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small Kurdish party
struggling to garner
enough votes to enter
parliament could determine the outcome of
Turkey’s closely watched election.
Polls say it is unclear whether the
Peoples’ Democratic Party, known
by its Turkish initials HDP, will be
able to claim more than 10% of the
nationwide vote, a bar every party
has to clear to win any seats in parliament in Ankara.
HDP joint leader Selahattin
Demirtas has been trying to ride a
wave of animosity towards President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and
the ruling Justice and Development
Party (AKP) among parts of the
electorate.
“We will not make you president” runs one HDP election slogan, referring to Erdogan’s plan
to introduce a US-style executive
presidency to replace the current
parliamentary democracy.
Demirtas, a 42-year-old lawyer
from the eastern province of
Elazig, has been working to
extend HDP’s reach beyond
its core Kurdish party voters, who make up 5-6% of
the electorate. Affable and
good-humoured in contrast
to the seemingly perpetually
irate Erdogan, Demirtas has
reached out to the non-Kurdish
majority and gained support
from young voters and the secular middle and upper classes
who are wary of Erdogan’s ambitions.
HDP owes its crucial role in the
June 7th election to the election
rules. If the party gets more than
10% of the vote, it will send at least
60 deputies to the 550-seat chamber, according to projections. That
would reduce the number of seats
for the AKP and two other parties
expected to be represented in parliament.
If the HDP stays below the thresh-

Supporters of the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party, HDP

HDP joint leader
Selahattin
Demirtas has been
trying to ride a
wave of animosity
towards President
Recep Tayyip
Erdogan
old, it will get no seats, boosting the
parliamentary strength of the remaining parties, with AKP expected to be the main winner.
Even if HDP gets into parliament,
AKP is likely to remain Turkey’s
strongest party with around 40%
of the vote. But the Kurdish party

could stop AKP getting the 330
seats it needs to change the constitution at will and give Erdogan
sweeping new powers. An even
stronger showing for the HDP could
push the number of AKP deputies
to fewer than the 276 needed to
form a majority government.
That could lead to the first coalition government in Turkey since
AKP rule began in 2002.
Calculations like that make HDP
attractive to Turkish voters who
would not normally consider supporting a Kurdish party, but oppose
Erdogan.
Erdogan and the AKP have reacted by highlighting HDP’s ties to
the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK),
a rebel group fighting for Kurdish
self-rule since 1984. They have also
questioned HDP’s and PKK’s Islam-

ic credentials in a bid to win over
Muslim-conservative Kurds.
In a speech June 1st, Erdogan said
Kurdish rebels converted young recruits to Zoroastrianism. “Those in
the mountains have nothing to do
with Islam,” he said.
Okay Gonensin, a columnist at
the mainstream Vatan newspaper, said concerns about Erdogan’s
plans created a groundswell of support among voters opting for HDP
despite a traditional attachment to
other parties. “I have an acquaintance who normally votes AKP and
says he will go for the HDP this
time,” he said.

nised government based in the east
called for outside help against military advances by the jihadist group
and warned of an Iraq-like scenario.
But the United Nations has sanctioned an arms embargo on Libya
due to fear that any weapons will
fuel the conflict.
UN Special Representative in
Libya Bernardino Leon has spent
months attempting to broker a
peace agreement between the elected and internationally recognised
government in the east of the country and its Islamist rival in Tripoli.
A series of talks have been held in
North African capitals but failed to
reach accord. Regional states seem
more interested in competing to
host the talks than see them result
in a solution.
Much of the conflict stems from
Libyan Islamist forces seizing control of Tripoli after losing a general
election in 2014, causing a de facto
partition of the country into eastern and western cantons. In the
interceding months a low-level,
multi-faceted civil war has been
under way, with no clear winners
apart from the ideologically driven

and motivated ISIS fighters.
Meanwhile, Libya’s public finances are foundering. The crisis
prompted authorities in Tripoli to
plan cuts to petrol subsidies, delay public salary payments and
to ban many imports from cars to
steel. Civil servants complain they
have not been paid for at least two
months.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Istanbul.
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ISIS expands reach in Libyan vacuum
Tom Dinham

London

I

slamic State (ISIS) propaganda tells supporters unable to
reach the killing fields of Syria
and Iraq to make for Libya instead.
That is hardly a good sign for the
North African nation, where a power struggle has pitted political and
tribal factions against each other
since the end of the NATO-led campaign which led to the fall of Libyan
dictator Muammar Qaddafi in 2011.
ISIS now controls Qaddafi’s
hometown of Sirte. It has also taken
over its military base and airport,
Gardabiya. Libyan sources told The
Arab Weekly that ISIS fighters are
progressing towards key oilfields
and water main lines. There is also
Libya’s largest air base about 150
kilometres south of Sirte. Slightly
further is Ruwagha chemical arms
depot, supposedly secured since
2012. Were ISIS to exploit the chaos
of civil war to appropriate the financial resources of Libyan oil fields, as

they did so expertly in Syria, the
entire region would be destabilised.
The conflict in northern Mali and
the Mediterranean migrant crisis
should be ample warning of what
may be to come.
Emboldened by its success, ISIS,
already fighting Libya’s interna-

Similar tactics to Levant

tionally recognised government,
declared war on the rival Islamist
Dawn militia that has controlled
Tripoli since last year. The declaration was preceded by a suicide car
bombing that killed at least five militiamen.
Libya’s internationally recog-

ISIS fighters
are progressing
towards key
oilfields and water
main lines
The dinar has lost about 60% of
its value against the dollar since
last year. Oil production has fallen
to 400,000 barrels a day — onequarter of what it was in 2011.
“Libya is on the verge of economic and financial collapse,” Leon
said.
Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in London.
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Turkish vote to decide Erdogan’s fate

Supporters of Turkey’s opposition Nationalist Action Party (MHP)

Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

urkey’s most hotly contested election in a decade will decide the political fate of President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan and could
alter the political landscape in this
country of 77 million people for
years to come.
Turks go to the polls on June 7th
to vote for a new parliament in Ankara. But the election has gained
wider significance because Erdogan
has declared the vote a de facto referendum on his controversial plan

to introduce a US-style presidential
system to replace Turkey’s parliamentary democracy.
Erdogan needs the ruling Justice
and Development Party (AKP) to get
a three-fifths majority in parliament
to change the constitution and grant
him wide-ranging executive powers
as president. Or the polls could see
the president weakened by a firedup opposition and a Kurdish party,
which is attracting mainstream voters who want to put limits on his
ambitions.
The consequences of the decision
will be felt beyond Turkey’s borders, analysts say. “It is an election
that is important for the whole region,” said Veysel Ayhan, president

of the Ankara-based think-tank International Middle East Peace Research Center (IMPR).
As an example, Ayhan pointed to
the conflict in Syria, Turkey’s southern neighbour, where Ankara supports the opposition against President Bashar Assad. “If Erdogan is
strengthened, Turkey will be more
aggressive in its support for Syrian
rebels,” he said. If Erdogan suffers a
setback in the election, opposition
parties would push for a new Syrian policy that could end Turkey’s
uncompromising attitude towards
Assad.
Polls indicate the AKP is on track
to win its fourth consecutive victory in parliamentary elections since

2002. Most surveys put the Muslimconservative AKP at around 40% of
the vote, followed by the secularist
Republican People’s Party (CHP) at
25% and the right-wing Nationalist
Movement Party (MHP) at 15%.
The key party however could
prove to be the Peoples’ Democratic
Party (HDP), Turkey’s main Kurdish
party. The party’s support is currently hovering around 10%, pollsters say.
That level of support is crucial as
political parties in Turkey need to
exceed a threshold of 10 percent of
the national vote in order to send
any representatives to parliament.
If the HDP clears the 10% line, it will
send at least 60 deputies to the 550seat parliament in Ankara. If it fails,
the vast majority of those seats will
probably be mopped up by the AKP
as the likely second place party in
the mainly Kurdish southeast.
“This could cost the AKP its majority in the house,” Ayhan said.
A parliamentary entry by the
HDP would also shake up Turkey’s
traditional political order by firmly
installing a party representing the
country’s biggest ethnic minority of
around 12 million people in the assembly. Kurdish politicians say such
a success would end decades of refusal by the state to recognise Kurds
as a distinct ethnic group.

The support to
Turkey’s main
Kurdish party is
currently hovering
around 10%
“The HDP will be a real game
changer if it gets more than 10%,”
said Behlul Ozkan, a political scientist at Istanbul’s Marmara University. He said the AKP, which has ruled
Turkey for more than 12 years, may
be forced into a coalition government after June 7th. “That would be
a political crisis for Erdogan.”
The 10% threshold was introduced after the military coup in
1980 to keep Kurdish parties out of
parliament. Ever since, Kurdish politicians have run as nominally independent candidates who are exempt
from the 10% rule. Once elected, the
Kurdish deputies formed political
groups. The HDP is the first Kurdish

party that has a chance to clear the
10% threshold. At present, the party
has 29 deputies in Ankara.
Meanwhile, Erdogan wants the
AKP to win at least 330 seats, up
from 312 at present, to push through
constitutional changes for the presidential system. The 61-year-old
leader has been campaigning for
the AKP despite constitutional rules
that say the president should be
above party politics.

The consequences of
the decision will be
felt beyond Turkey’s
borders
Erdogan, who remains hugely
popular among the AKP grassroots
even though he had to give up the
post of party chairman when he was
elected head of state last year, has
shrugged off criticism by the opposition. “They say I am taking sides,”
he told a rally in the western Turkish city of Aydin on May 27th. “But
I am expressing my opinion. That is
my right.”
Observers say the fact that Erdogan has decided to throw himself into
the fray of the election campaign
is a sign that he is concerned over
a decline in support for the AKP,
which raked in just less than 50%
of the vote at the last parliamentary
election in 2011. Erdogan received
52% in the presidential election last
year. This time, some polls suggest
that the AKP could drop to less than
40%.
“There is obviously panic,” said
Yavuz Baydar, a respected journalist. “The AKP’s voter segment is
bleeding and the bleeding is not being stopped.”
Non-Kurdish intellectuals and
academics have increased the pressure on the AKP and the president
by publicly backing the HDP, arguing that sending the Kurdish party
into parliament was a good way to
thwart Erdogan’s plans for an executive presidency.
HDP leader Selahattin Demirtas
has been trying to attract voters
who distrust Erdogan. He says the
president’s vision for a departure
from the parliamentary system
amounted to a “constitutional dictatorship”.
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ISIS using European faces to advertise global Jihad
Tom Dinham

London

A

t least 20,000 foreigners have headed to Syria
or Iraq to fight for the
Islamic State (ISIS) or
Jabhat al-Nusra, the local al-Qaeda affiliate, dwarfing the
numbers seen in previous conflicts,
a recent UN report estimates.
The majority of the foreigners
join ISIS, which is using the number of Europeans who are willing
to die for the creation of its selfproclaimed caliphate as advertisements not only of the terror group’s
global appeal, but also to support
its claims that it is the only truly
Islamic group fighting in Syria and
Iraq.
The latest issue of ISIS’s Englishlanguage magazine Dabiq carries
a startling photo of twin blondhaired, blue-eyed Germans who it
claims took part in a suicide operation for the group.

Having faces from all
over the world is a
striking feature of
ISIS strategy
Identified by noms de guerre, the
article claims one of the twins, Aby
Mus’ab al-Almani, played a crucial role in an assault on the Iraqi
Army’s 4th Regiment base north of
Baghdad by “driving an explosivesladen armoured vehicle carrying 7
tons of highly explosive substances” into the base and blowing up its
command centre.
German newspaper Bild said the
brothers shown in the image are
called Kevin and Mark from North
Rhine-Westphalia in Germany.

They were recent converts to Islam
who are believed to have travelled
to Syria from Turkey in 2014. Both
are dead, according to Dabiq.
Mark, an alleged participant during the assault on the 4th Regiment
base, is reported by both Dabiq and
Bild as having served in the German
army, where he was deployed to Afghanistan.
“Come to the caliphate and die”
may not seem to be the most attractive message to advertise the
group but it is proving successful,
said Richard Barrett, senior vicepresident at the Soufan Group and
a former director of Global Counter
Terrorism Operations for Britain’s
external intelligence service, MI6.
“I think it’s a curious thing that
those stories of foreigners committing suicide or dying for the cause
are inspiring for other people to follow their example. You would have
thought that was slightly counterintuitive. Maybe it is counter-intuitive for the people that they don’t
want to come but for those they do
want to come it may be inspiring.”
Having faces from all over the
world is a striking feature of ISIS
strategy which places a much heavier emphasis on foreign recruitment compared to its main Islamist
rival, Jabhat al-Nusra. The Syrian
al-Qaeda affiliate al-Nusra is both
harder to join and almost exclusively Syrian. The make-up of ISIS
makes the group adept at targeting
propaganda towards diverse audiences in their own languages.
The media output of ISIS is prodigious, averaging about one production a day — more than 360 videos
in the past year. While the majority
of the output is in Arabic and aimed
at regional recruitment, content
can also be found aimed at English, French, German or even Azerispeaking audiences.

Harun P., a German youth suspected of planning to join ISIS
Whatever the language, however,
the message is essentially the same:
Whoever you are, belong to something bigger than yourself and be
somebody. It is a message aided by
the diversity ISIS is so keen to put
on display, said Barrett.
“The whole idea of the Islamic
State of course is that it’s a state and
that it’s Islamic. It’s not just a state
for Syrians and Iraqis. It’s a state
for all Muslims. That’s the message
they want to put out so when they
show French and Germans and others it emphasises a point that this is
a place for everybody.”
It is a point clear to anyone fol-

lowing ISIS’s prodigious media output. Take a recent French-language
a capella music-video release,
called Extend Your Hand to Pledge
Allegiance.
The video shows somebody packing their bags and leaving a European-looking setting to arrive in Syria,
with a backing of French lyrics exhorting people to join the caliphate.
The video shows combat and fighters of various ethnicities: French,
Chechen, Arab, Central Asian. The
video ends with an elderly Frenchman proclaiming: “God is Great!
This is the Land of Life!”
One of the fighters in the video

is Kevin Chassin, a French convert
to Islam from Toulouse who killed
himself in an attack in Iraq in May.
Chassin is reported to have spent
ten days with his wife in one of
Saddam Hussein’s palaces in Mosul
before the attack.
That Chassin, as a convert, went
on to join ISIS is not unusual, said
Barrett.
“There is absolutely no doubt in
the Islamic State about religion …
the Islamic State has a very, very
clear identity and I think a lot of
people who convert or are seeking
some sort of truth or some sort of
identity are very attracted by that.”

Street fixes, discounts and honeymoons under ISIS
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

O

n a dusty late-spring
morning in Iraq’s embattled desert city of Ramadi,
a handful of men climbed
towers in a main square
to fix a power failure while another
group roamed streets and collected
piles of trash.
The service is daily, courtesy of
the Islamic State (ISIS), which seeks
to assert itself as a government with
a viable system in a self-proclaimed
embryonic nation it calls a caliphate
in parts of Syria and Iraq. ISIS says
its state is ruled by god’s law through
the Quran.

ISIS is subsidising
foodstuffs and fuel
prices
“The streets were never as clean
under the Iraqi government,” declared a Ramadi resident in an interview with The Arab Weekly from the
key Iraqi city west of Baghdad. Ramadi fell to ISIS on May 17th, drawing
fears that the jihadists may advance
towards the capital.
The resident insisted he be identified by the pseudonym Mohammed
Dulaimi, citing fears of ISIS retribution for talking to the media.
“People here are content and say
ISIS provided them with services
that were missed under the Baghdad government,” added the unemployed 55-year-old civil engineer,
who is confined to his home because
he refused to work for the jihadists.
In the northern city of Mosul —
Iraq’s second largest city after Baghdad and also under ISIS rule — electricity is gradually being hooked up
to generators, said Adel, 39, a school
teacher who declined to be identified
further citing similar fears.

