved and sitting above
the Middle East, above Abu Dhabi,
Dubai and Qatar. Instead of pushing to cancel Open Skies, the US airlines should open a base in Dubai,”
Leocha told The Arab Weekly.
The White House has not responded to the pressure to cancel
Open Skies, an issue that touches
upon many sensitivities. At stake is
America’s reputation as a bastion of
free-market competition, as well as
a delicate relationship with important Middle East allies during a time
of crisis in the Arab region.
Complicating matters is the fact
that the three Gulf airlines have
placed more than $100 billion in
orders with US plane-manufac-

An Emirates Airlines Airbus A380 arriving at Los Angeles from New York
turer Boeing. The Gulf carriers
have denied receiving government
subsidies, saying the infusions of
capital have been consistent with
free-market competition and the
behaviour of shareholders, which
in their case happens to be the government.
“The Abu Dhabi government,
like any rational shareholder in the
world, has made a commitment to
us because it expects a return,” said
Etihad President James Hogan, in a
recent address to the US Chamber
of Commerce. “Etihad is a David,
a David who’s been facing Goliaths
since 2003, when we started.”
Besides, the Gulf carriers counter, US carriers have themselves
been the beneficiaries of government subsidies.
“US airlines have received benefits valued at $71.48 billion, more

than $70 billion of which has been
since 2000, enabling the nation’s
three largest carriers to transition
from the verge of bankruptcy to today’s industry leaders,” a May 15th
statement from Etihad said, citing
a report that Etihad commissioned.

Emirates, Etihad
Airways and Qatar
Airways have all
rapidly expanded
into the US market
US carriers have received Chapter
11 protection under US bankruptcy
laws and continue to receive millions of dollars worth of tax caps on
jet fuel and sales taxes. Several US
senators have called for rolling back
those tax breaks.
All three US airline executives

denied their carriers received
government subsidies. But Rick
Dominguez, a pilot for Delta Airlines, told The Arab Weekly that the
issue was more a matter of scale. He
said that the cash infusions enjoyed
by the Gulf airlines are far more significant than the subsidies US carriers have received. “Tax caps on
fuel, those subsidies pale in comparison. You’re talking orders of
magnitude difference,” he said.
All details aside, the airline executives are determined to take their
fight to the White House, perhaps
beyond the Obama administration.
“We’re not giving up on this issue… not necessarily for me but for
the next generation of leaders of
United Airlines,” said Smisek.
Rasha Elass is a Washington correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Syrians struggle with sky-high prices and empty tables
Antoine Kaser

Damascus

T

he Central Bank of Syria
is pumping dollars into
the local market to shore
up the exchange rate of
the Syrian pound, which
plunged to a record low in midMay, driving up the prices of essential commodities for a people already suffering a vicious civil war.
Central Bank Governor Adib
Mayaleh said he planned to add
$200 million to the economy to
offset the steep depreciation of
the pound, which dived more than
600% from 47 pounds to the dollar
before the outbreak of violence in
2011 to 320 in early May.
Two days after the May 10th
measure, the pound regained about
20% of its value, rising to 260 per
dollar. Speculation is that the currency would reach what Mayaleh
said was a more “realistic” value of
200 to the dollar. On May 20th, the
government sold each dollar at 217
pounds.

benefit as well as the suspension of
many productive sectors, such as
tourism, which reflected negatively on the trade balance”.
Syrians have seen steep increases
in the price of all commodities. In
April, food prices shot up 30%, according to Trade Ministry figures.
The rebel seizure in April of the
key Nasib border crossing into

Inflation in Syria
reached 121%
in 2014
Mayaleh, speaking May 15th on
state television, blamed the currency slide on “deception” by unspecified websites that “had shaken the people’s confidence in the
national economy and the Syrian
pound”. He did not elaborate.
Syrian economist Abdul-Qader
Azouz said the increase in the
dollar-pound exchange rate is the
result of “speculation for personal

A market for used items in Aleppo

Jordan, considered an economic
lifeline for the beleaguered Damascus regime, has taken a heavy toll,
causing an unprecedented 30%
hike in fruit and vegetable prices.
Even after intervention by the
Central Bank, the cost of living
remains cripplingly high and the
costs of many basics are far beyond
the reach of many Syrians, whose

salaries have lagged way behind
inflation.
According to the syndicate of
banking and workers’ insurance,
inflation in Syria reached 121% in
2014, compared with 90% in 2013
and 4.4% in 2010.
The syndicate said in a report
that the gross domestic product
(GDP) growth rate, which stood at
4.8% in 2011, was minus 2.3% in
2014, fuelling inflation and forcing
many Syrians to make drastic cuts
or use savings.
“I can’t pay for many of the food
items any more, and I’m having
to ration things, depriving my
children of many things,” said a
middle-aged man, who was trying
to buy grape leaves at a Damascus
supermarket on May 14. He said
he earns 30,000 pounds ($136) a
month.
“There’s no more meat on my
table and my children eat one kind
of fruit just once a week,” said the
man, a municipality clerk.
A family of five needs an average
of 90,000 pounds — about $410 —
a month to get by, according to a
Trade Ministry study released in
April. The government increased
the wages of civil servants twice
since 2011 but many Syrians find
it hard to live with the rising costs.
The average monthly salary of a
government employee is around
25,000 pounds.
Damascus convenience store
owner Abboud Mareini said inflation means he was “forced to
change the prices of items I sell
almost every other day”. For instance, he said, “I sold a can of
Coke for 75 pounds just two days
ago but today the price is 115,” he
said.
A shopkeeper in the Tijara neigh-

bourhood of Damascus, who identified himself only as Anas, said
demand for basic foodstuffs has
“gone down dramatically. People are only buying their essential
needs because prices are so high.”
The prices of nearly all imported
items have spiralled out of reach,
making them luxuries few Syrians
can afford.
While Azouz said the government intervened to adjust the deteriorating value of the pound “to attain financial stability”, that effort
has not yet paid off for Anas and
other shopkeepers or for workers
such as Mohammed Natour.

30%

rise in food prices
in April alone,
according to Trade
Ministry figures
Natour, 27, a bachelor from the
southern province of Daraa, said
that before the crisis he had a job
as an electrician “but I was forced
to work as concierge in Damascus
at a salary of 15,000 a month”. He
said he has had to take a second job
washing cars for an extra 10,000
pounds a month.
“The 25,000 pounds I earn is
hardly enough to cover my expenses,” he lamented. “I don’t pay rent,
water or electricity bills. Still I’m
deprived of a lot of food, fruit and
meat. I see fruit only in stores and I
make up for red meat with chicken
I buy twice a month.”
Antoine Kaser is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in Damascus.

May 29, 2015

17

Economy

Mideast youth unemployment rises
in post-‘Arab spring’ turmoil
Kitteh, Jordan

F

awziyeh Sharif and dozens of other young women
who make jeans for the US
market in a factory in this
village in northern Jordan
consider themselves lucky even
though they spend 48 hours a week
bent over sewing machines for minimum wage.
Sharif, 24, landed her first-ever
job when the Ivory Garments Factory opened in 2014 and created
employment in an area where options had largely been limited to
men joining the army and women
staying home. Sharif said the job
boosted her confidence and that she
hopes to work her way up to section
supervisor.
Yet for millions of young people
in the Middle East and North Africa,
jobs remain out of reach and the
problem has worsened in the post“Arab spring” turmoil.
Regional youth unemployment
stands at 29.5%, the world’s highest rate, an increase of 2 percentage
points in more than a decade, said
the International Labour Organization (ILO).
Hundreds of political and business leaders from 58 countries attended a regional conference of
the World Economic Forum and
Mideast youth unemployment was
a lead point on the agenda for the
May 21st meeting.