The restoration is meant to avoid
long power cuts witnessed elsewhere
across Iraq ahead of the scorching
summer when air conditioning becomes a must as temperatures soar
to 50 degrees Celsius.
In some areas of Mosul, roads are
being paved, enlarged and potholes
patched, Adel told The Arab Weekly.
In early May, Adel said he called a
municipality hotline asking for help
when his neighbourhood became
infested with rats and cockroaches.
Surprisingly, “they arrived hours later and fumigated the whole area,” he
maintained.
In Syria’s eastern Deir ez-Zorprovince, which is under ISIS control, schoolteachers were asked to
renounce the previous curriculum,
considered as “apostate”, according
to residents who insisted on anonymity. “The only classes offered
are in mathematics, Arabic literature
and teaching the Quran,” said a Deir
ez-ZorArabic language teacher, who
said he had to fill out and sign a form
attesting that “I refrain from dealing
with the Damascus regime’s curriculum”.

In Syria’s northern city of Raqqa,
a riverside provincial capital on the
Euphrates overrun by ISIS 18 months
ago and considered the group’s headquarters, a resident said electricity
was connected to generators to light
streets, homes and public places.
Water, telephone lines and healthcare services are available, although
there is a shortage of doctors because
many fled ISIS rule, according to the
resident, who declined to be identified further. He said internet access
is erratic, as is the mobile phone service.
Courts, he added, adopted strict
sharia law, while government offices taken over by ISIS were initially
adorned by black, supposed to be the
colour of the banner of Islam, then
were switched to the more socially
acceptable blue.
Thieves have their right hand cut
off, said the Deir ez-Zor teacher. “If
they repeat it, the left hand is then
cut off and we have seen several sentences of such nature carried out in
public,” the teacher said.
Prostitutes are stoned to death and
homosexuals are thrown off the roof

ISIS propaganda video shows two members of the Islamic State
group spending time at the Euphrates river in Raqqa, Syria.

of tall buildings, said Adel, the Mosul
teacher, who added, “In late March,
four allegedly gay men, including a
man in his late 50s, were pushed off a
building as people watched.
“The older man didn’t die instantly, so he was stoned to death.”
However, it is not all violence for
jihadists. ISIS is encouraging its adherents to wed by offering those who
tie the knot special bonuses.

ISIS “is trying to
dilute its image as a
terrorist group”
Perhaps, the step is designed to
bolster its control of areas under its
domain by settling and creating lives
for the thousands of militant men
and women who have thronged ISIS
territory from the Arab world, Europe, Central Asia and the United
States. In May, Syrian fighter Abu
Bilal al-Homsi married a Tunisian
woman, a medical doctor who speaks
four languages, after months of chatting online. The marriage was made
possible by a $1,500 bonus for the
couple to get started on a new home,
a family and a honeymoon.
Homsi, the groom, was quoted
by the Associated Press as saying,
“It has everything one would want
for a wedding.” The couple, he said,
passed the days dining on grilled
meats in upscale restaurants, strolling along the Euphrates river and
eating ice cream. The happy couple
honeymooned in Raqqa.
Labib Kamhawi, a Jordanian expert on Islamic militants, said ISIS “is
trying to dilute its image as a terrorist
group and act in a more responsible
way as a shadow government”.
“Clearly, ISIS is trying to come
closer to the people so that they’d
feel that the group is a state capable
of ruling them,” Kamhawi told The
Arab Weekly in Amman.
Certainly, the jihadists are in many
places winning support with their

ability to deliver services.
In areas under its control, ISIS
is subsidising foodstuffs and fuel
prices through the wealth it accumulated from oil and gas smuggling,
extortion and ransom demands. The
militants are selling smuggled oil at
a discounted price of $25 a barrel,
analysts and Iraqi and Syrian government officials said. The market price
of oil is about $64 a barrel.
Food prices in Ramadi are twothirds to one-half less than in Baghdad. For example, a kilogram of goat
or sheep meat sells for $4, compared
to $12 in Baghdad. A kilogram of apples sells for 30 cents and tomatoes
for 20 cents, compared with $1 and
50 cents, respectively, in Baghdad.
Even apartment prices in Ramadi
are cheaper, arguably because many
residents fled the militants’ rule
but also because ISIS set the rent
for a one-storey apartment at $75 a
month, compared to at least double
that rate before it conquered the city.
Still, several items are in short supply, caused by US-led coalition air
strikes, which are making it difficult
in certain ISIS-held areas to transport
products, leading to shortages, pricegouging and the creation of black
markets.
Items such as kerosene, used for
heating and cooking, are in short
supply in Raqqa and Deir ez-Zour.
Other items such as alcohol and
cigarettes, strictly banned by the
group, are making a comeback at
higher prices on the black market.
Smoking is a punishable offence
in militant-held Mosul but at a warehouse on the outskirts of the city,
cigarettes, as well as hard-to-comeby essentials like kerosene, can be
found at hugely inflated prices on a
black market run by the extremists.
There, a pack of cigarettes sells for
30,000 dinars — about $26 — more
than double pre-ISIS price.
Jamal J. Halaby is The Arab Weekly’s
Levant editor and based in Amman.
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Time for a different approach in Iraq
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

W

hen US Defense
Secretary
Ashton
Carter said the regular Iraqi army lacked
the “will to fight” in
Ramadi, it touched off war-of-words
between the United States and Iraq
that required US Vice-President Joe
Biden to call Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi and smooth ruffled
feathers.
Yet Carter was simply stating the
obvious.
The US strategy of working
through the Baghdad government
to try to defeat the Islamic State
(ISIS) has clearly not worked. US officials should instead supply arms
and direct training to militia forces,
especially those of the Sunni tribes
opposed to ISIS.
The Iraqi Army has exhibited
poor morale, command and control. It has lacked the determination
to hold ground and fight against a
much less numerous enemy, resulting in embarrassing defeats in Mosul in the summer of 2014 and more
recently in Ramadi.

US officials should
instead supply arms
and direct training to
militia forces
Despite all the training and equipment provided to the Iraqi Army by
Washington over the past decade
— accelerated in the past several
months — the army has proven to be
a highly ineffective force.
The United States has been reluctant to give up on the Iraqi Army,
however, for several reasons. The
army is supposed to be a symbol

of a unified Iraq and to abandon it
would be seen by some officials as
giving up on the idea that Iraq can
be held together.
Second, the United States is still
pinning its hopes on Abadi as a reconciliatory political leader and to
abandon the army would be seen as
pulling the rug from under him.
And third, after having spent so
much blood and treasure on this
army, it is difficult for US officials
to admit that the effort has been in
vain.

US military trainers
should work closely
with the tribes
Nonetheless, as in life, sometimes
it is best to admit that things are not
working and to move on with a different strategy, which is to provide
materiel directly to the Sunni tribes
opposed to ISIS without going
through the filter of Baghdad. Iraqi
authorities have been reluctant to
provide assistance to the militias.
One Sunni tribal fighter complained
to a reporter that he had to buy ammunition on the black market because none was forthcoming from
Baghdad.
In addition, US military trainers
should work closely with the tribes
to help them prepare for battle.
This would have the added benefit of convincing the Sunnis that
Washington is not just concerned
about the Shia-dominated government in Baghdad.
US officials should also provide
supplies and equipment directly to Kurdish peshmerga forces.
Currently, such supplies must go
through Baghdad because of the
insistence of the Iraqi government
but the Kurds complain that this
process is long and cumbersome

Iraqi Sunni fighters battling Islamic State jihadists
and that they do not always receive
the equipment that has been promised them.
As for the Shia militias, which
have about 80,000 fighters, it seems
they are well-armed by Iran and
so there is no need for the United
States to work directly with them.
Moreover, having a direct link to
the Shia militia forces could cause
the Obama administration political
headaches with its Gulf Arab allies
and its critics at home, something
that it wants to avoid.
In the wake of the Ramadi defeat, there are conflicting reports
coming out of the Pentagon. One
quotes an unnamed US Defense

Department official saying that he
and his colleagues are engaged in
“a hard look at how we do the train
and equip mission” but that the
option of equipping Sunni militias
is not being considered because of
Iraqi government sensitivities. A
subsequent report quotes another
Defense Department official saying
“there are plans to provide equipment to [Sunni] tribal fighters in the
future, with the approval and coordination” of the Iraqi government.
Although the latter report is encouraging, the problem is that Iraqi
government approval may never
come because the Shia-dominated
government does not trust the

Sunni tribal forces. Many of these
forces, which took part in the
so-called Awakening movement
which fought al-Qaeda in 2006-07,
were supposed to be integrated
into the Iraqi military under the
premiership of Nuri al-Maliki, but
that never occurred. That his successor, Abadi, from the same Shia
Dawa party, is going to be any more
accommodating is wishful thinking
on the part of Washington.
Gregory Aftandilian is an associate
of the Middle East Center at
University of Massachusetts-Lowell
and a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.

The world cannot turn its back on Iraq
View poi nt

Marwa Awad

Baghdad

I

t is happening again. Tens of
thousands of Iraqis are
being uprooted from their
homes because of the
conflict gripping their
country. In 2014, biblicallike scenes of Yazidis trapped on
Mount Sinjar caught the world’s
attention. Now, thousands are
being driven out by militants out
of Anbar provincial capital
Ramadi.
Most families escaping violence
walk for miles under the scorching
sun in temperatures well above
40 degrees Celsius. Some are so
thirsty they drink from the muddy
Euphrates river despite the health
risks.
The lives of Iraqis have become
defined by one wave of displacement after another. In all my years
in Iraq, I have never seen the
problem attain its current proportion. Now, nearly 3 million people
across the country have been
forced out of their homes to escape fighting; their lives disrupted,
their children out of school, their
future uncertain. They are living in
UN camps, with relatives or within
host communities, in mosques,
churches or public buildings.
“Time has stopped for us,”
Salwa Abbas, an Iraqi mother of
two, told me at one of the camps
in Erbil, in the northern Kurdish
region of Iraq, where more than
1 million displaced people have
sought shelter. Abbas came with
her husband and children from
Ramadi, leaving their house

Iraqis still dream of
returning home to rebuild
their future

and belongings. They left when
the city fell to militants but Salwa
said the situation in Ramadi was
already unbearable as food prices
doubled and items such as meat,
dairy and fresh fruit were hard to
come by. Even before the militants
took Ramadi, they were in Anbar’s
surrounding area, cutting off supply routes and causing significant
shortages in the city’s food supply.
At the World Food Programme
(WFP), the food assistance branch
of the United Nations and the
world’s largest humanitarian
agency fighting hunger, we play
a central role in feeding hungry
people who have been uprooted
and lack the means to obtain their
own food.
Many of them depend almost
entirely on humanitarian assistance to survive. We provide
food in the emergency phase, as
in the case of Ramadi where we
reached more than 200,000 people
affected by the crisis with threeday food packages to help them
along the way. We also provide
long-term assistance in the form of
monthly food rations delivered to
vulnerable people who have been
displaced for some time and live in
either camps or in public shelters
and have the means to cook their
food.
Today, WFP is able to provide
food assistance to 1.8 million
(including those in Anbar) of the
displaced and conflict-affected
people across the country’s 18
governorates. More importantly,
WFP seeks to provide Iraqi civilians with a sense of control in their
otherwise chaotic lives.
This is not the first time people
from Anbar have been displaced.
In January 2014, around half a
million people fled the province
when militant groups attacked it.
They have moved into camps in
the southern cities of Babil and

Karbala or have gone north to
Sulaymaniyah and Erbil. Internally
displaced people from Anbar account for 25% of those displaced
within the entire country.
Mohammed Hamdoun, 45, and
his family of four fled Ramadi and
walked for five days to reach Baghdad. His wife and older son carried
some belongings while Hamdoun
held his two younger children so
they would not be crushed by the
tens of thousands of people fleeing
at the same time. The journey was
long and difficult but Hamdoun
and his wife Janat were determined to make it to safety for
their children.
Now in Abu Ghraib camp in
Baghdad, Hamdoun, who has
to share his tent with another
family of five, considers
himself lucky to have
been able to enter the
city. Many others
remain stranded
outside Baghdad waiting
for security
clearance
from Iraqi
authorities.
With the
safety of his
family secured,
Hamdoun is
eagerly looking for
work to support his family. That is what amazes me
about many Iraqis I met. He refused to give into despair. He
is moving forward trying to
make the best out of a very
unfortunate situation.
This year has proven to be
another difficult year for the
Iraqi people. Humanitarian
needs continue to increase
beyond the resources
available as the conflict
continues unabated. Any
disruption to humanitarian

This year has
proven to
be another
difficult year
for the Iraqi
people

aid runs the risk of making things
worse. And WFP is not coming out
of this unscathed; we were forced
to reduce our food rations and the
value of food vouchers that these
victims rely on to survive as funding dwindles.
At the moment, WFP in Iraq
needs $108 million from now until
October to continue its operations in the country. Its biggest
donor last year was Saudi Arabia
which contributed $150 million, a
generous amount that allowed us
to meet our target of reaching 1.8
million people every month, until
recently.
We continue to urge the international community to step up and
support our operation in Iraq to
continue to provide essential assistance to people who are in desperate need for our help. Without this
help, more and more Iraqis will go
hungry.
Listening to stories of survival
and the terrors families faced, it is
striking how hopeful Iraqis can
be despite the conflict that
has come to shatter their lives.
Having survived sanctions and
wars over the past decade,
and now the threat of extremist groups, Iraqis still
dream of returning home
to rebuild their future.
But the worst
part of their plight
is the uncertainty
of their future. “We
do not know for how long
we will be here,” Salwa told me.
My hope is that we can continue to
support her and other Iraqis until
their plight is over.
Marwa Awad is a communications
officer for the World Food
Programme. She has been
deployed in Iraq since September
2014. She contributed this account
exclusively for The Arab Weekly.
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Concern over ISIS in Gaza
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

O

nce dusk falls in Gaza,
Hamas security forces
man roadblocks on main
intersections leading to
vital public institutions,
stopping and searching vehicles,
and checking passengers.
The checkpoints are part of an intensive security campaign that began in April that media reports said
was to hunt down extreme Islamist
Salafists suspected of links to Islamic State (ISIS) militants.
The tightened security came as
a wave of often daily explosions
ripped through Gaza for five weeks,
targeting various areas but causing
no casualties. Media reports suggested that Salafists were behind
the attacks and said many adherents of the strict school of Islam
were rounded up on suspicion that
they had links to, or were communicating with, ISIS activists.
But Hamas Interior Ministry officials said ISIS had no active members in the densely populated coastal strip.