Saudi Arabia,
partners turn
down Chinese
requests for extra
oil
Saudi Arabia and its main Middle
East OPEC partners turned down
Chinese requests for extra oil deliveries as they hold back fuel for their
own refineries just as demand from
the world’s biggest crude importer
hits record highs.
While the refusals for additional
crude supplies may not be part of a
new pricing strategy, the rejections
to their biggest client help explain
a 40% rise in oil prices this year as
Chinese importers have had to seek
oil from other suppliers in what
analysts say is still an oversupplied
market.
Senior Chinese oil traders said the
Saudis turned down requests from
Chinaoil and Unipec -- the trading
arms of PetroChina and Sinopec -for extra cargoes of crude for May
and June loadings. Beijing then
turned to producers in West Africa,
Oman and Russia.
With imports of 7.4 million barrels per day (bpd), China overtook
the United States as the world’s top
crude oil buyer in April.
(Agence France-Presse)

Iran raises petrol
prices by 40% in
subsidy cut

Widespread
joblessness creates
fertile ground for
recruitment by
militants
The problem has been debated by
regional decision-makers for years
but has taken on greater urgency
with the growing appeal of militant
ideas among desperate young people and the extremist Islamic State
(ISIS) land grab in Syria and Iraq.
Widespread joblessness creates
fertile ground for recruitment by
militants, said Samir Murad, a former Jordanian labour minister.
There is a risk that if the unemployed “don’t find a decent living,
they look for the alternatives and
the alternative is the so-called Islamic State”, he said.
The economically diverse region,
which spans from Morocco in the
west to Iraq in the east, includes
wealthy oil exporting states in the
Gulf, struggling energy importers
like Jordan and economically devastated countries engulfed in violence, such as Syria, Iraq, Libya and
Yemen.
There is a myriad of reasons why
the young are unemployed.
A “youth bulge” has created a
rising demand for jobs that cannot
be met at a time of tepid economic
growth blamed on low oil prices and
prolonged conflict.
Outdated education systems with
emphasis on learning by rote are
creating graduates who often lack
skills sought by the private sector.
Old social contracts in which autocratic governments serve as the
largest employers and buy acquiescence with large-scale subsidies of
food and fuel have been breaking
down.
Cultural factors also play a role in
labour market mismatches, including in Jordan, for example.
Jordanians traditionally shun socially stigmatised blue-collar jobs in
construction and agriculture, leaving those to be filled by hundreds
of thousands of migrant workers
and Syrian refugees — despite a national unemployment rate of 13%
and youth unemployment of more
than 30%.
Only about 30,000 young Jordanians are enrolled in vocational
schools that produce badly needed
plumbers and carpenters, while
more than ten times as many study

Briefs

Iran will raise gasoline prices by
about 40%, the country’s official
news agency reported, the latest cut
to the Islamic Republic’s fuel subsidies that cost it some $32 billion a
year.
While previous attempts to raise
prices have sparked dissent, a 2014
increase saw no major unrest.
A report by IRNA, quoting Davood
Arabali, a spokesman for Iran’s state
oil products distribution company,
said the new price per litre for subsidised gasoline would be 10,000
rials (34 cents), up from 7,000 rials.
That’s about $1.28 a gallon, compared to the average US price of
$2.66 a gallon.
Iran consumes 70 million litres of
gasoline daily, with some 10% refined and imported from abroad.
(The Associated Press)

Women more affected than men
at universities. Once they graduate,
many struggle to find a job, Murad
said.
“It should be the opposite,” he
said. “The pyramid is totally inverted.”
Hussam Shgairat, 24, has an undergraduate degree in accounting
and has been looking for a job for
two years, to no avail.
“I’ve gotten to the point where
it’s unacceptable to ask for money
from my family,” said Shgairat, after
emerging from a coffee shop in Amman.

Regional youth
unemployment
stands at 29.5%
Hisham al-Halawani, 24, worked
as a salesman in an Amman shop for
400 dinars a month ($563) but said
he was recently replaced by a Syrian
who was willing to work for less.
There are no simple remedies,
though some have tried to make a
dent in the problem.
Ronald Bruder, a US real estate
developer and panellist at the
World Economic Forum, is focusing
on narrowing the skills gap. A decade ago, he founded Education for
Employment (EFE), an organisation
that offers short-term training in

technical skills, job search and how
to set up a small business.
The group said it has trained
28,000 young people in Jordan,
Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia, Yemen
and the Palestine territories. Of
those, 7,800 have landed jobs, more
than 14,500 were placed in internships and about 2,700 graduated
from the entrepreneurship programme.
In Jordan, the organisation has
trained about 5,000 people, with
a job placement rate of 85%, said
Ghadeer al-Kuffash, the head of the
local EFE branch.
On May 20th, 20 community college graduates attended a training
session at EFE’s Jordan office, practising job interview skills. Some of
the women have prospective jobs
as cashiers and data-entry workers,
with their EFE mentors connecting
them with employers.
One of those looking for a job,
20-year-old Sajeda Sandouka, said
she had hoped to become a kindergarten teacher but could not find
a job. She wants to work, even if it
does not involve teaching, but is
worried her mother will not let her
join a large company where she
might have male co-workers.
Jordan has one of the region’s lowest rates of women in the work force
because of constraints imposed by a

largely traditional society.
To get around the cultural sensitivities, the garment factory in the
northern village of Kitteh employs
82 women, including 14 trained by
EFE, but no local men.
The factory looked like a classroom — except that sewing machines are placed on desks — as the
women, all dressed in long robes
and headscarves, sewed black jeans
for a US company.
The women work eight hours a
day, six days a week for minimum
wage — about $270 a month. For
many, it’s the first time they have
earned money.
Sharif said she has been working
for eight months and contributes as
much to the family budget as her
father, a retired soldier, and two
brothers who serve in the army. She
said she gets more respect in the
family and loves being independent.
“I used to have to ask my father
for money but now I can support
myself,” she said.
Bruder said he believes shortterm, targeted training could be a
big part of the solution.
He said that if he could spend
four or five times his current budget
of $12 million, “we could be 30% to
40% of the problem solved.”
(The Associated Press)

Fukushima
operator wins Qatar
utility contract
The operator of the tsunami-crippled Fukushima nuclear plant has
jointly won a large power and water
infrastructure contract in Qatar.
Tokyo Electric Power Company
(TEPCO) and Japanese trading
house Mitsubishi Corp have been
selected by a company backed by
the Qatari government to build and
operate power and water plants for
25 years, in a project worth some
$2.5 billion. The agreement does not
include nuclear technology.
The announcement will be welcome news for Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, who has led the
drive for Japanese companies to sell
technology abroad and represents
TEPCO’s biggest foreign commercial
success since the triple meltdowns
at Fukushima in 2011. “The specialpurpose company will construct,
own and operate a gas-fired power
generation plant with the capacity of 2.4 gigawatts and a water desalination plant with the capacity of
590,000 cubic metres per day in Qatar over 25 years,” TEPCO said.
Operations at the site, 20 kilometres south of Doha, are to commence
in 2017, it said.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Dead Sea riches a missed opportunity for Jordan

A tourist covers her body with black mud.

Mohammad Ghazal

Amman

J

ordan’s Dead Sea shore has
an abundance of therapeutic
mud and minerals, unlike Israel’s flinty sea bed. But the
kingdom is hardly benefiting
from its riches, as annual exports
of such products for cosmetics and
skin treatments are 20 times less
than its Israeli neighbour.
Exports by Jordan’s 15 factories
manufacturing Dead Sea products
are estimated at $30 million annually, compared with $600 million
by about 50 Israeli companies, said
Osama Qutaishat, head of Jordan’s
Dead Sea Products Manufacturers
Association.
“Our exports are equal to those
of one Israeli company,” Qutaishat
said in an interview with The Arab
Weekly.
“This is unbelievable and sad
but doesn’t surprise us,” he added,
blaming the shortcoming on “government negligence of this important industry”.
The Dead Sea, also called the Salt
Sea, is the lowest point on Earth

with its surface and shores about
429 metres below sea level. The
50-kilometre stretch is bordered
by Jordan to the east and Israel and
the Palestinian territories to the
west.
The total area of the Dead Sea
is 605 sq. kilometres and it is 377
metres deep, making it the world’s
largest hypersaline lake.
After signing a peace deal with
Israel in 1994, Jordan allowed Israeli companies to buy its Dead Sea
mud, which is a component of cosmetics such as facial masks, massaging creams, skin peeling and
treatment. The Israeli side of the
Dead Sea is mostly rocky and has
insufficient mud.
“This had a disastrous impact
on our industry because we lost
that advantage over Israeli firms
competing in the same industry,”
Qutaishat said. “Sometimes, they
buy the mud at lower prices than
local companies because they purchase huge quantities.
“This is an old industry but it
seems the authorities are not interested in it and supporting it.”
He called for banning the export
of raw mud to Israel, saying that
will “rescue many local businesses

Tourists cover their bodies with mud on the Jordanian side of the Dead Sea.
dealing with it”.
The Jordanian Trade Ministry
did not respond to calls seeking
comment.
Production of the Dead Sea
products started in the mid-1980s
in Jordan. The Dead Sea contains
more salt than other seas, the reason behind its world-renowned
buoyancy. Its waters and minerals
are well-known for healing some
skin diseases.