Both Hamas and ISIS
agree on one goal: to
establish the Islamic
caliphate

“There’s no ISIS in Gaza,” Iyad
Bozzom, a spokesman of the Hamas-run Interior Ministry in Gaza,
told The Arab Weekly. He described
ISIS as a group with “fanatical beliefs that violate human culture and
the principles of all religions”.
Bozzom denied there was a clampdown on Salafis and dismissed the
media reports as “unfounded”, but
he acknowledged some individuals
had been detained for questioning.
“Our security apparatus didn’t
crackdown on anyone. What happened was that some individuals

were arrested because they refused
to appear before the security services to clarify some issues, but were
released later,” he said.
Asked about the unusual roadblocks and the explosions, Bozzom
said, “The security forces are investigating the bombings and have arrested some suspects.”
He declined to provide details but
insisted that the roadblocks aim at
“maintaining security and stability
for our people”.
“Our aim is to calm down the population after these bombings and
after trading rumours that these
groups intend to carry out more
bombings if their prisoners were not
released,” Bozzom said.
The measures, however, underline that Hamas, which violently
seized control of Gaza from secular Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas in 2007, will not tolerate any
challenge to its authority in the
strip.
Gaza’s Palestinians are still living
with the effects of last year’s war
with Israel. Hamas fired missiles at
Israeli cities in confrontations that
lasted 51 days and Israel responded
with air strikes that damaged infrastructure and flattened homes,
leaving many Gazans displaced.
Gaza’s fragile economy also suffered, on top of the eight years of
Israeli siege that has pushed unemployment and poverty rates to unprecedented highs.
Hamas, also known as the Islamic
Resistance Movement, is a hardline
Islamist group that rejects peace
with Israel and advocates armed
struggle against Israeli occupation.
The group has rarely carried out
crimes as gruesome as those committed by ISIS, which has beheaded
hundreds of civilians. ISIS’s victims
include Sunni Muslims who follow
the same sect but reject its militant
dogma.
In August 2008, Hamas’ security
forces cracked down on the radical
Salafi group in the southern Gaza

Gaza Salafists during January demonstration
town of Rafah, killing eight people,
including Sheikh Abdu Latif Musa
al-Maqdisi, after the cleric declared
the establishment of an Islamic
State in his town.
In April, Hamas clamped down
again on Salafis and rounded up the
banned group’s leaders and activists.
Afterwards, explosions started to
go off almost every day across Gaza.
Gaza police spokesman Ayman
Batniji told The Arab Weekly that
checkpoints had been set up in the
hunt for drug dealers and other outlaws. Another reason, he said, was
to deter law-breaking, public order
disturbances and threats to security
and stability.
He denied the bolstered police

presence was targeting radical
groups. “There is no presence for
ISIS as an organisation in Gaza but
there are some individuals who
contact external sides through the
internet,” he said.
Khaled Safi, a Gaza-based expert
on Islamic groups, said there was little support for ISIS among Gazans.
“As people here yearn for an end
to internal divisions between Hamas and Fatah, they prefer Hamas
over a radical and violent ISIS in
Gaza that will add more to their
tragedies and suffering,” Safi said.
Originally, Gaza Salafists were
among the most radical elements
within Hamas who split from the
party after it won elections in 2006.
Many Gaza Salafis have joined ISIS

and some have been killed in Syria
and Iraq.
“Both Hamas and ISIS are Sunni
Muslims and both agree on one
goal: to establish the Islamic caliphate,” Safi said. But he insisted
Hamas neither condones violence
against its own people, nor does it
seek to impose its doctrine by force.
Khalil al-Hayya, a top Hamas politician in Gaza, told The Arab Weekly
that Hamas is carefully monitoring
ISIS. “Hamas still controls the Gaza
Strip and its radar is following such
radical thought and immediately
dealing with it,” he said.

landscape but hip-hop culture was
a big player in its growth.
Ahmad Seedawi, a Gazan graffiti artist studying at Palestine
University, told The Arab Weekly
that his interest developed through
breakdancing, which he began very
young. His knowledge of graffiti
grew at a later stage and he learnt
the art form through visiting foreign
artists and through the internet.
“It started with five original guys
who would tag walls in their local
neighbourhoods. We learnt at first
from a group of Italian artists who
came to visit, then a group of Americans also taught us,” Seedawi explained. “I am giving lessons now,
every other day, to all sorts of people, guys and girls, young and old.
Everyone is interested.”
Attention towards the art form
is growing, as graffiti has become
increasingly tolerated and encouraged in the Gaza Strip. Following
the destruction of the Shujaiyeh
refugee camp during Israeli bombardments of Gaza in summer 2014,
slogans and drawings appeared on
damaged building blocks as a symbol of unconditional perseverance.
“We want the world to know what
happens in Gaza and will continue
to show it through our graffiti,”
Omar said.
The separation wall has also become a hotspot for international talent. Artists from around the world
visit the wall to showcase their
work on a platform with a global
audience. High-profile artists such
as photographer JR and graffiti artist Banksy have created large-scale
projects that propelled the Palestinian cause.
However, it remains that the origins of Palestinian graffiti, the increase in global attention and the
ever-prominent representation of
Palestinian solidarity through the

visual medium has taken away from
the importance of the aesthetics of
the work and the artists behind the
work.
“Palestinian graffiti is nevertheless becoming increasingly refined
and aesthetically complex, most
especially in Gaza,” Lovatt commented.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza,
has covered the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict for 28 years.

Separation wall showcases graffiti
Nadine Sayegh

Beirut

T

o exist is to resist, Freedom
for Palestine and I am not
a terrorist read some of
the slogans of Palestinian graffiti, which cover
walls, doors and war-broken houses
across Gaza and the West Bank.
But the separation wall between
Israel and the West Bank remains
the main platform for the subculture that is viewed as a global expression of resistance against societal injustice.

The separation wall
has also become a
hotspot for
international talent
Just like the Berlin Wall was an irrefutable monument of injustice in
Europe, the separation wall, a physical barrier segregating two peoples,
has come under global scrutiny as a
testament to modern apartheid.
The abundance of graffiti that can
be found on the Israel-West Bank
partition has drawn graffiti artists
from around the world to also make
their mark.
Palestinian graffiti has been present since long before the wall was
erected and not long after the Israeli
occupation began.
London-based visual and graffiti
artist Hafez Omar, a native of Ramallah, underlined that resistance
against the occupation was the catalyst for the emergence of graffiti in
the territories.
“It didn’t come as an art practice
or a practice for self expression, it
was part of confronting the obstacles that the Israeli occupation put

in front of the Palestinian people,”
Omar said in an interview with The
Arab Weekly.
“The kind of graffiti that existed
in Palestine was part of a political communication process. It was
used as an alternative to not having
any regular media outlets to deliver
messages… It really helped people
to know what the collective stances
on events were, and what the next
step against the occupation was,”
Omar said.
“I remember, I used to know all
the news through the walls. My
political education as a Palestinian
born in ’83 was through messages
on the walls.”
Graffiti culture in the Palestinian
territories has evolved and took up
some of the values that existed in
the West but it was not taken away
from the core of the art form — resistance against an unjust system.
Just as Che Guevara became the
face of revolutionary sentiment,
global graffiti culture has become
intertwined with the Palestinian
cause. Slogans and tags such as Free
Palestine and Palestina Libre have
become symbols of resistance and

peace worldwide.
Hugh Lovatt, of the European
Council on Foreign Relations and
who has conducted extensive fieldwork on Palestinian graffiti and hiphop culture in Israel and the Occupied Territories, disputed the idea
that modern graffiti was born as a
means of subverting a dominant
system, whether it is political, cultural or artistic.
“Graffiti is part of a broader hiphop culture that also includes rap
music. The fact that hip-hop culture has been adopted by marginalised youth communities in urban
centres all over the world as one of
their main mediums of popular expression attests to that,” Lovatt told
The Arab Weekly.
It is difficult to dissociate graffiti
from hip-hop culture, encompassing a genre of music, a type of dance
and a particular visual art — all reflecting perceived communal injustice. Modern Palestinian graffiti is
no exception to this rule, according
to Lovatt.
For those living in the Gaza Strip,
artwork illustrating Palestinian
resistance has become part of the

Palestinian graffiti on the separation wall. Photo: Hugh Lovatt.

Graffiti culture in the
Palestinian
territories has
evolved
He said, “The way in which the
global art form of graffiti has been
localised by Palestinian artists, such
as the inclusion and adaptation of
Arabic calligraphy, has resulted in
an increasingly rich and unique art
form.”
But Palestinian graffiti is seen first
and foremost as an expression of
Palestinian resistance to the Israeli
occupation.
“Focusing on its didactic or political value can detract from appreciating Palestinian graffiti on the
merits of its aesthetics alone. Sometimes a square is just a square and
nothing more,” Lovatt said.
But Seedawi emphasises how
important it is for Gazan graffiti artists to relay messages on the Israeli
siege and destruction in the Gaza
Strip.
He said, they will “continue to
colour” the walls of destruction,
and “continue to hope” that Palestinian graffiti is not only used as a
symbol of suffering and protest, but
as an art movement towards collective justice.
Nadine Sayegh is a freelance
journalist based between Dubai and
Beirut, focusing on society, culture
and regional politics.
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The ISIS threat
in North Africa

W

hile the world’s attention was on the serious
threat of the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria and
Iraq, fighters claiming allegiance to the
extreme Islamist terrorist organisation were
expanding their reach in Libya. Many of the
tactics used there are similar to those of ISIS in
the Levant. On May 29th, ISIS took control of
the Sirte airport and military base after the
Tripoli government-affiliated troops withdrew. On May 31st, an ISIS
operative attacked a checkpoint near Misrata, killing five militiamen and wounding seven others.
Sirte, 450 kilometres east of Tripoli, is the birthplace of fallen
dictator Muammar Qaddafi. The jihadists have been working to
establish their presence in Sirte and other places, such as Derna and
Subrata, for the last couple of years. Many members of al-Qaedaaffiliated Ansar al-Sharia switched allegiance to ISIS.
Sirte airport is about 150 kilometres from Libya’s “oil crescent” —
the site of major oilfields and export terminals. The Libyan government of Tobruk suspects ISIS of planning to take over the oilfields to
fund its operations, as it did in Syria and Iraq. The jihadist organisation also has its sights set on main water supplies and unsecured
arms depots.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

“Libyan cities are coming under increased threat from this group
and it will become difficult to confront them, like in Iraq,” warned
Abdullah al-Thani, the prime minister of the internationally recognised Libyan government in Tobruk.

The G7 summit should
remember 2011 pledges

International mediators, led by the United Nations, continue to
work for a negotiated solution to the political conflict between the
Tobruk government and the rival Islamist administration in the
capital Tripoli.

Washington

Despite many rounds of talks, there has been no tangible result.
Any settlement will have to consider not only the calculations of the
main belligerents but also Libya’s complex tribal make-up. That will
not be an easy task.
Libya’s neighbours have a stake in peace and security in Libya. The
most vocal have been the Europeans. The European Union’s border
agency is considering plans to conduct operations closer to the
Libyan coast to neutralise illegal migration ships. That might pit the
Europeans against smugglers without addressing the deep roots of
the problem in Libya.
The more serious concern, however, relates to the security of
Libya’s immediate neighbours in North Africa. Since February, ISIS
has targeted innocent Egyptian and Ethiopian workers in Libya. If
allowed, it would wreak havoc across Libya’s borders.
Tunisia has already suffered from terrorist activities by Tunisian
extremists trained in Libya. This includes the perpetrators of the
terror attack on the Tunis Bardo museum which killed 20 foreign
tourists. Hundreds of Tunisian extremists are reported to be
fighting in Libya within the ranks of ISIS and Ansar al-Sharia. The
most recent suicide attack near Misrata was attributed to a Tunisian
fighter.
Without an urgent solution to the Libya crisis, jihadist organisations can further take root in Libya and spread mayhem in North
Africa, the way they have already done in Syria and Iraq.
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Bernd

F

ive months into the
“Arab spring”, in May
2011, the Group of
Eight (G8) richest
industrialised counDebusmann
tries issued a ringing
declaration of support for the
democracy movement in the
Arab world, a “historic transformation” they likened to the fall
of the Berlin Wall and the
profound geopolitical change
that followed.
The G8 summit in the French
resort of Deauville pledged assistance for political reform and
billions of dollars in economic aid
to Arab countries moving towards
“free, democratic and tolerant
societies”. Democracy, the leaders
proclaimed, was “the best path to
peace, stability, prosperity, shared
growth and development”.
Things did not turn out as
expected. Four years on, as leaders of the Group of Seven (G7)
-- Russia was expelled from the
exclusive club for undemocratic
behaviour — gather to meet in
Germany, they might do well in
rereading their 2011 “Arab spring”
declaration and reflecting on the
perils of wishful thinking and of
making promises difficult to keep.
How much of the aid pledged
in 2011 was actually disbursed is a
question without precise answers
but most experts agree that it fell
short of the $40 billion pledged
(plus another $35 billion from
the International Monetary Fund
(IMF)) and that aid was slow in
coming. That was true even for
Tunisia, widely considered the
“Arab spring’s” only success story.
A year and a half after Deauville,
Tunisian Central Bank Governor
Chadli Ayari remarked that it had
been naïve to expect aid to flow
quickly.
The G7 summit at a castle near
the Bavarian mountain resort of
Garmisch-Partenkirchen is held
under the motto: Think ahead. Act
Together. The agenda of the
meeting points to changed
The Western
priorities — the fight against
trumps the Deauville
pursuit of stability ISIS
Partnership with Arab Counin the Middle East tries in Transition, which was
founded in 2011 to hasten
is back in fashion
reform and coordinate international support.
The partnership includes
the G7 countries — Britain,
Canada, France, Germany, Italy,
Japan and the United States — as
well as Morocco, Qatar, Russia,
Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, Turkey and
the United Arab Emirates.

Judging from the agenda, there
is more G7 attention on SubSaharan Africa this time than on
the Arab region. African leaders,
including Nigerian president-elect
Muhammadu Buhari and the
leaders of Ethiopia, Liberia and
Senegal, received invitations to attend the summit’s second day. The
inclusion of Ethiopia’s Hailemariam Desalegn raises questions on a
topic Western leaders are reluctant
to discuss in the context of foreign
aid — human rights.
Ethiopia’s human rights record
is bleak but, at least as far as
the United States, the G7’s most
weighty member, is concerned
the fact that the government
stifles dissent and civil liberties
is outweighed by the country’s
importance in counter-terrorism
operations.
That holds true for a good number of countries in Africa and the
Arab world.
Take Egypt, long the secondbiggest recipient of US military
aid. That assistance stopped
in October 2013, a few months
after a military coup ousted the
democratically elected Muhammad Morsi, a leader of the Muslim
Brotherhood. Washington’s condition for resuming the aid: “credible progress” towards democratic reform. There was no such
progress. Under President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi, who led the coup
against Morsi, the human rights
gains that followed the “Arab
spring” were reversed.
Despite mass arrests, mass
death sentences (including one for
Morsi), a crackdown on free expression and no apparent attempt
to investigate the deaths of more
than 1,000 people in peaceful antigovernment protests in the summer of 2013, Washington resumed
military aid in March — 125 M1A1
Abrams tanks, 12 F-16 fighter jets,
20 Harpoon missiles.
The Obama administration gave
the green light for weapons deliveries under a legal provision that
places the “interests of national
security” above a certification of
democratic progress.
That line of thinking will not
be contested by the G7 leaders
meeting in the Bavarian Alps. The
Western pursuit of stability at the
expense of democracy in the Middle East is back in fashion.
Bernd Debusmann is a writer
on foreign affairs based in
Washington. He has reported from
more than 100 countries and was
wounded twice while covering the
civil war in Lebanon.
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Erdogan’s yearning for the empire

T

urkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan’s
desire to revive the
legacy, power and
lustre of the Ottoman
Empire can be put
down to two things. First, ErdogClaude Salhani
an’s appetite for grandeur and his
ambition for Turkey to be identified as a major mover and shaker
in the Middle East.
Second, the blame for Turkey today trying to regurgitate the ghosts
of past glories under the banner of
the Sublime Porte can also be directed at Brussels and the countries
that blocked Turkey’s admission to
the European Union. Ankara would
have followed a very different path
had Turkey been admitted
the EU.
The region does not into
Having failed to bring
need a resurrection
his country forward into
modern Europe, Erdogan
of an empire
now intends to take his
country backwards into the
past glories of the Ottoman
Empire. To do this however,
Erdogan needs to rewrite Turkey’s constitution. In other words
Erdogan wants to re-write history.