Our exports are
equal to those of one
Israeli company
Jordanian companies in the industry, which employ more than
1,000 people, face aggressive marketing campaigns and strong participation by peer Israeli companies in international exhibitions.
According to Qutaishat, the state
allocates about $60,000 annually
to support local companies seeking
to participate in international exhibitions to market their products
— hardly enough to cover the travel
expenses of one company.
He said Jordanian diplomatic
missions abroad do little to pro-

mote the industry, unlike the Israelis who assist their firms market their products internationally
and invite sightseers to visit the
area, known for its warm weather
throughout the year.
At a Canadian mall exhibiting Israeli Dead Sea products recently, a
small tube of facial cream was on
sale for $120. A similar product in
Jordan sells for $30.
Jamal Dabbas, founder and owner of a Jordanian factory of Dead
Sea cosmetics, said weak marketing and a lack of government
support have led to the closure of
many companies.
“I don’t make any profit but I
manage to keep the business running and covering its expenses,”
Dabbas said.
Dabbas said mud export constituted the biggest challenge for local companies. Recently, he lost
some clientele, who turned to the
cheaper Dead Sea mud sold in China.
“This is illogical,” he said. “How
come China sells Dead Sea mud
cheaper than Jordanian companies?”
Mohammed Rifai, a member of
the Jordan Chamber of Industry,

admitted that the allocated budget
to promote the industry is negligible. “For an industry to succeed,
there is a need for big marketing
campaigns and we are unable to do
this,” Rifai said in an interview, citing the country’s cash crunch and
other economic challenges.
He said the worst is ahead.
“At the end of this year, income
tax exemptions on profits generated from exports will come to an
end. This will make the situation
worse,” he warned.
Industry representatives said
Jordanian companies in the field
face other challenges as well, including the lack of proper local industries manufacturing high-quality tubes, jars and bottles needed
for their products.
“If companies want to export and
penetrate international markets,
they have to import these items for
high prices, as the local quality is
poor,” Rifai said.
For Rifai, the potential for growth
“is huge but we need the support of
the government, serious support,
not empty promises”.
Mohammad Ghazal is a Jordanian
journalist based in Amman.

Interview

Business leader diagnoses MENA woes
Southern Shuneh, Jordan

B

ring more Arab women
into the workforce, invest
in “bite-sized” infrastructure projects and get the
private sector more involved in training young job seekers — these are the prescriptions
of a leading Gulf entrepreneur for
growing Middle Eastern economies
and combating rampant youth unemployment.
Decision-makers long seemed
paralysed by the sheer size of the region’s economic problems but attitudes have changed in recent years,
said Omar Alghanim, co-chairman
of the recent World Economic Forum (WEF) conference in Jordan
and a leader of private sector efforts
to tackle youth unemployment.
“When you talk to government
officials about this, they are a lot
more turned on to these issues and
I think they acknowledge the size
and significance of these issues,”
Alghanim said on May 22nd. “As
compared to five years ago, I see a
lot more attention — which is great.”
The Middle East and North Africa have the world’s highest rate
of youth unemployment, at 29.5%,
up 2 percentage points from a decade ago, according to the International Labour Organization (ILO).
Unemployment
is
particularly
high among young women, in part
because of constraints placed on
them by traditional societies in
the region. Alghanim said that the
presence of more women in the
workforce would dramatically spur

economic growth.
Citing figures by the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), he said the
gender gap in the Middle East is
three times bigger than in most developing economies. If the gap were
narrowed by one-third, regional
gross domestic product (GDP)
would grow 6% — $1 trillion a year,
said Alghanim, a former investment
banker who heads Alghanim Industries, one of the largest privately
held companies in the Gulf.
“So there’s a real economic cost
here to the gender gap and finding women to get more engaged in
the economy is crucial for us as a
region, crucial for our competitiveness as a region,” said Alghanim,
who heads the Regional Business
Council, a group with 30 member
companies trying to help reduce
youth unemployment. Alghanim
did not say how cultural constraints
can be overcome but suggested
change needs to be gradual.
One of the causes of youth unemployment is a disconnect between
the skills young people acquire in
schools and universities, where
learning by rote tends to be the
norm, and what modern private
companies look for in potential employees. Alghanim said the private
sector must get more involved in
training young job seekers and encourage future entrepreneurs.
Nine of the business council’s
member companies participate in
a programme aimed at affecting
the lives of 100,000 young people
in the region over a two-year period. In one effort, volunteers go

Omar Alghanim
into schools and universities to hold
entrepreneurship contests in which
participants set up small companies, he said. The programme is on
track, he said, adding that many of
the winning ideas for new companies come from young women.
Experts agree that growing the
region’s economies will put more
young people to work — a tough

challenge at a time of low oil prices
and protracted conflict in Syria,
Iraq, Libya and Yemen. The World
Bank has predicted tepid growth
for much of the region, including
wealthy oil exporters in the Gulf.
Alghanim said governments need
to invest more in infrastructure projects to spur growth and increase
productivity. The region spends 5%

of GDP on infrastructure, compared
to 15% in China, he said.
Some infrastructure projects
move slowly because they are too
ambitious and “not bite-sized,”
he said. “What happens is that the
plans get a bit too grandiose and
then it becomes difficult to execute
them.”
(The Associated Press)
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Child labour on the rise in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

A

t the end of a ten-hour
shift, 14-year-old school
dropout Sami approaches his employer’s desk to
receive his daily $2.
Sami started working at a car repair shop two years ago after the
sudden death of his father. He
scrubbed oil and grease off the floor
and helped the more experienced
workers. Currently, Sami works as a
car mechanic, having learnt the “secrets of the profession”.
“Alone, I can figure out what is
wrong with any car and fix it,” he
proudly said.
When asked if he plans to return
to school to pursue education, he
replied: “Academic certificates are
worthless. I have to support my
family and I have a very promising
profession here.”
Across the street, Ahmed, 10,
wipes the sweat off his forehead as
he whizzed from an Amman coffee
parlour to deliver spiced Arabic coffee to cars on the road.
“It is not much but it helps my
family,” the shy boy said, referring
to his daily wage of $1.50.
“All I have to do is stand near the
pavement and wave at cars to stop
for a cup of Arabic coffee,” Ahmed
said.
“It’s an easy job.”
While Jordan prepares to mark
the World Day Against Child Labour
on June 12th, this year’s theme is
“‘No to Child Labour — YES to Quality Education!”, Sami and Ahmed
remain certain they have made the
right decision by leaving school and
finding jobs.
The 1989 UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child stipulates their
right to live a decent life with all basic needs provided to them. It also
calls for other rights, which include
the right to education, play, leisure,
cultural activities, access to information and freedom of thought

as well as protection rights to ensure that children are safeguarded
against abuse, neglect and exploitation, with special care for refugee
children.
Jordanian law forbids children
under the age of 16 from working,
said Amman lawyer Saed Hiasat.
“Article 73 of the Labour Law No.
08 is clear regarding the employment of children under 16 years of
age but still people do that in certain areas and certain fields,” Hiasat
said in an interview with The Arab
Weekly.

39%

of children
labourers in
Jordan work in
auto workshops

Jordan’s policy regarding child
labour is called the National Framework to Combat Child Labour
(NFCL), he said.
“Statistics show that child labourers make up 48.8% of the total
workforce in the services sector,
40.5% in the agricultural sector and
8% in the manufacturing field,” he
added.
The Jordanian Ministry of Labour
attributes child labour to the desire
of business owners to pay low wages
in inappropriate conditions with no
social benefits or health insurance.
Social worker Muna Batarseh,
from Madaba in central Jordan, said
the problem of child labour exists in
many parts of the world.
“It is not only Jordan,” Batarseh
said. “There are many children in
various countries worldwide who
are forced to go to work every day to
help shore up family finances or to
satisfy family greed.”
In Jordan, she added, “I tried to
help many children by putting them
back to school and giving them state
allowances but later I discovered
that they returned to work.”
The UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
said more than 150 million children

A Jordanian child working at a car repair shop in Amman, on May 18, 2015.
worldwide are engaged in child labour. In sub-Saharan Africa 25% of
children aged 5 to 14 years are working. In South Asia the figure is 12%
and it’s 5% in Central and Eastern
Europe and the Commonwealth of
Independent States.
In the Middle East and North Africa, 9% of children work, with 11%
males and 7% females. In Jordan
it is at 2%, Egypt 9%, Bahrain 5%
while Jordan and Lebanon are at
2%, according to UNICEF statistics
for 2014.
Batarseh said the bulk of the
child labourers come from families
“without a father and this puts a lot
of pressure on mothers. The last resort is to let their children find a job
or sell hand-made products.”
She said there was an increase in
child labour in Jordan, although she
did not have numbers, and blamed
that on the presence of the cheaper

labour of Syrian refugees.
“This really contributed much to
the number of children working in
various jobs as they have no other
alternative, except to work to feed
their families,” she said.
Amman housewife Lina Mousa
said: “We see many kids selling
gum, begging or trying to clean the
car at traffic lights and we always
wonder why things end up like that
for them.”
“I have children and it only breaks
my heart to see little kids working to
support their families. So we try to
help as much as we can as our government cannot help everyone,”
she added.
Yousef Qandah, a researcher and
economist, described child labour
as a plague.
“The children think that by working in any profession at an early age,
they can build a career to open their

own shop in the future. That is why
they stick to working more than
thinking of going to school,” he said.
But the danger is higher in certain
professions, according to Qandah.
“We remember well 14-year-old
Khaled who was killed while working in a blacksmith shop in the
eastern desert city of Russeifa last
year… when his scarf was caught in
one of the machines and was strangled to death,” he said.
About 39% of children labourers
in Jordan work in auto workshops
followed by 25% in trade and 13.5%
in waste recycling, said Qandah, referring to local research.
“It is really alarming that we’re
that much depending on child labourers,” he added.
Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan,
has been covering cultural issues in
Jordan for more than two decades.