Given the region’s current challenges, the region does not need a
resurrection of an empire as much
as it needs a model of society that
ensures progress and modernity.
Yet Erdogan intends to give it a
try on June 7th when Turkey votes
in parliamentary elections with his
Islamic-rooted ruling party facing
the biggest poll challenge of its 13
years in power.
Erdogan, who served as prime
minister for over a decade before
becoming president in August last
year, wants the ruling Justice and
Development Party (AKP) that he
co-founded to secure a three-fifths
majority to change the constitution
and transform the parliamentary
democracy into an executive presidential system.
Erdogan may be blinded by his
previous electoral landslide victories in general elections in 2002,
2007 and 2011, but today there are
a number of signs that his winning streak may be fading and that
all those victories are starting to
become overshadowed by a weakened and slowing economy as well
as mounting accusations of what

many people see as the president’s
authoritarian tendencies.
Despite Erdogan’s tireless
campaigning where he and Prime
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu have
travelled the length and breadth of
the country to reach out the 56 million electorate, the polls appear far
from being a shoe-in for the AKP.
The biggest uncertainty is over
the performance of the People’s
Democratic Party (HDP), a mainly
Kurdish party that has also reached
out to liberal Turks and appealed to
those who want to block Erdogan’s
ambitions.
Should the HDP get more than
the 10 percent of the national vote
it needs to gain any seats in parliament, it could thwart the AKP aim
of winning the three-fifths majority the governing party needs to
change the constitution and make
Erdogan a president with real ruling powers.
There is also a possibility that the
main opposition party, the Republican People’s Party (CHP), could win
enough votes to prevent the AKP
forming a majority government.
As is often the case when one

happens to be on the receiving
end of not very good news, tradition calls for the messenger to be
slayed. And what is Erdogan if not a
traditionalist?
The most recent target of Erdogan’s anger is the messenger – in this
case warning the editor-in-chief of
the secular Cumhuriyet daily Can
Dundar that he will “pay a heavy
price” for a story alleging Turkey
tried to deliver arms to Islamists in
Syria.
Stung also by an editorial in the
New York Times that there were
“dark clouds” over Turkey under
his rule, Erdogan denounced the
newspaper as “trash”.
Win or lose, what matters is that
Turkey plays the role of a bridge
to the world and to the future and
not to fan the flames of nostalgia to
the past. There are enough anachronistic forces in the Middle East
already.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
editor of The Arab Weekly. You
can follow him on Twitter @
Claudesalhani.

Renew religious discourse in the Arab world

T

raditional religious
institutions have for
decades insisted that
anyone who proposes a
renewal of religious
discourse aims, in fact,
to insult the essence of religious
creed and weaken the basis of
Mohamed Usaimi
religion itself. These allegations,
as is the case with all inherited
discourse, limited thought
regarding the realities of our age.
Thought about changes in human
relations and beneficial exchange,
especially economic and cultural
exchange, has been stifled.
These restrictions have prevented Islamic and Arab countries,
without exception, from joining
the progressive spirit of the age in
terms of thought and politics. In
addition, these restrictions have
prevented implementation of
technological and indusWe are now seeing an trial advancements on the
developmental level. Not
admission that our
only that, but they have
to the marginalisation
religious institutions led
of the Muslim individual
have made mistakes and the stripping of his national and patriotic aims to
in the past
the advantage of religious
groups who compete over
the Muslim individual’s
marginalised existence.
Ruling regimes have played a role
in this as well. In more than one
Arab country, they turned a blind

A needed change of direction

eye to the oppression of modernisers. The writer Farag Foda is the
most prominent example of those
who have fallen victim to this kind
of oppression. Al-Azhar organised
a front that launched ferocious attacks against Foda at the beginning
of the 1990s. These attacks ended
with the issuing of a statement in
the al-Nour newspaper declaring
Foda an infidel and calling for his
death.
Foda’s only crime was his defence of an enlightenment project
based on four principles: criticism
of contemporary political Islam,
criticism of historical political Islam, the inevitability of independent thought and defence of the
modern, civil state. In other words,
Farag Foda wanted a renewal of
religious discourse, a discourse
that has been in a quagmire for
centuries in positions that bear no
relation to our age and its demands.
Behind Foda stands a long line
of Muslim and Islamic modernisers
whose ideas were killed off in the
cradle or hidden behind the covers
of books barely distributed. The
distribution of modernist books
paled in comparison to those of the
traditionalists who blocked renewal
with verbal and physical violence.
In this the traditionalists were supported by governments, institutions and populist groups cut off
from reality.

The alienation of the Arab peoples from reality is the sharpest
weapon in the arsenal of traditionalists. The Arab peoples, on the
receiving end of a single, permitted religious discourse, have been
forcefully and violently placed in a
preconceived mould. This mould
has been with time transformed
into a mental prison.
The advocates of war against
renewal never imagined they could
win their war or that the support
of the Arab people could lead to
religion itself being hijacked by
extremist groups.
Those who declared others
infidels were themselves declared
infidels. The situation came to
transgress the realm of credulity.
To the world, Islam became associated with mass murder.
Islam, which came into the world
as a gift of mercy, has become a byword for backwardness, violence,
barbarity and abominations.
The responsibility for the depths
to which the image of Islam and
Muslims has plunged falls first
and foremost with the religious
institutions that fought against renewal. These institutions expelled
modernising thinkers and dug their
graves. Now, it is incumbent upon
these institutions to repent and
bear the standard of a renewed religious discourse based on freedom
of opinion.

In order for these institutions
to rise to their responsibility, they
must rid themselves of their fear
of losing their followers and the
spoils that come with that.
If our religious institutions truly
deliver by participating in modernising our religious discourse
then other progressive currents
will be required to aid them in this
pressing matter. If, however, these
institutions continue to stick to
their old and stagnant positions,
then nothing will change. Not only
will nothing change but the situation will worsen, becoming yet
more violent and backward.
There is some cause for optimism. We are now seeing an
admission that our religious institutions have made mistakes in the
past in addition to a genuine desire
for the renewal of our religious
discourse. Egypt has taken the
initiative in this matter, politically, socially and intellectually. If
Egypt succeeds in modernising its
religious discourse then renewal
could succeed in other Arab locations, owing to Egypt’s exceptional
weight and influence in Arab societies.
Mohamed Usaimi is a Saudi writer.
His commentary was translated
and adapted from the Arabic. It
was initially published by the
London-based Al Arab newspaper.
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Saudi Arabia targets
Hezbollah operatives
with sanctions
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

I

n a move in line with its new
assertive foreign policy, Saudi
Arabia designated two highranking Hezbollah officials as
terrorists, accusing the members of the Lebanese Islamist militia
of spreading chaos and instability in
the Middle East.
The kingdom identified Khalil
Youssef Harb and Mohammed Qabalan, who were labelled terrorists by
the United States in 2013, for what it
described as overseeing “violent operations” in the Middle East.
The US Department of the Treasury welcomed the news, describing
the announcement as a reflection of
the close counter-terrorism cooperation between the two countries.
“The US Department of the Treasury commends the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia for the steps it took today to sanction Khalil Harb and Mohammed Qabalan,” Adam Szubin,
US Treasury acting undersecretary
for terrorism and financial intelligence, said in a statement. “The
United States will continue to work
with partners around the world to
combat Hezbollah’s activities, both
within Lebanon and beyond.”

Harb is accused of
playing a central role
in funding the
Iranian-backed
Houthi militia in
Yemen
This comes almost a month after
the two countries sanctioned South
Asia-based charity Al-Furqan Foundation Welfare Trust for its involvement in funding Pakistani and Afghan branches of al-Qaeda.
Meanwhile, Lebanese officials
pledged to pursue the matter. In
statements to local media, Lebanese
Interior Minister Nouhad Machnouk
said the government would ask Sau-

Accusations of mischief

di authorities for their files on the
Hezbollah officials “in order to take
the local necessary measures”.
Harb and Qabalan have had long
and decorated careers within the
militant group.
According to Saudi government,
Harb, 57, served as the group’s
deputy commander and then commander for Hezbollah’s central
military unit. He supervised Hezbollah’s central military operations
as well as its operations throughout
the Middle East. Harb is accused of
playing a central role in funding the
Iranian-backed Houthi militia in
Yemen, which Saudi Arabia is currently fighting. It is believed he provided the Houthis with a minimum
of $50,000 a month since 2012.
Qabalan, 46, whom the US government described as a Hezbollah
terrorist cell leader, once served as
the head of the group’s infantry. In
2008, he headed a Hezbollah sleeper
cell, which targeted tourist destinations in Egypt.
Qabalan’s endeavours in Egypt
allegedly include smuggling funds
and weapons to Hamas and other
Islamist groups, while the Egypt
Hezbollah cell oversaw the training
of Palestinian militants. In 2010, an
Egyptian court sentenced Qabalan
in absentia to life in prison for his
involvement in the cell. The Saudi
government says Qabalan plays an
essential role in supervising Hezbollah’s regional activities.
However, according to analysts,
the new round of sanctions will
have marginal effects on the group.
“What these sanctions can do is
diminish the capabilities of some
of Hezbollah’s officers,” said Mario
Abou Zeid, a research analyst at the
Carnegie Middle East Center in Beirut. “A lot of sanctions have been
applied before with very little effect
on the group. Even when a number
of Hezbollah cells were caught in
Egypt, which led to the implementation of sanctions on a number of
major figures within the group, it
resulted in very little in terms of impact.”

Abou Zeid told The Arab Weekly
that the group is present in a number of countries while maintaining
a very strong base in Lebanon. That
hampers the intended effects of international sanctions.
Moreover, with the deadline for
the Iran nuclear deal drawing closer,
with an easing of international sanctions a likely part of any agreement,
many fear Tehran will have additional funds to support Hezbollah.

Harb and Qabalan
have had long and
decorated careers
within the militant
group
“It all depends on the behaviour
of the Iranian leadership,” Abou
Zeid said. “If the Iranian leadership
decided to use these funds to improve and increase its operations
across the Middle East region, which
we’ve seen through its Quds Force
and the Revolutionary Guards, then
that would be very dangerous, and
definitely by extension Hezbollah
will receive more funds and will be
more capable in operating in a more
effect way.”
Abou Zeid went on to say that
Hezbollah has suffered shortages
of Iranian funds, which put the organisation in a vulnerable situation
since it also provided a variety of
services to its community, as well as
its militant operations.
“Currently there are two different perspectives within the Iranian
leadership: One that is affiliated
with President [Hassan] Rohani,
which is willing to engage with the
international community rather
than act a negative power in the region. However, the main decisionmaker is Ayatollah [Ali] Khamenei,
as well as the heads of the Revolutionary Guards, who will have the
biggest say. So we will have to wait
and see,” he added.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Will Yemen emerge united after the civil war?
Cairo

Y

emen may never emerge
as a united country from
a civil war pitting a northern Shia Muslim militia
and its allies in the army
against fighters in the mostly Sunni
south.
The conflict, in its third month,
exacerbated long-standing grievances that are regional but also increasingly religious in a country
whose unity has always been brittle.
Secessionist sentiment in the
south, stoked by what southerners
see as decades of marginalisation by
the north, is deepening as result of
the damage inflicted on Aden and
other southern cities in assaults by
the northern Houthi militia.
Sunni Muslim Arab states have
maintained an air bombing campaign against the Houthis, allied to
archrival Shia Iran, but the Houthis
retain the upper hand in battles in
the south.
Southern combatants fight under
the flag of their formerly independent state and residents spurn the
idea of again joining those they see
as northern invaders.
“What unity could there be after the destruction we see on our
streets and wars of extermination
against the south? Forget it,” said
Saleh Hashem, a resident of Aden, a
port city whose historic commercial
district lies in ruins.

Once a British protectorate
turned satellite state of the Soviet
Union, South Yemen joined North
Yemen to form a united country in
1990 under then president Ali Abdullah Saleh, who took power in the
north in 1978.
Many in the south, home to most
Yemeni oil facilities, felt northerners had commandeered their
resources and denied them their
identity and political rights. The
South sought to break away in 1994
but Saleh reunited the country by
force.
Resentment has festered since
unification and has grown with the
ongoing war, taking on more religious overtones.

A sectarian and
regional polarisation
is under way
“We want there to be one people
but in two states with open borders between their citizens,” Fuad
Rashed, a leader of the southern
secession movement, told Reuters.
“The ongoing war has bloodied and slaughtered what little remained of the national unity that
has been bungled for over two decades.”
Despite Saleh’s overthrow during the 2011 “Arab spring” protests,
he and loyalists in Yemen’s army
have made common cause with the

Houthis, helping their drive from
northern strongholds into the capital Sana’a in September and further
south.
The Houthis say their advance is
part of a revolution against Sunni
Islamist militants and corrupt officials. Saleh says he seeks reconciliation and denies accusations that he
wants to settle old scores.
The northerners’ alliance against
Yemen’s government, whose base
of support is in Aden, may reflect a
new unity of purpose in the heavily tribal north, where Shia Islam’s
Zaydi sect, to which the Houthis belong, prevails.
“A sectarian and regional polarisation is under way. When the Houthis took over Sana’a and beyond,
it showed that the Zaydi tribesmen were again vying for control,”
a northern Yemeni politician, who
requested anonymity for security
reasons, told Reuters by telephone
from Sana’a.
“The majority of the military
command, being northerners,
quickly fell in with this agenda,”
the politician said.
The northern advance is firing
religious zeal in the south.
“The Houthis are a Shia religious movement and the whole
south is Sunni. This has caused
the religious to support the idea
of secession more, so that the
authority remains Sunni and they
avoid living in a united state run

by Shias,” said Mahmoud al-Salmi,
a history professor at Aden University.
While the idea of secession has
gained ground, a security vacuum brought
on by the split of
Yemen’s
army
into pro- and
anti-Houthi
factions

A Yemeni woman holds
Saudi and Yemeni southern
separatist movement flags

may make a viable southern state
harder.
Religious hardliners may be
poised to make the most gains.
After pro-Saleh troops evacuated
last month, a council of conservative Sunni tribesmen and clerics
emerged to govern south-eastern
Hadramawt province, Yemen’s largest and home to the modest oil reserves that keep its finances afloat.
Residents of Hadramawt’s main
city, Mukalla, say the council has
made a pact with al-Qaeda’s Yemen
branch, allowing it to hold recruitment rallies, set up informal Islamic
courts and carry their weapons in
public.
Southern activists worry that
the new prominence of the group,
whose goal of attacking the Yemeni state and Western targets, could
turn the region into a hotbed of
strife rather than the state they
seek. “The truth is that the situation has become like an Islamic Republic, where al-Qaeda operates
freely to impose its deviant version
of hardline Islamic Law,” activist
Mohammed al-Sharqi said by telephone from Mukalla.
All this will only add to the worries of the United States, which
poured aid and military assistance into Yemen, including drone
strikes, to counter al-Qaeda’s rise
but has had to scale back due to the
latest conflict.
(Reuters)
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Second attack on Saudi Shia mosque
ISIS tries to foment sectarian strife in kingdom
Mohammed Alkhereiji

I

slamic State (ISIS) said it carried out a suicide bombing of
a Shia mosque in Saudi Arabia
last week that killed four people, the second such a attack in
the kingdom in a week.
The bomber attempted to enter
the mosque in the eastern city of
Dammam, a witness told the Associated Press, but was foiled by young
men who had set up checkpoints
at the entrance. Video from inside
the al-Anoud mosque showed the
moment the bomb went off outside
during the Friday sermon, which
was about the previous Friday’s
suicide bombing that also targeted
a Shia mosque in Eastern province
and killed 21 people.
Security had been tightened at
mosques after the May 22nd attack and women were told to stay
at home because there were not

enough female guards to check
them, another witness said.
The young men who stopped the
suicide bomber were killed in the
attack. Identified as Abdul-Jalil alArbash and Mohammed Hassan Ali
bin Isa, the pair have been hailed as
heroes with thousands of tributes
pouring in on Twitter and YouTube.