An unusual encounter in Oman
Khaled Abdel Malek

Wadi al Hijri

H

e was more than 80 years
old when I first met him
in the caves of the small
hamlet of Dmeitha in the
heart of Wadi al Hijri, in
Oman’s Dakhiliya region. Musabbah
had spent all his life in this barely
accessible canyon, indifferent to the
comforts that modernisation and
development offered.
Musabbah boasted that he had
lived in 35 different locations in the
canyon, moving from one place to
another in search of grazing fields
for his goats. But two years ago
medical concerns forced him and
his wife Nasra, to leave their secluded haven and resettle in Tanuf, the
closest town to his “paradise”.
My first contact with this unique
couple was during an exploration
trip of Wadi al Hijri six years ago.
Along with family and friends, I was
surveying the terrain in preparation
to make the full crossing of the rugged canyon. We had been hiking for
two hours in the wadi’s bed, climbing rocks, crossing water ponds and
ascending rocky slopes, when suddenly a herd of goats appeared out
of nowhere just in front of us. A few
metres away, we discovered the
most unexpected hamlet nestled in
the greyish rocks. There were chickens, goats and dogs but no human
beings.
We were bewildered to find signs
of a living soul in such a remote and
desolate place!
Leaving the company behind, I

advanced in the wadi, when, all of
a sudden, I heard a voice from the
cliff. “As salamu aleykom” (“Peace
be on you”),” the voice greeted. It
was just unreal! I saw this skinny
old man through the zoom lens of
my camera. He was walking easily
on the edge of the dangerous cliff,
overlooking the wadi bed.
“Don’t go further in the wadi, it
is full of dangers! Join me for coffee
and some dates at our house,” he
shouted, as he waved his hands.

Musabbah boasted
that he had lived in
35 different locations
in the canyon
I realised that my unexpected
host was the master of the place
that we had just discovered. I
thanked him and promised to visit
after completing the exploration of
the wadi. Musabbah and Nasra had
lived in their isolated area in the
middle of the rugged canyons for as
long as they remember, refusing to
leave even when many others deserted it.
“We were around ten families living in Dmeitha until 30 years ago.
With Nasra, we decided to remain in
our house when the rest of our relatives preferred to move to the city,”
Musabbah said. “We have everything we need here. We have water
running in the wadi the whole year
round and enough grass to feed our
animals.”
The goats and chickens constituted Musabbah’s wealth and unique
source of living. Once a month,
the couple travelled to Nizwa, the

capital of the governorate, to sell
chickens, eggs and dairy products
from goat milk, and buy provisions
of rice, dates, fruits and vegetables.
In addition, the army supplied the
hermit couple with food for more
than 15 years. “Every two to three
weeks, they used to come by helicopter and drop food provisions,”
Musabbah said.
The couple sold their goats and
moved to Tanuf two years ago. Old
age and health problems made it
impossible for them to stay in Dmeitha.
“I go back there regularly, even
alone, just to spend one night or
two in our house in Dmeitha… I really miss that life,” a nostalgic Nasra
said during a May 2nd visit with The
Arab Weekly.
Musabbah, as well, cannot stay
away for long. His age did not prevent him from going for regular
walks in the wadi “to check on his
bees”.
Musabbah has adopted the wadi’s
bees. He can tell exactly where beehives could be found. “Whenever
you see a yellow spot on the rock,
it is wax dropped by a bee, it also
indicates that there is a honeycomb
somewhere in the vicinity,” he explained.
In his new home in Tanuf, Musabbah receives his guests in the garden, even in May when the temperature is above 40 degrees Celsius.
“I can’t sit inside the house with
these machines blowing cold air in
my face,” he said, pointing at the air
cooling units. “I’d rather stay in the
open air,” he added, not minding
the feeling of sitting in a furnace.
Musabbah and Nasra are a unique

Musabbah and Nasra in front of their “sleeping cave”.
couple whose attachment to the traditional Omani culture and ways of
living, made them popular figures
in their Dakhiliya region.
“Of course I know Musabbah and
Nasra… Who doesn’t,” exclaimed

a shopkeeper in Nizwa, with a big
smile on his face. “They are the
most unusual couple on Earth!”
Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Oman.
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Arab print media losing business
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

W

ith high-tech leaps,
people worldwide
are opting for the
internet as their
main source of information, as manufacturers claim
that they see the future in touch
screens, circuitry and batteries —
but not paper.
The digital era has created new
reading habits among Arabs under
the age of 29, who make up more
than half of the Arab world’s population of 422 million — a shift detrimental to print media readership.
“Who wants to read yesterday’s
news in newspapers, when one
could simply scroll down a tablet
or portable phone to skim through
headlines, look at colourful pictures or watch videos?” Amman
stock broker Murad Salameh told
The Arab Weekly.
The tilt towards e-media coincided with the diminished lustre
of the so-called pan-Arab satellite
stations in the wake of the “Arab
spring” because of their flagrant
bias in favour of particular political
agendas and their use as tools of influence and mobilisation.
That trend was coupled with
the emergence of private national
television channels capable of delivering independent news coverage to a population that grew disillusioned with state TV channels,
widely seen as tilted-information
machines at the service of governments.

Nobody is interested
in government
humbug
In several Arab countries there
is also the suspicion that business
interests and party politics influence the editorial line of media organisations. In Iraq, for example,
there are about 400 private radio
and television stations, with at
least 30% of them either financed
or managed by serving or former
politicians, including members of

parliament.
Like in the West, Arab print media have also been dealt a blow by
dwindling revenues.
In Tunisia, where government
censorship is no longer a major issue, print media are faced with
falling circulation and advertisement sales. The reporters’ and
publishers’ union would like the
state to provide subsidies — without strings attached — to pump
new life into newspapers. Jordan’s
five dailies are also struggling in
the face of drying up revenues and
the government is hesitant to lend
a helping hand because it is on a
belt-tightening programme to ease
its own cash crunch.

The digital era has
created new reading
habits among Arabs
under the age of 29
Ad-Dustour, the country’s second largest and oldest Arabic-language daily, dismissed 46 employees, including 19 journalists and
several photographers, on May 3rd
— World Press Freedom Day.
The state owns 30% of Ad-Dustour, which has published since
1967. The paper incurred millions
of dollars in losses because of sagging ad revenues and since several
Arab publications from Egypt and
elsewhere stopped using its printing facilities on the onset of the
“Arab spring.”
Al Rai, the country’s largest
newspaper with 55% government
shares, ran afoul of its employees
when it contemplated staff reductions and refused their demand for
pay raises to make up for diminishing ad business. The employees
are still waiting for management to
deliver on their requests. Al Arab
Al Yawm, once the country’s third
largest paper, closed in 2013 amid
financial strains. It reopened later
that year under a new management
but faces a court ruling to seize its
assets to settle outstanding debts
estimated at $700,000, mostly in
unpaid staff salaries.
For Jordanian banker Ahmad
Wishah, 28, the local dailies are
“meaningless” because they are

Will newspapers become a thing of the past?
the mouthpiece of the government.
“They can keep their newspapers
to themselves because nobody is
interested in government humbug,” Wishah told The Arab Weekly. He said Twitter and other social
media networks are his source for
breaking international news.
Financial losses forced several of
the region’s 150 newspapers to go
online, just like in the United States
where some newspapers have
stopped daily print editions to save
production costs. The Londonbased, Arabic-language Asharq Al
Awsat daily was the first Arab print
newspaper to introduce an online
version 14 years ago, while Elaph
became the first fully online newspaper in 2001.
“There is a thin line between
printed and online. It’s a bold decision to go online only but it’s
cost saving and a new look to the
future,” said Ayman Khateeb, a re-

porter with Jordan’s Al Ghad Arabic-language daily.
More than 120 online news websites exist in Jordan and they are
providing updated news around
the clock, competing with the
printed dailies, he added.