Mosques in Eastern
province are setting
up closed-circuit
cameras
In a statement released after the
second bombing, ISIS claimed responsibility for the attack, saying
its “Najd Province” fighters carried it out. The statement posted
on a Facebook page used by the
extremist group said a “soldier of
the caliphate”, identified as Abu
Jandal al-Jazrawi, killed himself up
among “an evil gathering of those

filth in front of one of their shrines
in Dammam”. The name al-Jazrawi
suggests the bomber was a Saudi
national.
The statement called on Sunnis to
“purify the land of the two shrines
from the atheist rafida”, a derogatory term for Shias. Islamic State leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi has repeatedly called for attacks on the Saudi
kingdom and Shias in particular.
The kingdom’s Shia minority, who
mostly live in Eastern province,
have long complained of marginalisation by the country’s institutions,
a claim disputed by the government
and the predominately Sunni religious institutions.
In an effort to quash sectarian
sentiment, the Saudi government
and the country’s religious establishment quickly condemned the
attacks and again called for national
unity. Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) head Abdul Latif Al Zayani
described the bombing as a “cow-

ardly criminal act that contradicts
all principles of Islam and humanity”.
He reiterated the GCC’s commitment to “uprooting terrorism regardless of its reasons or perpetrators”.
After the May 22nd attack on the
Ali Ibn Abi Taleb mosque, Saudi
Arabia’s King Salman bin AbdulAziz Al Saud 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).
Mosques in Eastern province are
setting up closed-circuit cameras
and women’s sections of mosques
have been closed as a security

measure after indications the second bomber dressed in woman’s
clothing. Parking areas for mosques
have been moved a significant distance from mosques and mobile
phone jamming devices have been
installed.

What we are
seeing now are the
short-term plans
After the first suicide bombing,
Interior Ministry official Bassam Attiyah said ISIS had divided the kingdom into five self-styled provinces.
He said on state TV that the group’s
short-term plans are to target the
security forces and attack Shias to
foment sectarian strife. They then
plan to target foreigners, including
those working in the Saudi oil industry, he said.
“What we are seeing now are the
short-term plans,” he said.

A policeman carries out an inspection after a car exploded near the Shia al-Anoud mosque in Dammam.

Turkish-Saudi alliance empowers Syrian rebels
Oubai Shahbandar

Dubai

T

urkey has become the indispensable nation in the
struggle for the future of
Syria. Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
visit to Riyadh in March proved to
be a watershed moment, as the two
most powerful Sunni states in the
region came to align their military
and political objectives on Syria.
In meeting with Saudi King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud, Erdogan signalled that Turkish strategic depth in Syria would require
enhanced cooperation with natural Arab allies, such as Saudi Arabia and Arab Gulf states. Ankara
sought to re-energise its Syrian
support efforts as the Islamic State
(ISIS) continues to operate unhindered by its setback against Kurdish forces in Kobane in northern
Syria.
Erdogan’s visit to Riyadh ushered a new chapter of Turkish-Arab
cooperation on mutual security
concerns. Shortly after that trip,
Syrian rebels embarked on a string
of major battlefield victories in
northern Syria against government
forces and their allies, namely Iranian-backed Shia militias. By the
end of May, they had captured almost all of the north-western province of Idlib.
External policy differences between Turkey, Saudi Arabia and its

allies have been set aside and as patronage networks aligned so have
the once fractious Syrian Sunni rebel forces. The designation of the
Syrian rebel coalition as the “Conquest Army” left little doubt of the
ultimate objective: total victory.
While the United States and
Western powers continue to maintain an “Iraq first” doctrine in the
war on ISIS, Turkey and Arab Gulf
states insist that no solution to
the threat posed by the terrorist
group can prove sustainable without a simultaneous prioritisation
of protecting the Syrian populace
from the Syrian government’s continued atrocities. Indeed, often
overlooked by Western media and
policymakers is the reality that
Iraqi and Syrian Sunnis have borne
the overwhelming majority of the
brunt of fighting ISIS.

Turkey and Saudi
Arabia will prove to
be the linchpin for
defeating ISIS
While Washington views Iranianbacked militias as indirect allies in
the fight against ISIS, Turkey and
Arab states have insisted that Sunni marginalisation and persecution
at the hands of Iranian-sponsored
militias and foreign fighters offers
additional fuel for extremists. In
Syria, this will entail empowering
Sunni rebels to not only blunt and
counter ISIS’s recent advances but
to push back against the steady

expansion of Hezbollah and Iran’s
Shia militias in northern and
southern Syria.
US policy equivocation on Syria
paved a new role for Turkey to
shape the outcome of the fight. By
wisely focusing on convergent interests, the Turks and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries have
established a de facto Sunni bloc as
a counterweight to Iran’s regional
network of Shia
extremist
militias.
The benefits are clear:
In the newly
liberated territories in Syria,
ISIS has not been
able to expand. As ISIS
establishes its extremist
version of Sunni Islam
in the recently occupied
eastern city of Tadmur,
no such outcome has
transpired in areas
that have come under the control of the
Conquest Army.
In agreeing to a joint
role as security guarantors for a new Syrian
state, Turkey and Saudi
Arabia will prove to be
the linchpin for defeating ISIS. Shia militias and
Kurdish forces advances
against ISIS have proved
pyrrhic at best and do not
have the requisite “hold”
force to prevent ISIS from reinfiltrating Sunni areas.

In contrast, Sunni rebels have
successfully cleared ISIS from
north-western Syria and most of
Aleppo province and they remain
the only viable force to strike the
terrorist group in Syria.
Turkish advantage on the future
trajectory of Syria is supported by
its position as a NATO member and
a host of the US military’s
new “train and equip” programme for Syrian rebel
forces. Turkey continues
to insist that any military
programme
supporting
Syrian rebels must provide air cover when
this force encounters either ISIS or
Assad’s forces.
The Americans
remain highly
reluctant
and
worry that close
air support to Syrian rebels would
provoke Iran and
lead to asymmetric
retaliation against
US personnel in the
region.
However, Washington would be wise to
heed Ankara’s counsel:
Without a Sunni force
in Syria properly armed
and supported by enablers such as coordinated air strikes and intelligence, surveillance and
reconnaissance
assets, an air campaign

against ISIS will prove indecisive.
Indeed, reports have surfaced that
US military personnel and experts
are increasingly voicing frustration over the White House’s micromanagement of the air campaign
against ISIS.
The Turkish-Arab position in
supporting Sunnis as a bulwark
against extremism has some backing within the American political
establishment. Congressman Duncan Hunter, R-Calif., recently wrote
to US Secretary of Defense Ashton
Carter asking that the Pentagon
consider directly arming Sunnis in
western Iraq. A truly united campaign against ISIS requires associating the fight against Assad with
the fight against ISIS.
The Sunni Arab tribes in eastern
Syria are the same in western Iraq.
Rather than accepting de facto Iranian suzerainty in Iraq and parts
of Syria, the United States would
do well to look to the invigorated
Turkish-Arab coalition for a sustainable solution to the crises.
Ibrahim Kalin, a close adviser
to Erdogan has said, “Turkey and
Saudi Arabia are committed to
developing stronger bilateral relations and will work together for
regional peace, security and prosperity.”
For Syria, this new Turkish clarity may offer hope that an alternative solution to either ISIS or Iranian rule may be possible.
Oubai Shahbandar is a former US
Department of Defense analyst.
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Egypt needs to review policies, tactics
Riad Kahwaji

Dubai

E

gyptian leaders have for
the past two years largely
depended on valuable financial and political support from Arab Gulf states
to get their country back on its
feet and help their Arab allies confront threats from Iran and terrorist groups in the region. But plans
have not yet gone the way they
were intended placing a big question mark on future relations between Cairo and its Arab Gulf allies.
Egyptian authorities have been
waging a fierce campaign against
Islamist forces on all fronts in the
country, without a clear end in
sight. Ever since the Muslim Brotherhood rule was brought to an end
in an uprising in July 2013 that was
followed by the election of Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi as president, Egypt
has plunged into political turmoil
agitated by attacks by terrorists
associated with the Islamic State
(ISIS).

Egypt’s best
interests are served
in maintaining a
strong strategic
relationship with its
Gulf Arab allies
Gulf Arab states supported the
downfall of the brotherhood and
invested billions of dollars in Egypt
to help the new leadership resolve
acute economic problems and restore stability. But the country’s
political, security and economic
troubles persist.
The main purpose of the Gulf
Arab investment, which has reportedly reached about $20 billion, is to
see Egypt return to the international scene as a regional powerhouse
to help the Arabs level the balance
with Iran, which has used its Shia
militia allies to spread its influence
in the Middle East.
Saudi Arabia appears to be in-

tent on creating a collaboration of
Sunni states to torpedo Iran’s expansionist schemes. The hoped-for
Saudi alliance includes Turkey and
Egypt, which have strained relations over Cairo’s prosecution of
Muslim Brotherhood leadership.
Ankara has been critical of the
overthrow of Muslim Brotherhood
in Egypt and gave refuge to many
of the movement’s leaders. Egyptian-Turkish relations quickly de-

Arab Gulf states are
becoming impatient
with Cairo
teriorated.
The situation in Egypt seems to
be worsening. ISIS-affiliated groups
inflict heavy losses in frequent attacks against Egyptian military and
security forces in parts of the country, especially the Sinai peninsula.
The ongoing public trials and
frequent death sentences against
brotherhood leaders and members
have helped sustain the pervasive
internal political divisions in Egypt
which is also weighing heavily on
an already struggling economy.
Moreover, Cairo’s insistence
on the full eradication and persecution of the brotherhood has
blocked Saudi efforts to normalise
Egyptian-Turkish ties and undermined its efforts to create a powerful unified Sunni alliance.
According to well-informed official sources, Arab Gulf states are
becoming impatient with Cairo and
are pressing to see a return in investment.
“Arab Gulf leaders are increasingly worried that Sisi and his government have thus far failed to restore
national unity and effectively fight
the terrorists,” one Gulf source
said.
“It is time Sisi sought a political
solution to the power struggle with
the brotherhood in order to restore
stability to the country and pave
the way for the birth of a powerful alliance of Sunni states in the
region.”
Observers point to the fact that in
the 2012 elections, in which Mus-

Looking ahead
lim Brotherhood candidate Muhammad Morsi was elected president, some 15 million people voted
for him.
That means there are more than
10 million Brotherhood members
or sympathisers in the country and
they cannot be simply wiped out
or ignored in the political process.
“They must be allowed to play
some role in a contained manner
to ease the tension in Egypt,” one
Egyptian analyst said.
As for the war against ISIS, the
Egyptian military seems adamant
on employing old tactics based on
a massive crackdown on militants.
“Modern-day counter-insurgency requires sophisticated intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance which will allow the military
to closely monitor the terrorists
and stay one step ahead of them,”
said an Egyptian defence analyst
and former special forces officer.

“The Egyptian military must make
better use of electronic data gathering and signal intelligence to track
down and hit the terrorists. Continued excessive reliance on human
intelligence is no longer feasible.”

The country’s
political, security
and economic
troubles persist
He told The Arab Weekly that
the Egyptian military and security
agencies still have to learn how to
coordinate and communicate with
each other to effectively fight ISIS.
He noted that in some instances
“the terrorists would hit an army
check point and a nearby base for
a security service would not move
to the rescue because it would be
unaware of the attack or could hear
the shooting but would not know

where due to lack of communication.”
Egypt is facing many threats internally and externally. It needs all
the help it can get from Arab allies
to crush the terrorists, achieve national reconciliation and ease economic hardship. It will be some
time before Cairo is in a good
enough shape to reassume its role
as the main Arab power and a regional centre of gravity.
Until then Egypt’s best interests
are served in maintaining a strong
strategic relationship with its Gulf
Arab allies who know quite well
they cannot beat Iranian schemes
or win the war on terrorism without Egypt on their side.
Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief
executive officer of the Institute
for Near East and Gulf Military
Analysis (INEGMA) based in Dubai
and Beirut.

Hindering Egypt from the outside

View poi nt

Mohamed
Abu Al-Fadl

E

gypt has successfully
negotiated a challenging transition from the
instability that
accompanied the
January 25th revolution (which toppled president
Hosni Mubarak in 2011) and the
failed experiment in Muslim
Brotherhood rule under president Mohammed Morsi. The
internal instability and economic
paralysis have begun to recede
and Egypt has successfully
restored relations with the major
global powers.
In spite of this, Egypt continues
to be the subject of attempts to
breathe new life into old disputes
and disagreements as a means
of sabotaging relations with its
regional partners.
A number of perennial issues
have been dusted off by those
with an interest in perpetuating
uncertainty around the new order
in Egypt. The question of human rights along with territorial
disputes between Egypt and some
of its neighbours have been employed as a means of frustrating
the improvements achieved by
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in
Egypt’s external relations.

The internal instability
and economic paralysis
have begun to recede

In terms of human rights, intense criticism has been levelled
at the judiciary for the number of
death sentences passed in the case
of Islamist radicals. Media in Qatar
and Turkey, in particular, propagate a narrative that the Egyptian
legal process lacks probity. There
has also been a huge exaggeration of the scale of opposition and
demonstrations condemning the
sentences.
Ironically, while the ousted
president Muhammad Morsi is under a theoretical death sentence,
members of the Egyptian judiciary
have received a real one, shot to
death by terrorists and targeted by
the Muslim Brotherhood.
By propagating the issue of
human rights, regional powers
hope to prevent the upholding of
sentences passed and the issuing
of new ones as there are hundreds
of Islamist extremists awaiting sentence in the courts. The
sentencing of Morsi, in particular,
caused problems in relations with
Germany.
The second issue is that of the
Jaghbub oasis in Libya, an oasis
the ownership of which is disputed by Egypt.
Drawing attention to this longrunning issue now is an attempt to
turn Libyans against the legitimate
government in the east of the
country, under whose practical
control the oasis falls, by framing its good relations with Egypt
as a form of national betrayal.
Such a move may well force the
Internationally-recognised Libyan

government in Tobruk to prove
its patriotism by clarifying its
position on the oasis and expending political capital on sideshows,
increasing tensions with Egypt at a
time when the two are invested in
cooperation and good relations.
Suddenly, as relations between
Egypt and the Sudanese government of president Omar al-Bashir
have begun to improve, the issue
of the Hala’ib Triangle has been
brought back from the dead.
The triangle is disputed area
under Egyptian control on the
border between Sudan and Egypt.
By bringing attention to this
moribund dispute and attacking al-Bashir for not responding
to “Egyptian provocations” the
Sudanese media might run with
the issue, sparking a war of words
between the two countries.
Sudan is directly involved in a
number of regional issues of strategic importance to Egypt, such
as the distribution of Nile water.
Al-Bashir played a crucial role in a
recent detente between Egypt and
Ethiopia, which had tested relations by building the huge Renaissance Dam on the Blue Nile.
Internally, there are two apparently incongruous Egyptian factions that stand to benefit from the
hindrance of Egypt’s external relations. The first of these is the Muslim Brotherhood, which is heavily invested in convincing both
internal and international public
opinion that the Sisi government
is unstable. The movement is implicated in daily terrorism and the

Media in
Qatar and
Turkey, in
particular,
propagate
a narrative
that the
Egyptian
legal process
lacks probity

spreading of rumours designed to
foster uncertainty and confusion
about the government.
For the Brotherhood, talk of external failure and internal collapse
help to convince the demoralised
supporters of the movement to
stay the course, whether behind
prison bars or in terrorist cells
dedicated to committing acts of
violence.
The second faction consists of
the remnants of the regime of
Hosni Mubarak who openly show
support for Sisi but, behind closed
doors, are deeply suspicious of the
president’s intentions.
As a result, they do not want
the president to enjoy complete
political security. Their interests,
however, dictate not going too far
in this destabilisation for fear that
the Muslim Brotherhood, and not
they, will benefit from it.
Attempts to poison the atmosphere between Egypt and its international partners might succeed in
causing anxiety about the future
but they cannot lead to the kind
of earthquake hoped for by their
instigators.
Relations between states are
governed to a large extent by
mutual interests that go beyond
narrow calculation and cannot be
derailed by media incitement.
Mohamed Abu Al-Fadl is an
Egyptian writer. This commentary
was translated and adapted
from the Arabic. It was originally
published by the London-based Al
Arab newspaper.
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Libyans’ strained welcome in Tunisia
Mourad Belhaj

Tunis

R

elations between Tunisia and Libya have
been strained for some
time. The government
of Tobruk, seat of the
internationally recognised Libyan
parliament, is unhappy that the
Tunisian government made official
contact with rival authorities in
Tripoli. The Islamist government
based there controls a large area of
the Libyan side of the border with
Tunisia.
Added tensions to the TunisianLibyan relationship came after
members of Tripoli’s Islamist militias detained scores of Tunisians
in May in retaliation for the arrest
in Tunisia of a Fajr Libya (Libya
Dawn) militia commander cited in
a terrorism case. Tunisian officials
said 172 nationals were held by the
Islamist militia alliance that controls Tripoli.
The arrests caused uproar in Tunisia, prompting the Libyan militia
to release a group of 42 Tunisians
and then the remaining prisoners.
“All the Tunisians being held in
Libya have been freed. The final
group was released today,” the Tunisian interior ministry announced
May 30th.

The situation of
some Libyans in
Tunisia is precarious
The issue was complicated by
articles and social media postings
that claimed the Libyans’ presence in Tunisia was responsible
for soaring prices, especially in real
estate. Libyans in Tunisia were accused of illicit trade in consumer
commodities subsidised by the
Tunisian government, a trade that
was said to affect prices locally,
even though trafficking between
the countries has been going on for
decades with the help of Tunisian
smugglers.

What was missed in the polemics is that the real loss incurred by
Tunisia since the fall of the Qaddafi
regime was caused by the interruption of formal and informal trade as
well as of remittances by Tunisian
workers who used to be employed
in Libya. A recent Economic and
Social Commission for Western
Asia (ESCWA) study indicated that
Tunisian exports to Libya from
2008 through 2013 represented, on
average, more than 35% of Tunisian gross domestic product (GDP).

The Tunisian
government
estimates the
number of Libyans in
the country at about
1 million if not more
When the uprising against Libyan strongman Muammar Qaddafi
began in 2011, thousands of Libyans sought refuge in Tunisia, fleeing the chaos and security nightmare in their homeland. In many
cases, especially in the Tunisian
south, inhabitants took in Libyans
in their homes for free. Now Libyans rent and own homes all over
the country. Besides allowing Libyans to buy real estate, Tunisian
authorities authorised Libyans to
seek medical services in public
hospitals and send their children
to Tunisian schools. The Tunisian
government estimates the number
of Libyans in the country at about
1 million if not more. The Libyans
dispute the numbers.
Ebtissam El Gusbi, a staff member of the Libyan consulate in Tunisia, says Tunisian officials tend
to exaggerate the figures so they
can justify requests for foreign aid.
“Even a Libyan citizen in transit
through the airport at Djerba is
considered a refugee,” she says.
According to the Libyan consulate, not counting Libyans who
enter Tunisia seeking medical services in private clinics, there are no
more than 20,000 Libyans residing
permanently in Tunisia. Of those,

Part of the Tunisians who had been detained in Libya by a militia line up at the Tripoli immigration
before being set free on May 21, 2015.
the consulate claims, only 3,000
would find it impossible to return
home for security reasons and
therefore qualify as “refugees”.
The Libyan community in Tunisia includes business people, sympathisers of the Qaddafi regime
and some mostly middle-class
families who fled Libya after the
beginning of the conflict between
Tobruk and Tripoli in 2014.
A Tunisian Foreign Ministry official only said, “The most important thing is that the conflict between various Libyan factions did
not spread to our country.”
The situation of some Libyans
in Tunisia is precarious. Many do
not qualify for permanent resident
status and must, like all foreigners, leave Tunisian territory every
three months. To do that, they
either must return to Libya, with
all the risks that entails, or travel

elsewhere and back to renew their
residency permit.
Many of those Libyans complain
of the strain of the situation. Because they lack funds to travel
every three months and because
of their fear of returning to Libya
under present conditions, they
remain in Tunisia illegally. Their
wish is for Tunisian authorities to
find a solution to their situation.
Some Libyans have suggested extending the residency permits to
six months in exchange for paying
a special tax.
Finding themselves stranded in
Tunisia longer than expected and
having spent the meagre personal
funds brought from Libya, some
Libyan refugees seek employment
to meet their needs. Having access
to neither social welfare nor union protection, they work illegally,
mostly in the farming sector, and

are underpaid compared to Tunisian workers.
Younger Libyans, forced to leave
their schools behind, find it difficult to adjust to the educational
system in Tunisia. Five Libyan
schools in major cities in Tunisia
dispense curricula similar to those
taught in Libya but students wishing to enter university confront
a language barrier, as French is
an important part of the Tunisian
higher educational system and few
Libyans speak French.
As long as the political and security situation in Libya remains
deadlocked, Libyan citizens in
Tunisia will struggle in precarious
circumstances that show no sign of
improving.
Mourad Belhaj is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly
from Tunis.

France honours a lifelong researcher on Algeria
David Tresilian

Paris

B

y honouring the writer
Germaine Tillion, known
for her protests against
the use of torture by
French forces in Algeria,
France took a further step towards
recognising crimes committed during that country’s war of independence.
The historic Latin Quarter of Paris
came to a halt May 27th as Tillion,
who died in 2008, was interred in
the vast, domed Pantheon building
that contains the graves of men and
women who made important contributions to the French Republic.
Tillion was recognised along with
Geneviève de Gaulle-Anthonioz,
niece of former French president
Charles de Gaulle; Pierre Brossolette and Jean Zay. All four had
resisted the Nazi occupation of
France during World War II.

Tillion had
understood that
“peace would come
with independence”
Burial in the Pantheon is the highest honour that France can bestow.
Speaking at the ceremony, French
President François Hollande said,
“France stands in the presence of
its best”, with the honourees being
“examples for the generations to
come”.
Speaking
unusually
frankly
about the French use of torture in

Visitors look at the exhibition Heroes of the Resistance at the Pantheon in Paris.
Algeria, Hollande said Tillion had
shown great physical and intellectual courage by denouncing “the
hellish mechanisms of blind repression” used by French forces in
Algeria during the country’s war of
independence in the 1950s and in
secretly meeting with leaders of the
banned National Liberation Front
(FLN) fighting French colonialism
in Algeria.
He said that, as a researcher, Tillion had spent years living alone in
the country and studying its culture, her work “predicted the results of colonisation” and argued
for the “shining idea of humanity”
as a whole. She had understood
that “peace would come with independence”, he said.
Only recently has France begun
to re-examine its official version of
the Algerian war, which for years
was dubbed an “operation to maintain order”. Tillion’s interventions

in the struggle, which began in 1954
and ended in 1962 with the Evian
Accords that paved the way for Algerian independence, were among
many that polarised the nation at
the time, with well-known writers
and intellectuals such as Jean-Paul
Sartre, Nobel Prize-winning novelist Albert Camus (himself born
in Algeria), and the theorist of colonialism Frantz Fanon all taking
stands.
Tillion first went to Algeria, at the
time under direct colonial rule, in
the 1930s to carry out anthropological research in the east of the country, eventually completing a doctorate while working at the Musée
de l’Homme in Paris. During World
War II, she worked for the French
resistance but was arrested in 1942
by the Gestapo and deported to the
Ravensbrück concentration camp.
She returned to Algeria in 1954 on
the recommendation of French Ar-

Only recently has
France begun to
re-examine its
official version of
the Algerian war
abist Louis Massignon.
Arriving in the country after a
15-year absence, Tillion found a society suffering from high levels of
poverty, especially in rural areas.
She argued forcefully for massive
investments in health and education that she hoped would put relations between France and Algeria
on an entirely new footing. “The
bankruptcy of colonialism” must
give way to a vast programme of social development, Tillion argued in
her book L’Algérie en 1957.
Tillion later returned to her anthropological work on Algeria, publishing academic works on Algerian

and Arab society and fond memoirs
of her early years in the country. In
1966, her book Le Harem et les cousins appeared, today recognised as
a trailblazing theoretical work on
women in North African societies.
An Arabic translation was published
in Beirut by Dar al-Saqi in 2000, the
same year as a book of memoirs,
Il était une fois l’ethnographie, was
published.
In the latter, Tillion returned to
her work in the 1930s, providing
fascinating details about rural areas
of Algeria untouched by modern
technology. It was complemented
some years later by a second edition of her Les Ennemis complémentaires, Tillion’s account of the
Algerian war, which details her attempts, working with Camus and
others, to find a peaceful settlement
to the conflict in the 1950s, end the
French use of torture and negotiate
with FLN leaders in Algiers.
In the introduction to Le Harem
et les cousins, Tillion says that anthropology is as much about the
anthropologist as about the society
she studies. It is “above all a dialogue with another culture” and it
functions something like the dialogue that takes place between two
individuals in “a constant to-andfro of thought”.
Perhaps it was partly this vision
of dialogue, a process that leads to
greater understanding for both parties to it, that Hollande had in mind
when he said that Tillion’s life was
an example for the generations to
come.
David Tresilian is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in Paris.
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Syria’s torture house in the desert

Ex-prisoner tells harrowing story of Palmyra prison
Ragheb al-Jbour

Al-Hasakah

T

he memories are all too
vivid for Abu Hossam,
59, who spends sleepless nights hearing the
screams of cell mates tortured during his imprisonment at
Syria’s infamous Palmyra jail.
“All the bad memories are stuck
to my head and will never go away
because of the horror and the torture I and the other prisoners endured there,” Abu Hossam told The
Arab Weekly in a telephone interview from his new home in Turkey.
The notorious Tadmur prison
was captured by Islamic State (ISIS)
militants, along with the nearby
city and ancient ruins of Palmyra,
on May 20th. The militants released photos and a video of the
jail, which had been emptied of its
inmates but still bore signs of the
appalling conditions that prevailed
for decades inside.
Officials told The Arab Weekly
about 10,000 prisoners were re-

A video made available by a jihadist media outlet shows Tadmur’s notorious prison before it was destroyed.
moved from Tadmur prison three
days before ISIS began its advance
towards Palmyra.
Photos showed the dreadful conditions to which opponents of the
Assad regime were subjected. Prisoners were held in total darkness –
cells were windowless — from the
moment the huge steel doors were

closed.
London’s Daily Mail reported
that the only thing that looked like
a bathroom in the cells was a small
hole in the floor. Mould was clearly
visible in the corridor indicating
damp.
Abu Hosam said he remembered well the overcrowded cells

The unlikely kindness
of mass murderers

View poi nt
Claude
Salhani

H

ow ironic is it that
many of the prisoners held in Syria’s
infamous Tadmur
prison until the
capture of Palmyra
by the Islamic State (ISIS) will look
up to the group as their liberators?
ISIS as liberators? Indeed. What a
thought.
Well, in fact, the Islamic State
group seems to have totally demolished the prison in the ancient
Syrian city of Palmyra on May 30th.
One of the ways that ISIS has
been recruiting followers — was
by organising major prison breaks
when it could not blow up the
jailhouses. It’s been a policy that
has yielded positive results for the
terrorist group. Who could refuse it
anyway?
So this has not really been a surprise, the surprise in Tadmur’s case
will be when we start to find out
who was in the notorious prison.
The Lebanese are likely to find
people they assumed were
long dead.
Chances are that if
you had the misfortune of being sentenced to Tadmur
prison, placed there
by either Bashar
Assad or his father,
Hafez, you would
have still been in
prison. Many of the
prisoners were jailed
for political reasons
and left to rot in jail,
whether they were tried
or not.
No firm data are available
as to who the prisoners held in
Tadmur were, nor even how many
prisoners were detained there.
Nevertheless, there were many
rumours. Many Lebanese disappeared during the civil war that
began in 1975 when Syria sent its

It is an irony brought
to you by near-sighted
regimes that thought time
was on their side

Dictators
put
dissidents
in jail and
threw away
the keys

Tragic
memories.
Ali
Aboudehn,
65, one of
the former
Lebanese
detainees
who was
held in
Syria’s
infamous
Tadmur
Prison,
reacts as he
recalls days
in prison.

army to Lebanon first as part of
the Arab Deterrent Force and then
stayed on as an occupation force.
While in principle the Syrians
left Lebanon, the reality is that is
far from being the case as Syria
left thousands of agents of the
mukhabarat, the regime’s secret
police. The war in Syria has, of
course, drained resources yet there
remains an important contingent
of Syrian intelligence agents in
Lebanon.
ISIS militants, who have been
marked as probably the most
bloodthirsty group in the region’s
modern history, will be seen by the
inmates of Tadmur as liberators.
ISIS as liberators. Now there is a
controversy if ever there was one.
It is precisely despotic governments have pushed people over
the edge to engage in violent opposition. The smothering of civil
society and political activism for
decades by these regimes led many
of the region’s young people to
embrace extremism.
In the worst of cases,
dictators put dissidents
in jail and threw away
the keys. That was the
case with the Syrian
regime and Tadmur.
But there is more
to the problem than
government restrictions. A former Arab
diplomat and current
lawyer confided to
this reporter during a
private conversation on
the margins of a recent
NATO meeting in Rome.
Discussing the phenomenon
that ISIS has become, the diplomat stated that the Arabs had
a long way to go as a society. He
severely criticised the majority of
Arab countries where the values
of human rights, children’s rights,
women’s rights, gay rights and
everything in between have still to
be deeply ingrained.
As regimes and societies played
for time, there came ISIS. It exploited the frustrations of youth
who have been ill-prepared for this
day and age.
The ultimate irony is that ISIS
fighters parade as liberators. But
that it is an irony brought to you by
near-sighted regimes that thought
time was on their side.

where more than 50 men would
be crammed into one small room,
sharing its cold floor to sleep without mattresses, cushions or blankets.
He recalled how he was thrown
into a cell after he was arrested with
a handful of others on September
20, 1980, for alleged illegal contacts
with a foreign group — the Arab
Ba’ath Socialist Party in Iraq, a rival
branch to the party ruling Syria.
The Syrians had no organisational links to Iraq’s Ba’athists but were
engaged in a dialogue on the future
of their nations, according to Abu
Hosam, then a university senior majoring in Arabic literature. He said
he was convicted and sentenced by
a martial court to five years in jail
but spent six more without reason
until he and the others in his group
were released under a December 25,
1991, presidential pardon.
“During those 11 years, I witnessed unimaginable terror and intimidation in the real sense of the
word. I was tortured and beaten and
all my rights were violated,” he said,
preferring to use a pseudonym, citing fears over his safety, even in
Turkey.
One of his worst recollections,
he said, is of a loud voice from a
nearby cell. It sounded like a wild
animal and alternating with human
screams every night.
“The voices turned out to be by
Prisoner X, as he was widely known,
who became deranged in jail and,
thus, was placed in solitary confinement,” Abu Hosam said. He said the
man’s real name was Aqel Qorban,
a captain with Syrian intelligence.
Abu Hosam said the man had allegedly attended a covert meeting
before the 1967 Arab-Israeli war
between Israeli officers and then
Syrian Defence Minister Hafez Assad, who later became president
and is the father of Syrian President
Bashar Assad.
“He was the only witness to a secret agreement between Israel and
Assad on the Golan Heights,” Abu
Hosam said, referring to a strategic
plateau that Syria lost to Israel in
the six-day war that began on June
5, 1967.