Financial losses
forced several of the
region’s 150
newspapers to go
online
Faisal J. Abbas, chief editor for Al
Arabiya satellite station’s English
news, blamed the current state of
Arab newspapers on their inability
to compete with blogs, websites
and social media networks.
“You can’t run a 21st-century media outlet using 19th-century propaganda mentality and then expect
people to still buy your newspa-

per,” Abbas told The Arab Weekly.
According to Forbes-Middle East
survey in 2012 of the most popular
online media that have the strongest presence, Egypt’s Al Ahram
came first and Al Yawm Assabeh
second, while the United Arab
Emirates’ Gulf News was third.
Rather than looking at the digital
age as a threat, Abbas recommended that newspapers “consider this
an opportunity to build their online
presence so that the brand continues to feed people’s minds regardless of the platform”.
“Remember, as journalists we’re
in the content business, not the paper business,” Abbas emphasised.
For Abbas, print media are unlikely to vanish completely.
“Look at a magazine like the
Economist, for example. Will it die
soon? The answer is ‘no’ because
the intelligent content it produces
will always be demanded,” he said.

Displaced Syrians flock to Damascus, choking apartment spaces
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

S

yrians fleeing the hostile
suburbs of the capital are
thronging Damascus, choking its apartment spaces
and
state-run
shelters
across the heavily fortified city.
Elsewhere, Syrians sought refuge in other relatively calm areas
such as the western Mediterranean
coastal cities of Latakia and Tartus
as well as Sweida, on Syria’s southern border with Jordan.
Electricity Ministry clerk Suleiman Jassim, 41, said he left his
house in the southern Damascus
suburb of Sidi Miqdad in 2013, fleeing fighting between armed opposition groups and the Syrian army.

There are four
relatively safe
governorates in
Syria: Damascus,
Latakia, Tartus and
Sweida
“Now, I’m facing a dilemma,”
Jassim told The Arab Weekly. “My
rent in Damascus is 26,000 Syrian
pounds ($113) per month and it’s
eating up all my salary. I wanted to
return to my house (in Sidi Miqdad)
as I can’t afford the rent but the security authorities won’t let me because of the continuing skirmishes
in nearby areas there.”

Syrian Prime Minister Wael Nader Halqi said there were 5.8 million
Syrians displaced internally at the
end of 2014. He said the number
was 4 million in 2013; 2.9 million in
2012 and 1 million in 2011, months
after the Syrian crisis began with
peaceful demonstrations and later
plunged into a bloody civil war to
topple Syrian President Bashar Assad.
In 2013, displaced Syrians flocking into the capital were seen
sleeping in public parks and on the
streets, catching the government
off-guard. Since then, 147 shelters
were established across Damascus,
including 101 in public schools,
government offices and charity
centres, Waseem Dohni, a member
of a state committee assisting the
displaced, told The Arab Weekly.
Dohni said he did not have an
immediate count of displaced in
Damascus shelters but estimated
that each centre was supporting
500-1,500 people.
He said hundreds of other shelters housing tens of thousands
of Syrians were set up across the
country.
There is no specific Syrian government estimate of the number
of displaced who have moved to
Damascus, which along with its
suburbs had a total population of
about 4 million. In the past two
years, many in the suburbs fled to
Damascus proper. The displaced
complain of overcrowding at the
shelters.
Ayda Khatib, 44, said she stayed
in a shelter for five months in 2013

but left it because it was “too congested and I and my five children
were forced to share one room with
another family”.
As a way out, the displaced who
can afford to pay rent are sharing
apartment space with one or two
other families to cope with the expenses, said Adel Ibrahim, 55.

The displaced
complain of
overcrowding at the
shelters
“I rented an apartment in Damascus, which came up to my monthly
salary, therefore, I asked an in-law
to move in with me so that we’d

share the expenses,” Ibrahim told
The Arab Weekly.
“Unfortunately, this meant losing our privacy and our peace of
mind.”
Surprisingly, despite the influx
on Damascus, apartment rents
went up by only 5%, though the depreciation of the Syrian pound and
the insistence of some landlords to
be paid in hard currency has added
to the expense.
For example, a two-bedroom
apartment that used to be leased
for 25,000 Syrian pounds a month
before the war is now being rented
for 150,000 pounds, five times the
average monthly wage of a school
teacher or a government clerk.
The pre-war exchange rate of one

A family takes refuge in a shelter home, in Al Halaja,
south of Damascus.

US dollar was 46 Syrian pounds.
Now, the prevailing rates are 230 in
banks and 280 on the black market.
There are four relatively safe
governorates in Syria: Damascus,
Latakia, Tartus and Sweida. The remaining ten are sites of fierce fighting between the armed opposition
and Assad’s army, or violence by
Islamic State (ISIS) militants. The
presence of militants and armed
groups in those areas poses a serious challenge to those who fled at
the outset of the war to return to
their homes.
An Interior Ministry clerk who
fled his home in Barzeh Balad
north of Damascus more than two
years ago said he can’t go back.
“The armed militias accused me
of taking part in the killing of one
of their members and I’m afraid
that if I go back they will take revenge on me,” the 39-year-old said.
A 65-year-old retired army officer,
who identified himself only as
Yousef, said he will not go back to
his home in Yalda in the southern
Damascus suburbs.
“I am sure the armed militias
will kill me and my children at first
sight,” he told The Arab Weekly.
For a 27-year-old Syrian housewife, being displaced meant moving in with her in-laws and eventually breaking up with her husband
after a 9-year marriage.
“I never had any problems with
them before but after we moved
in all hell broke loose,” said the
woman, who identified herself as
Um Samer. “Soon afterwards I was
divorced.”

21

May 29, 2015

Culture
Tunisian film documentaries thrive since revolution
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

he 2011 revolution significantly altered the course
of Tunisian cinema, giving
a boost to the production
of documentaries as filmmakers came to enjoy a much freer
environment.
Film director Abdallah Yahya,
who produced the award-winning
documentary Return in 2014, says
the revolution brought significant
change to Tunisian cinema.
“The cinema scene witnessed a
significant cultural movement after
the revolution,” said Yahya. That
is especially true when it comes to
documentary-making which was
fraught with danger during the rule
of President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali
who was deposed by the revolution.
“The police would take away your
camera if you filmed outside under
Ben Ali. Now anyone can take their
camera out and film.”
Following the revolution, Tunisian cinema experienced a surge in
the number of documentaries made
compared to fictional films.

The cost of
production is today
one of the main
challenges facing
filmmakers
“The first year of the revolution
was marked by a wave of film directors who took cameras and hit
the streets to film. They worked
on documentaries but they did not
have time to take some distance and
think about it. One needs to take
some distance and reflect,” said actress Nidhal Guiga.
Director Nejib Belkadhi, whose
2013 film Bastardo was screened at
international festivals, said the lack
of quality documentaries could be

compensated for by their role in the
cultural history of the country.
“After what the country witnessed, it is only natural that most
films produced are documentaries.
With the new margin of freedom,
anyone can grab a camera and go
out to film. While it is true that some
documentaries lack
the quality, they will all
serve as part of the
collective memory
for the people,”
Belkadhi said.
“Tunisian cinema
remained
art house cinema
after the revolution. However,
there were two
waves:
There
were
those
who
directly
addressed
the theme of
revolution in
cinema
and
those who only
hinted at the issue in
their films,” said Sana Ben Khemir,
a member of the Tunisian Association for the Promotion of Cinema
Criticism.
Along with the favourable political environment since 2011, Tunisian filmmakers built on a rich
and daring heritage inherited from
the days preceding the revolution.
Iconic scenes of children running
on the roofs in Ferid Boughedir’s
Asfour Stah (Halfaouine: Child of the
Terraces) and women sharing intimate details of their lives in Moufida Tlatli’s The Silences of the Palace
have been engraved in the memory
of Tunisians for whom these scenes
constituted part of their collective
memory and culture.
Tunisian filmmaking experience
dates to the beginning of the 20th
century. As early as 1922, director
Samama Chikli produced the first
Tunisian film — Early Beginnings.
The Carthage Film Festival, the first

Arab film festival, was founded in
1966. The biennial festival strives to
create a creative space for filmmakers from different countries.
The cost of production is today
one of the main challenges facing
filmmakers. They have to finance
long features themselves or work
on short films.
“It seems the revolution has created
more demand on
film directing, which
created a sponsoring issue especially
that the sources of
sponsoring are quite
limited. Some are only
relying on their own
resources at this point
to cover the expenses
of the films,” Guiga
said.
Yahya struggles with
the same issue. “Today,
perhaps the major difficulty that we encounter
is the production. It takes
time to produce films,” he
said. “At the end, you decide not to
rely on the sponsoring techniques
to produce a balanced work.”
In addition to production, Ben
Khemir attributed the lack of financing to the fact that Tunisian
movie theatres no longer receive a
large number of patrons. Since Tunisian films are not generally well
received in theatres, producers do
not expect much of a return for
their money.
“It is an issue that dates back to
the last years before the revolution.
First, we don’t have well-equipped
movie theatres for a good screening. Second, we don’t have a strategy to provide diversity of films for
the viewers. Our audience is an audience of festivals. If there is a film
festival, the movie theatres will be
packed with people. If not, cinemas
are deserted,” Yahya said.
In addition to the documentaries,
there were few films such as Belka-

Damn the Phosphates
dhi’s Bastardo that marked the years
after the revolution.
“It was a movie written during the
time of Ben Ali that is open for different readings. Perhaps, if it hadn’t
been for the revolution, it wouldn’t
have survived censorship if presented during Ben Ali’s rule. The

movie is about how societies create
their own dictatorship. Each viewer, however, is free to have their
own interpretation of the film,” said
Belkadhi about his film.
Roua Khlifi is a regular contributor
for The Arab Weekly.

In conversation:
Saud Alsanousi talks about The Bamboo Stalk
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

T

he relationships, sometimes intimate, between
Gulf Arabs and the many
thousands of foreign migrants in their midst is
the central concern of the newly
translated prize-winning novel, The
Bamboo Stalk, by Saud Alsanousi,
the Kuwaiti winner of the 2013 International Prize for Arabic Fiction.
The frequent humiliation migrant
workers face working in Gulf countries is seen through the eyes of his
protagonist, José.
José’s mother Josephine arrives in
Kuwait from the Philippines to work
as a servant. In the house where she
works, she meets Rashid, the only
son. After a short love affair, he decides to marry Josephine in secret.

Alsanousi said he
wanted to also take
an innocent look at
religion, a theme
which runs through
the novel

But Josephine becomes pregnant
with José and Rashid, under pressure from his family, sends his son
to the Philippines. José grows up in
poverty and hopes to return to Kuwait when he is 18.
Asked why he chose to portray
José from birth until the age of 18,
Alsanousi told an audience in London he wanted his character to have
no experience of struggle or rebellion, a character who is innocent

and untarnished in order to gently
shock his readers. Through José’s
eyes, Alsanousi criticises his own
society to engage the reader. Everyone is judged, Alsanousi said, by appearance and everyone is labelled.
Alsanousi said he wanted to also
take an innocent look at religion, a
theme which runs through the novel. José has one ear listening to the
Adhan, the Islamic call to prayer,
another listening to church bells
and at the same time feeling the essence of Buddhism. José realises God is from the heart.
The Kuwait author first
thought he could write
about migrant workers in
Kuwait by reading about
them, but he said he felt
like he was writing a report
or an essay so decided to
travel to the Philippines
to get a first-hand experience of the culture; to
live and eat like José.
When he returned to
his homeland, he saw
what it was like to be a
Filipino visiting Kuwait
and it opened his eyes
to daily mistakes Kuwaitis make.
This is when he started to add
chapters to his novel. His stay in the
Philippines opened the door to their
views and their diverse, rich culture. He came away realising that
Filipino culture is of no less value
than Arab culture, just different,
and in some ways better.
Alsanousi said that after his stay
abroad, he experienced an identity
crisis. Like José, he was confronted
with issues of double identity, but
was able to understand other cul-

tures and religions. It took him a
while to go back to being Alsanousi.
Translator Jonathan Wright said
he read the novel before translating it as he had to imagine José as
the book focuses on the voice of the
narrator.
The novel’s clear text made it
easy to translate as it used simple
words. He says he had ten pages
of questions for Alsanousi, which

was not many compared to his work
with other authors. Through José,
the novel dives deep into Kuwait
through emotions more than description.
The novel is aimed at all ages and
nationalities as it is the humanitarian/religious global issues which
matter, such as the Sunni/Shia,
Christian/Muslim struggle.
Even so, Alsanousi admitted the

younger generation had been more
receptive to the ideas in the book,
while the older generation was more
wedded to its traditional views.
Organised by Banipal magazine,
In conversation: Saud Alsanousi took
place April 29th at Waterstone’s Piccadilly in London.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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Much Loved trailers trigger outrage, prompt ban in Morocco

Mired in controversy

Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

T

railers for Much Loved, a
film about prostitution by
French-Moroccan director
Nabil Ayouch, have infuriated Moroccans since they
were posted on YouTube, prompting Rabat to ban its screening.
Moroccans took their anger to social networks, condemning Ayouch
for showing the trailers for the film,
which depicts prostitution in Marrakech.
The first trailer attracted almost
1 million views on YouTube less
than five days after Much Loved was
among films screened in the 47th
annual Directors’ Fortnight programme at the Cannes Film Festival.
Accustomed to cinema scandals
with Ali Zaoua: Prince of the Streets
and last year’s Les chevaux de Dieu
(The Horses of God), Ayouch in one
Much Loved trailer reveals a scene
in which three prostitutes in a Marrakech taxi are getting ready before
starting their evening, hoping for a
rich Gulf Arab client.
In the second trailer, Gulf Arab
clients talk negatively about the
Palestinian issue around dinner,

prompting the intervention of one
of the prostitutes who felt pity for
Palestinians.
The
Moroccan
government
banned the film May 25th even before Ayouch applied for a permit for
it to be screened in cinemas. The
Ministry of Communication called
the film a grave outrage against
moral values and Moroccan womanhood and a flagrant attack on the
North African kingdom’s image.
Ayouch denounced the government’s decision as a threat to the
freedom of expression of all Moroccan artists.
Prior to the ban, outraged Moroccans called for the film’s censorship because it harms Moroccan
women’s image in a society full of
taboos.
Journalist and blogger Mayssa
Salama Ennaji urged the banning of
Much Loved.
“In my name as a Moroccan woman and in the name of all those who
share my opinion and feel grief and
sorrow for the absence of those who
can protect us, I call on our King
Mohammed VI, the Commander
of the Faithful, to prevent Ayouch
from showing his films in cinemas
across Morocco,” wrote Ennaji in
an open letter published on Efriqia
website.
Aziz Hanaoui, writing on Face-

book, dismissed Ayouch’s film as
“savage Masonic propaganda that
seeks to constantly provoke Moroccans’ feelings”.
“The [one-minute, 30-second]
trailer is full of insults to both Moroccans and Palestinians, which
makes people explode from human
anger and resentment against those
who became specialists in humiliating Moroccans with the taxpayers’
money,” Hanaoui wrote.

The movie touches a
taboo, tracing the
lives of four women
in the world of
prostitution in
Marrakech
Ayouch denied his film was subsidised by the Moroccan Cinematographic Centre.
“This is utterly not true. We have
not received a single dirham from
taxpayers’ money. We have twice
presented the project to the aid
commission, which was refused
for an unknown reason. The film
is financed with my own funds,”
Ayouch told the Arab Weekly.
The director interviewed more
than 200 prostitutes before he
wrote the script. The movie touch-

es a taboo, tracing the lives of four
women in the world of prostitution
in Marrakech.
“Driven by extreme anger and
jealousy on the sanctity of the
nation and society, one must
screaaaaaam… and be angry for
God, the homeland, Palestine and
for Moroccan women,” Hanaoui
wrote. Another person on Facebook
shared Hanaoui’s feelings.
“Because of this film I can’t say I
am proud Moroccan… such acts are
everywhere in the world and not
only in Morocco. Now through this
film the whole world will see Morocco as a sex destination which is
entirely wrong, ” said Doha Tkh on
the film’s official Facebook page.
However, some people on social
media support the film despite the
strong language used by the actors.
“Frankly I admire your work that
is recognised by only a few people
whereas there should be a revolt
to move conscience … Good luck,”
wrote Bouthaina Haimed.
“To have an open mind, we must
have the courage to challenge. Unfortunately, only a few are ready to
do it,” said Sinan Mouline Balafrej
on Facebook.
A community page called Soutien à Nabil Ayouch (Support Nabil
Ayouch) was created on Facebook
to support the director against the

pressures he has been subject to in
Morocco. Hashtags such as #SOUTIENNABILAYOUCHE, #solidariténabilayouch and #libertéexpression
are trending.
“I can’t wait to buy it, download
it on ITunes and I am asking all my
friends to do the same. Anyone
who supports freedom of speech
should do the same. Buy the movie
or download it from ITunes,” wrote
Naima Shea.
The ban is seen by liberal filmmakers as another slap in the face
for freedom of expression and media in the conservative country,
which is listed by Google as the fifth
country in the world in terms of
consultation of x-rated content.
Noureddine Lakhmari, whose
films Casa Negra and Zero were also
subject to huge criticism, lashed out
at the ban.
“This controversy is sterile. We
speak of a movie that most of those
who criticise it have not seen it yet,”
Lakhmari told Illionweb.
“Today filmmakers in the ArabMuslim world have become in spite
of them witnesses of the fragility,
the deep malaise and the long and
painful depression of our society.”
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Syrian pianist discovers ‘soft power of music’
Dubai