Qorban spent 17
years being tortured
until he became
deranged
“He later wrote a book called The
Price of the Golan exposing Assad’s
contacts with the Israelis and driving the president mad,” Abu Hosam
said. “The president wanted him
dead or alive and sent his intelligence after him to capture the man
in Lebanon and throw him in jail in
Palmyra.”
He said Qorban spent 17 years
being tortured until he became deranged. Qorban died in 1985.
The Tadmur — Arabic for “Palmyra” — jail, is in an eastern Syrian
oasis about 200 kilometres northeast of Damascus. It was known
for its harsh conditions, extensive
human rights abuses, torture and
summary executions under the rule

of Hafez Assad. Such conditions did
not change when his son took power
following Hafez Assad’s death in
2000. Bashar Assad reopened the
jail in 2011 after it was closed in 2001
and all its detainees were transferred to other prisons in Syria. The
reopening of the penitentiary, built
as a military barracks by the French
mandate, was meant to house those
arrested in Syria’s uprising that
broke out in March 2011.
During the 1980s, Tadmur prison
housed up to 50,000 Syrian prisoners, both political and criminal.
The jailhouse was the site of the
June 27, 1980, massacre of prisoners by Rifaat Assad, the day after
a bungled attempt by the Syrian
branch of the fundamentalist Muslim Brotherhood to assassinate his
brother, Hafez. Members of the Defence Brigades under Rifaat Assad’s
command entered the jail and killed
900 prisoners in their cells and dormitories.

During the 1980s,
Tadmur prison
housed up to 50,000
Syrian prisoners

Another incident Abu Hosam witnessed involved six Syrian army officers, including a state medal winner for bravery, Major Mahmoud
Shroof, who purportedly destroyed
nine Israeli tanks in the October 1973
Arab-Israeli war.
“Years later, he was stationed on
Syria’s border with Iraq. One day, he
told his comrades he won’t be able
to fight Arabs or Muslims,” Abu Hosam said, recollecting discussions
with the major. “He told me that he
was arrested in 1975, interrogated by
Hafez Assad himself, and jailed for
defying military orders.”
Even those who did the regime
favours were jailed, Abu Hosam
noted, referring to three individuals who were imprisoned in Tadmur
but were treated favourably because
they allegedly assassinated a wanted Syrian Army colonel in Lebanon.
“Prison wardens told us these
were heroes, not prisoners, but they
were being kept away from the public so that they wouldn’t expose the
secret operation they executed in
Lebanon,” Abu Hosam said.
In jail, he said, there was discrimination between people, depending
on race, origin and religious affiliation. For example, wardens were
carefully picked from among the
ruling minority Alawite sect, an
offshoot of Shia Islam to which the
Assads belong. If the number of Alawites was insufficient, they would
opt for other Syrians from provinces
with populations known to be loyal
to Assad’s regime.
ISIS has demolished the prison,
much to the dismay of Syrian rebel groups, who had hoped to use
evidence at Tadmur to prosecute
crimes committed by the Assad regime.
Ragheb al-Jbour is a pseudonym
used by the writer for safety
reasons. The author is an Arab
Weekly correspondent based in
north-eastern Syria.
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Assad forced to ‘strategic retreat’
Dominique Roch

Paris

L

osing a battle is not losing
the war, Syrian President
Bashar Assad said recently
after his troops were defeated in Jisr al-Shughour,
a key town in the northern province
of Idlib.
That would have sounded reassuring to the Syrian president’s
constituency had not this battle
been the latest in a series of spectacular setbacks suffered by the regime in the past few months at the
hands of an overwhelmingly jihadist opposition.
It started with the loss of the provincial capital of Idlib, followed by
the fall of Jisr al-Shughour, then the
ancient city of Palmyra and most
recently Ariha, the last urban centre of the province. All that is left
in that area for the regime are a few
villages on the road linking Idlib to
the coastal city of Latakia, which is
part of the regime’s heartland.
To many political observers,
there is more to these setbacks than
just hard luck on the battlefield.

The Army of
Conquest scored
important victories
in Idlib province
“The Syrian regime is in a situation of strategic retreat. It is abandoning some positions permanently,” Thomas Pierret, a specialist on
Syria and a lecturer in contemporary Islam at the University of Edinburgh, told The Arab Weekly.
Pierret explained that Assad’s
regime is “disengaging militarily”
from the Euphrates valley and from
the desert of Palmyra, noting that

the Idlib battle was in the making
since last December.
“Yet, the regime did not send
troop reinforcements or even tried
to secure the road between Idlib
and Jisr al-Shughour. It is instead
focusing on regions deemed vital
for him, such as Damascus, Homs,
Hama and the Mediterranean
coast.”

The Syrian regime’s
control of the
country is shrinking
by the day
Those views are shared by Joseph
Bahout, a visiting scholar at the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in Washington. He told
The Arab Weekly “the regime is losing strongholds that will be hard to
regain. It hasn’t deployed much effort to keep those areas.”
Bahout said the regime and its
core followers from the Alawite
minority sect do not seem to believe anymore in a full victory and
are retreating to areas dubbed “the
useful Syria”.
Two main factors are behind this
regime strategy.
First, the Syrian army is dispirited
and worn out. Assad faces a problem of an overstretched military
and he is said to be fighting with
hardly more than 80,000 troops in
addition to a governmental militia
and some other pro-Iranian Shia
militias, such as Hezbollah. There
are reports of the regime forcibly
enrolling troops but Sunni conscripts lack motivation.
The second factor is the decision
of competing regional Sunni powers, namely Saudi Arabia, Qatar and
Turkey, to join forces. This has resulted in seven rebel Sunni factions
rallying into a so-called Army of
Conquest in which al-Qaeda-affil-

Syrian soldiers killed by al-Nusra Front fighters in the Idlib area in May.
iate Jabhat al-Nusra and the powerful Ahrar al-Sham Islamist group
play prominent roles.
The Army of Conquest scored important victories in Idlib province
while al-Nusra Front’s main rival,
the Islamic State (ISIS), seized Palmyra. The head of Jabhat al-Nusra,
Abu Mohammad al-Jolani, said in
an interview with Al Jazeera TV
that his targets now were Damascus
and Hezbollah.
With this turn of events, the
question of Damascus has now
arisen, said Bahout, and with it the
risks of having the Syrian capital
destroyed. The Army of Conquest,

or even ISIS, could march on Damascus and the card “the Syrian regime might use, saying: ‘You want
Damascus? You will get it in ruins.’”
As for Iran, Assad’s main ally, it
is convinced, according to Bahout,
that this regime cannot be saved.
Also, it is not clear whether Iranian
plans for whatever is left of the regime include Assad himself.
One thing is sure: The Syrian
regime’s control of the country is
shrinking by the day.
True, Assad and his men have
been on the offensive the past few
months but it was mainly in the
region of Damascus and around

Daraa and Quneitra — areas close
to Jordan and Israel. That offensive
aimed at pushing back groups of
“moderate” rebels and strengthening defences south of the Syrian
capital.
As for Hezbollah, it is busy in its
war against rebels in the Qalamoun
area on the Lebanese border and
there is not much it can do to help
the regime, except occasionally
sending “shock troops” for important battles.
Dominique Roch is a regular
analyst and special correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

Syria is Hezbollah’s Vietnam
View poi nt

Michael
Young

Beirut

T

he leader of Syrian
al-Qaeda affiliate,
al-Nusra Front, called
last week for political
forces in Lebanon to
overthrow Hezbollah
and warned the militant Shia
group, backed by Iran, would
“dissolve” once Syrian President
Bashar Assad was defeated.
While al-Nusra leader Abu Mohammad al-Jolani may be expecting too much, he caught a growing
feeling in Lebanon that Hezbollah
is in over its head in Syria. Despite
its assistance to the Syrian regime,
backed by substantial Iranian and
Russian military and financial aid,
Assad’s foes are gaining. His forces
have lost ground in the north,
south and east and reports suggest
the regime is fraying.
Hezbollah, al-Jolani told Al
Jazeera, “will dissolve after the
demise of Bashar Assad, not a long
time from now, [since] the battle is
approaching its end”.
Hezbollah is too aware of what is
taking place on the ground in Syria
to long delude itself about Assad’s
staying power. The regime is still
strong in and around Damascus,
but its ability to hold peripheral
regions is diminishing daily. This
means the burden on allies, such
as Hezbollah and other Shia forces
brought in by Iran, will only increase.
Faced with the regime’s setbacks,
Hezbollah and Syria’s armed
forces initiated a campaign
recently to regain territory in

the Qalamoun region, along Syria’s
western border with Lebanon.
While the party claimed it had
scored victories, the reality is that
al-Nusra Front and its allies avoided
fixed battles and withdrew northward, where Hezbollah hopes to
bottle them up.
Yet whatever happens in Qalamoun, the battle there has more
symbolic than strategic value. It is
to compensate for successive Syrian
regime reversals. As Shia political commentator Lokman Slim, a
critic of Hezbollah, has remarked,
the party justified its intervention
in Syria by saying it was protecting Shia villages there. Now it is
protecting Shia villages in Lebanon.
There are no better signs of the
party’s failures.
Syria will remain a black hole
for Hezbollah. Iran and the Assad
regime may alter their tactics and
regroup (Syrian forces are reportedly abandoning an isolated military
air base in Deir ez-Zor), but it is
difficult to see them regaining the
initiative, with or without the presence of foreign combatants.
Hezbollah must be considering
the aftermath of Assad rule. Al-Jolani’s call on the Lebanese to rise up
against the party may go nowhere
but Hezbollah is surely aware that

the defeat of Assad in Syria will embolden Lebanon’s Sunnis. For the
last decade they have repeatedly
been humiliated by Hezbollah and
the party’s reckless behaviour has
provoked calls for retribution.
In light of this how might Hezbollah respond if Assad falls? While
the party has revealed nothing, the
options are few. Having lost a major
ally and surrounded by hostile Sunnis in Syria and Lebanon, Hezbollah
would have to protect itself and its
arms by reinforcing itself within the
Lebanese system.
This has led observers to speculate that Hezbollah may seek to
change the Lebanese constitution
to increase the share of power of
the Shias. At the Taif conference of
1989, which led to the end of the
1975-90 civil war, shares were set
at 50-50 for Muslims and Christians
in parliament, the government and
state institutions.
Hezbollah would like Shias to
have more than that and the only
way is to take power away from
Christians, who represent no more
than one-third of the population.
Ideally, Hezbollah would like a
breakdown roughly of thirds — a
third of seats each for the Shias,
Sunnis and Maronite Christians,
with adjustments for other minori-

Sunni hostility in Lebanon
means the party no longer
enjoys a consensus
A Hezbollah fighter firing towards Syrian rebel areas.

Hezbollah
may seek to
change the
Lebanese
constitution
to increase
the share of
power of the
Shias

ties. In that way, the party could
forge a structural majority with
Christians against Sunnis in the
future. While the Christians may
not go along with this, Hezbollah
probably expects them to react to a
takeover by Sunni Islamists in Syria
by aligning with Lebanon’s Shias.
This is the scenario but how can
it be achieved and how realistic
is it? The polarisation in Lebanon
makes a consensual agreement
over amending Taif highly unlikely,
while Christians will have to be
persuaded that giving up representation will somehow make them
safer. That is not easy but Hezbollah
has relentlessly sought to exploit
Christian fears of Sunni jihadists in
recent months to affirm a strategic
alliance between Christians and
Shias.
Hezbollah is at a crossroads,
with none of the paths leading to
a desirable outcome. Syria is its
Vietnam; Sunni hostility in Lebanon
means the party no longer enjoys a
consensus allowing it to retain its
weapons; a nuclear deal between
Iran and the United States could
help make Hezbollah redundant,
since there will be less need for an
Iranian deterrent against Israel;
and if the Assad regime collapses,
Hezbollah will find itself isolated
without a purpose other than to
protect its sectarian interests.
Yet Hezbollah will not disappear.
It still retains a potent arsenal,
thousands of trained fighters and
support among Shias. That is why
if Assad exits, the only way to stabilise Lebanon and avoid sectarian
clashes is for Sunnis and Shias to
engage in dialogue, then allow for
time to render Hezbollah’s weapons
superfluous.
Michael Young is a commentator
and analyst based in Beirut. He is
the author of The Ghosts of Martyrs’
Square: An Eyewitness Account of
Lebanon’s Life Struggle.
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Assessing the NPT Review Conference
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

T

he
Non-Proliferation
Treaty (NPT) Review Conference recently ended
a month-long series of
meetings without agreement. The vision for a Weapons
of Mass Destruction Free Zone
(WMDFZ) in the Middle East has
been championed by and invested in heavily by the international
community and, in particular, the
League of Arab States (LAS). The
undeclared nuclear arsenal of Israel
and, more recently the suspected
activities of the nuclear programme
in Iran have proved major stumbling blocks in the process, along
with failure to settle the Arab-Israeli conflict and establish an independent Palestinian state.
Most recently, uncertain political
conditions in the region post-“Arab
spring” have hindered the willingness of Israel to participate in the
process even though its undeclared
nuclear arsenal is of redundant value from a strategic military power
context.
After years of preparatory meetings, discussions and negotiations
to define and address basic aspects
of the process, Arab states — led by
Egypt under the LAS — are growing tired and frustrated. The United
States increasingly faces a credibility crisis as a committed and impartial stakeholder in the process due

Arab states, have
found no capable or
willing partner to
drive this process
forward

to its special treatment of Israel.
After the United States vetoed a
proposal by Egypt (joined by the
United Kingdom and Canada) at the
Review Conference, Israel made a
public display of its appreciation to
the United States for its support.
The proposal by Egypt wanted to
do away with the facilitator and the
three conveners of the process - the
United States, the United Kingdom
and Russia - and instead empower
the UN secretary-general to hold
the conference within six months
from conclusion of the Review
Conference (with or without Israel,
or any other state for that matter).

The Arab perception
is that there are
double standards in
the international
non-proliferation
regime
It also proposed one working
group be set up to address the
scope, limits and interim measures
of the process and another to work
on implementation, verification
and compliance. For the United
States, the proposal and its expectations unfairly singled out Israel
and were deemed unrealistic. For
Arab states, if the process for establishing a WMDFZ in the Middle East
is going to achieve any progress —
and soon — it will need to change.
The latest Egyptian proposal was
somewhat audacious, but unlikely
to succeed. The idea was instead
to pressure Israel as well as make a
clear statement of intent. For Arab
states, continuing on the current
path with an open-ended process
looking for unanimity does not
work. A WMDFZ in the Middle East
cannot be achieved until and unless

A frustrated Egypt
it addresses Israeli nuclear capabilities, along with chemical and biological weapons and their delivery
systems.
If the United States is not going
to facilitate the process intensely
or position itself to move it forward
more seriously by pressing Israel to
engage other stakeholders in the
process, then the message from
Arab states is that they will seek alternatives.
The Arab perspective is that a
WMDFZ in the Middle East is increasingly moving out of reach.
Serious stock-taking among Arab
leaders is questioning the utility of

their policies and whether, or for
how much longer, they can afford
to invest in the process. Indeed, the
strategic costs associated for Arab
states with the broader issue of
non-proliferation but if a WMDFZ
in the Middle East is not viable and
the international non-proliferation
regime cannot meet its stated objectives then where does that leave
the security interest of Arab states
in, say, 2030?
The Arab perception is that there
are double standards in the international non-proliferation regime:
States that have built a large nuclear arsenal, such as Israel and

Iran, whose status as a threshold
nuclear weapons state is effectively being formalised, are rewarded
with special treatment. Arab states,
on the other hand, have found no
capable or willing partner to drive
this process forward materially and
tangibly and we may be witnessing
an aggressive final push from Arab
states to realise a WMDFZ in the
Middle East before they, too, give
up on the idea if these efforts lead,
again, nowhere.
Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at
the Institute for Near East and Gulf
Military Analysis (INEGMA).