M

alek Jandali may only
have been alive for
four decades but the
award-winning composer insists he feels
ancient, having revived some of the
oldest melodies from his war-torn
Syrian homeland.
“I’m 8,000 years old,” said the pianist, in the middle of a world tour
he hopes will spread “peace and
freedom”. Jandali left Syria three
years ago, just as civil war was tearing the country apart.
A winner of the 2014 Global Music Awards gold medal, Jandali has
for years sought to uncover ancient
melodies for modern audiences but
says he is now focused on the future, both in terms of composition
and for the land of his upbringing.
Born in Germany, Jandali grew up
in the central Syrian city of Homs,
once dubbed the “capital of the
revolution” by activists, before winning a scholarship to study in the
United States.
Soon after Syria’s uprising started
in March 2011, the 42-year-old pianist and composer performed at a
demonstration in front of the White
House.

Jandali sees “a much
more beautiful
Syria” in the future
His initiative prompted pro-regime armed groups to attack his
elderly parents in their home in
Homs. They later fled to the United
States.
Jandali said it was this attack that

Syrian-American pianist and composer, Malek Jandali on stage on
May 16th in Dubai
helped him discover “the soft power of music”.
“The Syrian people are paying a
very heavy price,” he said.
Jandali is aware that music alone
can do little to alter the situation
but “it’s raising much-needed humanitarian aid and much-needed
awareness”.
His latest album Syrian Symphony, released in January, contains
melodies “inspired by the chants
of the Syrian people” during their
protests against President Bashar

Assad’s regime.
“I was always trying to… involve
my own Syrian identity which is
now being targeted… destroyed,”
Jandali said. “My duty as an artist
is to preserve and present it in the
most elegant way.
“I don’t comprehend politics or
religion,” said the pianist, a twinkle
in his intense brown eyes. “My message is of peace, unity, humanity
and justice.”
Although he is accompanied by
Syrian oud player Abdulrahim Al-

siadi and US cellist Laura Metcalf,
Jandali still complains about restrictions imposed due to the political climate at some venues.
“During my world tour, I faced
many disturbing incidents of censorship, such as deleting the word
‘free’ from my (tour) title — The
Voice of the Free Syrian Children —
in some countries,” he said.
The tour was inspired by children
Jandali met after he crossed illegally into his country in 2012 — his last
time in Syria.
Before the war, Jandali’s career
often drew on historical compositions of his homeland. His 2008
album Echoes from Ugarit includes
melodies based on “the oldest musical notation in the world”, discovered on a clay tablet in that ancient
Syrian city.
“We wouldn’t have had Lady
Gaga or Michael Jackson or even
Beethoven without the musical notations of Ugarit,” he said.
His award-winning work Enessa
was played at the funeral of American war reporter Marie Colvin, who
was killed in Syrian army shelling
on Homs in 2012.
“I went to the church and I heard
my music, the music of Homs”
played at the funeral. “I still get
goosebumps.”
When asked about extremist organisations that have emerged from
Syria’s war, such as the Islamic State
(ISIS) jihadist group, Jandali insisted that “the Syrian people have
throughout history, and even today,
embraced all religions and all cultures.
“We have synagogues. We have
the oldest churches on Earth where
you can still hear the prayer in Ara-

maic (the language thought to have
been spoken by Jesus).”
Among the tracks in his latest album is Samai al-Nahawand, written by 19th-century Muslim scholar
Sheikh Ali al-Darwish.
“This is the true Syrian sheikh,
who was a composer spreading music and documenting and preserving his rich Syrian identity through
music,” he said.

“ I’m 8,000 years
old,” said the pianist,
in the middle of his
world tour
For Jandali, Darwish represents
the “real” message of Islam —
“peace.”
Despite the war that has cost
more than 220,000 lives, Jandali
sees “a much more beautiful Syria”
in the future.
“What we are seeing today is the
rebirth of the Syrian identity,” he
said. “People are dancing, funerals are becoming weddings, people
are celebrating heroes rather than
mourning them.”
While he “loves” his US citizenship and the freedoms that come
with it, he remains rooted — both
emotionally and through his work
— in Syria.
“My memories, my grandfather’s
grave, my home. I live in Homs,”
said Jandali.
“I know they kicked us out, I
know they destroyed my home. I
know they are trying to eradicate
my true cultural identity but we are
becoming a much more beautiful
Syrian symphony today.”
(Agence France-Presse)
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Contemporary Emirati art tours US

Dana Al Marashi and Abdul Qader Al Rais discuss his latest project

Najwa Margaret Saad

Washington

P

AST FORWARD: Contemporary Arts from the Emirates opened May 16th at
the Northwest Museum of
Arts and Culture (MAC) in
Spokane, Washington, in the northwestern United States. This unique
6-week exhibition showcases work
in diverse media by 25 artists from
the United Arab Emirates.
Part of the Emirates’ public diplomacy strategy is to introduce
Americans to its vibrant arts and
culture scene. The United States is
the UAE’s third largest trading partner and Washington state exports
more to the UAE — more than $3 billion worth in 2014 — than any other
US state, principally due to the fact
that it is the home of aircraft manufacturer Boeing.
“The UAE and Washington state
have strong economic ties,” Dana
Al Marashi of the UAE Embassy told
The Arab Weekly, “but our relationship goes beyond that. We are connected through a shared vision and
art which can be used as a powerful
tool for people to learn about each
other’s cultures.”
The UAE found an ideal partner in
MAC Executive-Director Forrest B.
Rodgers. “One of our goals,” Rodgers told The Arab Weekly, “is to encourage visitors to experience the
world differently; to bring people
together to help them experience
and understand other cultures’ heritage and art.
“This exhibit helps people from
the inland Northwest become more
familiar with a part of the world
about which we hear a lot but about
which we understand little.”
The exhibit’s opening night featured American Indian regalia,
dance, Indian drumming and Arabic
Oud music along with hummus and
coffee tastings.

Part of the Emirates’
public diplomacy
strategy is to
introduce Americans
to its vibrant arts
and culture scene
The big coup was the presence of
Dubai-based painter Abdul Qader
Al Rais, who is regarded by many
as the father of contemporary art in
the Emirates.
Al Rais credits visits to the United
States in the 1980s for strengthening his interest in landscapes. His
style ranges from realism, favouring softer hews of sky and desert, to
the bold primary colours of his contemporary abstract expression. His
paintings celebrate the Emirates’
cultural heritage of wind towers,
carved doors, boats and landscapes,
occasional calligraphy and iconic
floating squares.
Al Rais showed the opening night
audience a video of the Dubai light
rail, which he and two other Emirati
artists recently painted in a mosaic

of colours, a playful work of public
art. Al Rais is a founding member of
the Emirates Fine Arts Society and
his work has been exhibited widely
throughout the UAE and abroad.
Al Rais is the dean of the 25 artists represented, most of whom are
in their 30’s and more than 60% of
whom are women. Their 47 works
span unusually diverse media for
one show: painting, sculpture, photography, textiles, furniture and
graphic design, scanograph printing, animation and video performance art.
Since its founding in 1971, the
Emirates’ arts community has been
steadily growing and now boasts an
array of vibrant multimedia talent
that is fuelling the country’s stature
as a serious arts hub.

Al Hashemi Pearl Tale scanograph

Thousands of
visitors are expected
through June 28th
The exhibit reflects this flourishing creative energy, across the generations. The artists use traditional
and emerging technologies to articulate their self-reflections and
observations of the rapidly changing world. The works in PAST FORWARD evoke Emiratis’ response
to their rapidly evolving country,
where turbocharged urbanisation
transforms vistas from one day to
the next and where contemporary
influences mingle with tradition.
This is ideal turf for artists to explore.
Lateefa bint Maktoum’s painting
The Last Look perfectly evokes the
PAST FORWARD theme. She portrays a faceless observer of change
to convey Emiratis’ ability to embrace the future while maintaining
their identity and respecting the
past.
A female figure looks towards the
horizon, revealing the construction
of Palm Jebel Ali, an artificial archipelago. Her suitcase symbolises
Emirati heritage and the perseverance to keep traditions alive despite
surrounding change.
Thousands of visitors are expected through June 28th and a variety of community education programmes are planned.
The MAC asked the UAE Embassy
to provide books and established
a dedicated Emirates’ section in
the museum’s library.The exhibition’s national tour began last year
with shows in Washington, DC; Fort
Worth, Texas; and Los Angeles, California.
After Spokane, it is to head to East
Lansing, Michigan’s new architectural landmark, the Eli and Edythe
Broad Art Museum, designed by
Iraqi-American architect Zaha Hadid and is to end at the University of
Kentucky next April.
Additional information can be
found at: www.northwestmuseum.
org/explore/exhibits/past-forwardcontemporary-art-emirates.
Najwa Margaret Saad is a Washington-based correspondent for The
Arab Weekly.

Lateefa bint Maktoum’s The Last Look, digital collage

َA fra Bin Dahler’s Prayer Rugs self portrait, textile
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Travel
Agenda
Tunis, Tunisia:
Through May 31st
On the occasion of its 80th
anniversary, The Rachidia,
a Tunisian traditional
music academy, organises
conferences and Andalus
music concerts in venues
such as Ennejma Ezzahra,
Centre of Arab and Mediterranean Music in Sidi
Bou Said, Municipal Theatre of Tunis, Tahar Hadad
Club and Dar Lasram in the
old city of Tunis.
Dubai:
June 10th-13th
Disney On Ice 2015 includes
ice skating live shows
performed by Disney’s
famous characters such as
Frozen‘s, Anna, Elsa, Olaf
and Kristoff. The show
takes place in Dubai World
Trade Centre.
Jounieh, Lebanon:
July 2nd-15th

Pope Benedict XVI prays at the ancient Mount Nebo Church in May 2009

Jordan’s Mount Nebo:
A sacred mountain and attractive tourism site
Raied T. Shuqum

Mount Nebo

I

t is rare to find a single place
that has significant meaning to
Islam, Christianity and Judaism
alike and can be easily accessed
by visitors seeking to retrace
Moses’s journey to the Holy Land.
Such a place is Jordan’s Mount
Nebo, north-west of Amman in the
governorate of Madaba. It still attracts tourists despite regional unrest and terrorism threats.
Like in many countries in the
Middle East and North Africa, tourism in Jordan has been adversely affected by uprisings and wars in the
region, driving away scores of tourists and pilgrims, observed Jordan
Minister of Tourism and Antiquities
Nayef Fayez.
“Islamic State militants have
damaged tourism in the region more
than the so-called ‘Arab spring’ uprisings,” Fayez said in an interview
with The Arab Weekly.
To alleviate pressure on the tourism sector, the government recently
adopted several measures to promote tourism, including waiving
visa fees for tourists of all nationalities using Jordanian tour operators
and staying more than two nights.
It also reduced electricity tariffs on
hotels to encourage competitive
prices.

The main focal
point is the
Serpentine Cross
sculpture
In Madaba, there was a 40% drop
of visitors during the first three
months of 2015, compared to the
same period last year, according
to Wael Jaanini, the governorate’s
tourism director.
“The kingdom, including Madaba
and its surrounding attractions, has
been badly hit by the regional political conditions and their repercussions on tourism are painful. People
are staying away, mostly for security reasons,” Jaanini told The Arab
Weekly.
Nonetheless, Mount Nebo remains a favoured destination for
religious tourism.
Rising high above the Jordan Valley, Mount Nebo, according to ancient belief, is the mountain from

which Moses saw the “Promised
Land”, a reference to biblical Judea
and Samaria, including Jerusalem.
“And Moses went up from the
plains of Moab to Mount Nebo, the
top of Pisgah, which is opposite Jericho.” (Deuteronomy 34:1).
Known locally as Siyagha —
“monastery” — Mount Nebo is the
highest point in this part of the ancient kingdom of Moab.
In 1932, the Franciscan Custody
of the Holy Land purchased the site
and established a monastery, which
continues to be active and houses
the headquarters of the Franciscan
Archaeological Institute, a “must
stop” for religious pilgrims and
tourists.
Mount Nebo serves as a unique
natural balcony for a spectacular
panoramic view that extends across
the Dead Sea reaching the Judean
desert and the arid landscapes of
the Jordan Valley. On clear days,
when visibility is nearly perfect,
Bethlehem can be seen, along with
Jerusalem and the Mount of Olives
all the way to Ramallah in the West
Bank of the Jordan River.
On March 19, 2000, Pope John
Paul II visited the site during his pilgrimage to the Holy Land and took
in the same panoramic scene that
Moses saw more than 3,000 years
ago. Pope Benedict XVI also travelled to Mount Nebo in 2009.
“It is a magnificent feeling being
here in the footsteps of Moses, seeing what he saw and I must say it’s
a breathtaking view,” said Jose Sleeba, director of Royal Omania Travel,
an India-based travel agency.
“Unfortunately, we will not spend
too much time in Jordan as we can
go to the Baptism Site on the Israeli
side for free, whereas here it’s $10$15 per head extra”, Sleeba told The
Arab Weekly.
“We would love to go to Petra
and Wadi Rum but find it too costly.
Jordan has to realise that people
want to feel fairly treated and having much higher entry fees for non
locals is keeping people away,” he
added. In Mount Nebo, the main
focal point is the Serpentine Cross
sculpture at the Brazen Serpent
Monument atop the mountain. It is
a modern replica created by Italian
artist, Giovanni Fantoni of the biblical serpent. The sculpture is symbolic of the bronze serpent created
by Moses in the wilderness and the
cross upon which Jesus was crucified. It has become the emblem of
Mount Nebo.

Set in the panoramic bay
of Jounieh, north of Beirut,
the Jounieh International
Festival kicks off with a
spectacular fireworks show
on the beach. The festival
this year showcases French
rocker Johnny Hallyday,
stand-up comedian Djemal
Debbouze and the tour of
France’s The Voice finalists
and semi-finalists.
Agadir, Morocco:
July 22nd-25th
The 12th edition of the annual Timitar Festival will
feature international and
local performances. This
year’s edition includes international artists such as
Alpha Blondy, Hani Chaker
and many others.
Amman, Jordan:
July 27th-August 8th
Al Balad Music Festival,
a week-long music carnival that allows visitors
to immerse in Jordan’s
extensive cultural heritage.
Contemporary bands, soloists and performers will be
hosted in the ancient Roman Odeon in Amman.
Oujda, Morocco:
August 1st-8th

Moses’ Staff at Mount Nebo
At the site, elements of a tripleapse Byzantine basilica were uncovered by archaeologists in the 1930s
and have been incorporated into
the structure of the modern church
known as the Memorial Church of
Moses, with its magnificent mosaics, making it the centrepiece of the
hilltop complex.
The Franciscans excavated most
of the ruins of the church and monastery, as well as rebuilt much of the
basilica. The church is part of the
functioning monastery and is offlimits to visitors.
Just inside the site is the excavated Old Baptistery, which has
one of the most interesting ancient
mosaics in Jordan and which had
remained hidden for nearly 1,400
years until it was uncovered in 1976.
In the far right-hand corner of the
church is the New Baptistery from
597AD. It was previously a funerary
chapel and includes a small mosaic
bearing the greeting “Peace To All”.
Next to the New Baptistery, a mosaic cross from the original fourth-

century church stands on a modern
altar in its original location, along
with a photograph of Pope John
Paul II praying at the altar.
Next to the exit door is the Theotokos Chapel from the seventh century, whose floor is paved with mosaics of plants and flowers.
Two kilometres from Mount
Nebo on the Nebo-Madaba Road is
La Storia Tourism Complex, which
depicts major religious, historic and
cultural highlights in the heritage of
Jordan and accommodates a large
variety of handicrafts.
The 2015 Travel and Tourism
Competitiveness Index Ranking, issued by the World Economic Forum
in early May, ranked Jordan 77th
among 141 countries and eighth
among countries of the region.
“I loved Jordan and I am sure to
be back again to see more of it,”
French tourist Marie Claire enthusiastically told The Arab Weekly. “I
hope that the tensions in the region
will calm down so I can bring my
husband and daughters next time.”

The ninth Rai International
Festival, which celebrates
Rai music, a form of folk
music originating in Algeria. The festival invites
internationally known
Rai singers such as Cheb
Khaled, Cheb Mami and
Cheb Faudel.
Batroun, Lebanon:
August 1st-29th
The festival in the coastal
town of Batroun, north of
Beirut, includes artistic
and cultural activities in
addition to the local and
international concerts and
shows. Famous singers
such as Charles Aznavour
are scheduled in this year’s
festival.
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