Can Iran be part of the Arab future?

View poi nt

Hatem
Ben Salem

F

rom a strategic point of
view, Iran seems to be
the principal beneficiary of the geopolitical upheavals shaking
the Arab world since
2011. The Arab regional order,
which has prevailed since the war
with Israel in 1973, was destabilised during the invasion of
Kuwait in 1990, shaken by the fall
of Iraq; but has totally crumbled
only following the “Arab spring”.
In spite of its weaknesses, or
even its vicissitudes, the system
that was somehow kept together
by the Arab League, guaranteed a
peaceful resolution of conflicts and
made it possible for the Arab states
to preserve a modus vivendi based
on not crossing certain red lines
related essentially to the sacred
principle of state sovereignty and
the intangibility of borders inherited from colonialism.
Internal political changes, still
under way in the MENA region,
have had major repercussions on
relations between Arab states and
therefore changed prevailing alliances and called into question the
principles of peaceful coexistence
and recourse to mediation in crisis
situations.
The tendency to seek confrontations, even armed ones, is accentuated today primarily because of
foreign meddling in Arab affairs.
The “traditional” political or
economic interference by great
powers, such as the United States,
Russia, France and the United

Kingdom, were based on certain
rules set up during the Cold War
and followed diplomatic practices
that usually avoided or circumvented recourse to violence.
Today, the devastating interference by Iran and Turkey in the
entire MENA region cannot be
explained solely by some vengeful
spirit born of historical resentments. The strategic vacuum created following the fall of Iraq and
the weakening of post-Mubarak
Egypt, was very quickly filled by
these two powers.
Unlike Turkey, whose return
on the Arab scene is recent and
without vision, Iran, since the shah
regime then with the advent of the
Islamic Republic, has never relinquished its hegemonic intent towards its Arab neighbours. Iranian
leaders have the strong conviction
that the Arab revolutions of 2011
were based on the same causes
and therefore must have the same
effects as the Islamic revolution as
preached by Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini.
Whatever the outcome of negotiations on the nuclear question, Iran has already clinched an
international standing that will

The destroy-and-rule
approach will inevitably
mortgage Iran’s own
future
Is a different Iran possible?

enhance its stature in the region to
the detriment of Arab states. Once
rid of the shackles of the embargo
imposed by Western powers, the
Islamic Republic will soon be the
only power of the region with a
frighteningly effective power of
influence.
Its force is in its political religious project, as relayed by a
number of increasingly active and
openly proselytising Shia communities. The Tunisian example is
striking. Hardly numbering a few
hundred in 2011, the Shia community in Tunisia is currently estimated at more than 20,000 people
among the elites of the country. A
similar phenomenon can also be
noted in Algeria and Morocco.
A true strategy of influence gives
to Iranian activism an unequalled
dimension that makes it a genuine
strategic threat to the Arab states,
perhaps even more destabilising
in the long run than the Israeli
threat. The latter remains primarily
military and cannot consequently
have determining consequences on
social balance inside Arab societies. It is also foreseeable and can
be effectively managed through
diplomatic channels.

Iran seems
to be the
principal
beneficiary
of the
geopolitical
upheavals
shaking the
Arab world

Iran seems to project itself in
time by betting on the fraying of
Arab political regimes, including those in transition. Although
avoiding for the moment direct
attacks on religious, social and cultural fundamental values, Iranian
foreign policy agenda is clearly
centred on a new societal project,
even if such premises remain evanescent for now.
Any power, even regional, can
legitimately claim the right to use
its power assets to exercise what it
considers its right to intervene in
its zone of influence. The destroyand-rule approach will inevitably
mortgage Iran’s own future and invite foreign interference that could
threaten Iran’s own survival as a
regional power. An increasingly
confident and resolutely dominant Iran will not encourage the
emergence of a new Muslim world
capable of facing the real challenge
in the region, namely the unstoppable Israeli hegemony.
Admittedly, the Arab world is
reaping the consequences of its
divisions and bad choices by going
through the most chaotic and uncertain period of its contemporary
history. It is additionally in a strategic position of isolation along with
Turkey which has become a new
frontier for terrorism; and with
the Sahel-Sahara region becoming
a source of all uncertainties. But
its resilience is strengthened with
each crisis and it is preserving all of
its potential for the future.
Iranian leaders should be betting
on a promising future, if not a common destiny, if they want to remain
influential actors in the region and
not to be relegated, once again, to
the hidden recesses of history.
Hatem Ben Salem is a Tunisian
former minister of education and
deputy minister of foreign affairs.
He is a jurist scholar and strategic
analyst.
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Jordanians hope
their prince will
rescue FIFA
Jamal J. Halaby

W

ith the sudden resignation of Sepp
Blatter, less than a
week after he was
re-elected
FIFA
president, Jordanians hope the
popular younger half-brother of
their king will contest and win the
new elections to run football’s governing world body.
Prince Ali bin al-Hussein, 39,
pulled out of the May 31st election for the post after Blatter took
the first round of voting by FIFA’s
member federations, 133-73. While
a two-thirds majority — 140 votes
— was needed to win in the first
round, a simple majority could
claim victory in the second, leading Ali to withdraw. Blatter, 79, was
elected FIFA president for a fifth
four-year term.
The battle for the presidency infuriated Jordanians, who saw some
Arab football chiefs, particularly the
head of Palestinian football, openly
supporting Blatter against Ali, the
FIFA vice-president for West Asia.
That was seen as a snub to Jordan’s
Hashemite rulers, who claim ancestry to Islam’s Prophet Mohammad
and have hosted thousands of Palestinian refugees for generations.

Popular anger
at Rajoub remained
undimmed
But when Blatter suddenly announced his resignation June 2nd
— to go into effect in six to nine
months — Jordanian hopes rekindled. Hours after Blatter’s announcement, Ali suggested he may
run in the new elections, slated to

be contested between December
this year and March 2016, but did
not give a firm commitment.
Even so, Salah Sabra, the deputy
chief of the Jordan Football Association (JFA) told The Arab Weekly
the prince was “ready to take up the
responsibility as the head of FIFA”.
JFA member Tareq Khoury also told
The Arab Weekly that Ali “will contest the upcoming elections”.

Hours after Blatter’s
announcement, Ali
suggested he may
run
The first round of elections culminated in a diplomatic tiff between
Jordan and Palestinian Football
Association (PFA) Chairman Jibril
Rajoub. Though the Kuwaiti and
Qatari football chiefs also backed
Blatter, Jordanians were especially
enraged by Rajoub as he is a Jordanian citizen.
His rebuff of the prince sparked
loud calls for Rajoub’s Jordanian
citizenship to be revoked and for
the PFA chief to be barred from using Jordan as a transit point to travel abroad from the Palestinian West
Bank.
The spat forced Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas to make a
day-long trip to Jordan on June 2nd
to iron matters out.
“Jordanians and Palestinians are
one people. No actions or statements will embitter our close relationship. We are brothers and we
will remain as such,” Abbas said
after visiting Ali at his home in Amman.
Standing next to Abbas, Ali said
jokingly, “They are my uncles” —
referring to his Palestinian blood
through his late mother, Queen Alia

Special trip
Touqan, a Palestinian who died in a
helicopter crash in 1977.
Popular anger at Rajoub however
remained undimmed.
“Rajoub is a traitor and will remain a traitor even if Prince Ali wins
the new FIFA elections,” wrote ac-

tivist Saeed Mufti on his Facebook
page June 3rd. His comment earned
praise from more than 7,200 Jordanians and Palestinians.
For many Jordanians, the election of Ali, a Sandhurst-trained
former special forces officer, would

inject new life into a football establishment plagued with corruption.
“We need young people to head
FIFA because Blatter is old and FIFA
became infested with corruption
under him,” said 29 year-old Jordanian soccer fan Younis Shehadeh.

Keep the World Cup in Qatar even if it bought its way in

View poi nt

James
M. Dorsey

U

S and Swiss investigations into corruption in FIFA and the
awarding of World
Cup tournaments to
Russia and Qatar are
likely to force Qatar to provide
chapter and verse about its bid
rather than allow it to stick to its
tired reiteration that it did
nothing wrong, will cooperate
with any and every inquiry and
that allegations against the Gulf
state are rooted in racism.
Former Qatari prime minister
Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim bin Jaber
al-Thani responded to the latest
FIFA crisis as it related to Qatar by
saying that it was “not fair” and
based on Western Islamophobia
and racism towards Arabs. No
doubt, debate about the Qatari
World Cup has been burdened by
sour grapes, envy, ulterior motives,
prejudice and bigotry.
A total of 14 World Cup officials
were arrested just before FIFA
meetings that re-elected Sepp Blatter as president of the group that
oversees international football.
The allegations of wire fraud,
money laundering and racketeering included charges that some
$150 million in bribes were used to
secure the World Cup in 2018 in

Russia and 2022 in Qatar.
That, however, does not distract
from real issues Qatar needs to
confront and the multiple threats
it faces. Those threats have been
magnified as much by external
factors as by Qatar’s own handling
of affairs.
To be sure, Qatar, unlike other
Gulf states, has since winning the
World Cup engaged with its critics. It has granted human rights
and trade union activists access
and worked with them to develop
standards for working and living
conditions for migrant workers.
Qatar also cooperated in drafting
proposals for a significant updating
of the kafala sponsorship system
that puts employees at the mercy
of their employers.
Nonetheless, Qatar failed to
capitalise on credibility it built with
its failure to demonstrate sincerity
by translating words into deeds.
It further squandered credibility
in a series of inelegantly handled
incidents, including the repeated
detention of foreign journalists.

Making things worse,
Qatar has recently
tightened the screws on
its critics
Determined despite all

Making things worse, Qatar has
recently tightened the screws on its
critics.
All of that, coupled with the FIFA
crisis, means that Qatar’s reputation even before the dramatic
announcement of legal proceedings
was tarnished by repeated allegations of vote buying and the labour
issue.
As a result, for a country that has
proved to be a shrewd financial
investor, Qatar’s return on investment in soft-power instruments,
such as the World Cup, designed to
position it as a progressive ally of
world powers in the hope that they
will come to the aid of the wealthy
Gulf state in times of emergency,
has proven to be abysmal.
Instead of having amassed soft
power, Qatar confronts multiple
threats to its World Cup hosting
rights. Those threats have raised
the spectre of Qatar ultimately being deprived of its hosting rights.
Yet, even though millions of
documents obtained by the Sunday
Times suggest that Qatar bought

No doubt,
debate about
the Qatari
World Cup
has been
burdened by
sour grapes

the World Cup, it ultimately is not
the core issue. Even if it did, Qatar,
like Russia, played the game the
way it is played in FIFA. England
lost its 2018 World Cup bid for the
simple reason that it insisted on
largely walking a straight and ethically and legally correct line.
Hamad’s dismissal of the allegations as racist may ring hollow in
failing to confront the substance of
the allegations but it does forebode
the geopolitical fallout and regional
outcry were Qatar to lose its World
Cup hosting rights.
Moreover, a Qatar under fire by
legal authorities against the backdrop of a failed soft-power policy
could either stiffen its back, decide
to walk away from the tournament
or be more inclined to attempt to
repair suffered damage.
Qatar’s engagement with its critics and promulgation of standards
that comply with international
labour norms hold out the promise, despite Qatar’s failure so far to
act on its lofty pledges, of the Gulf
state’s tournament being one of the
few World Cups to leave a legacy of
change. That is far more important
than seeking retribution for wrongdoing in an environment in which
wrongdoing was the norm.
James M. Dorsey is a senior fellow
at the S. Rajaratnam School of
International Studies at Nanyang
Technological University in
Singapore, co-director of the
Institute of Fan Culture of the
University of Würzburg and the
author of the blog The Turbulent
World of Middle East Soccer and a
forthcoming book with the same
title.
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Europe must respond
courageously to the
problems of the Middle East
Tom Dinham

London

I

n January 2011 British Conservative Party Member of
Parliament Daniel Kawczynski
visited Tunisia as part of an official delegation. The country
was about to make history.
“It was a very eerie atmosphere.
The roads were all quiet and we
sensed something was afoot. There
was something not quite right, we
had been kept away from people,”
he said.
Three days later, Zine el-Abidine
Ben Ali, Tunisia’s ruler for 23 years,
stepped down and what became
known as the “Arab spring” swept
the region.

As ISIS get more
confident, so the
situation for us will
be increasingly more
difficult
It was not the first time Kawczynski witnessed events that presaged
seismic regional change. Britain’s
first Polish-born member of parliament, Kawczynski witnessed the
end of communist rule in his native
country, an event that sparked the
end of the Soviet Union.
“Poland became a free country in
August 1989 and then you saw one
by one all of the Central and Eastern European countries falling like

dominos,” Kawczynski said.
In the early days of the “Arab
spring” uprisings, analysts were
quick to draw parallels to those
events in Eastern Europe. It was
not to be.
“We saw great hope as the revolution spread to Egypt and Libya but
unfortunately we see a situation
now as is only too well known,”
Kawczynski said. “Some countries
are still fighting and Syria and others are being taken over by radical
terrorist organisations.”
In the face of these reversals,
European leaders struggled to formulate a united response, a failing
for which Kawczynski says Europe
will pay the price. He said, “History
has taught us what happens if Europe is not united and does not respond appropriately, courageously
to problems in its neighbourhood.”
It is an area, argues Kawczynski,
in which Britain can play a constructive role. The era of unilateral
interventions, what Kawczynski refers to as “gunboat diplomacy”, are
over and Britain must use its diplomatic weight to build the consensus necessary to help resolve the
crises of the region.
“Britain is a permanent member
of the UN Security Council. We are
unique in having that extraordinary
position… people will look to us to
use that position in the UN to try to
bring together countries within the
region to try to resolve these problems,” said Kawczynski.
Libya is one area in which Kawczynski says a lack of unity has come
at a high price, something he said

he intends to redress by standing to
be chairman of the Foreign Affairs
Select Committee, the parliamentary body with oversight of British
foreign policy.
“We must not take our eye off the
ball… as to what is happening in
Libya,” he said, “because I see that
as a massive threat not just to European but to global stability.”
Kawczynski describes Libya as “a
perfect laboratory” for the Islamic
State (ISIS), with the real prospect
of Libyan oil wealth being used to
propagate terrorism. Regional powers need to be encouraged to engage to reach a solution to the political impasse that is allowing ISIS
to expand.
“We cannot do it all by ourselves
militarily but I think we ought to be
working with neighbouring countries, quite powerful neighbouring
countries such as Egypt, to try to
take appropriate steps to destroy
ISIS,” Kawczynski said. “They are
causing untold misery and chaos
within Libya.”
Once the necessary coalitions are
formed to help start redressing the
chaos in Libya, radical solutions
may need to be considered. “I have
said repeatedly here in the United
Kingdom that almost every conceivable attempt to bring peace to
Libya has spectacularly failed and
we need to start looking at blue sky,
maybe controversial or unthinkable
solutions,” he said.
One possibility could be a return
to a pre-Qaddafi constitutional
monarchy.
“I know Crown Prince Moham-

med, who lives in London. He and
his family were expelled by [Muammar] Qaddafi after the revolution.
He is somebody who I know cares
passionately about his country,
[and] the Senussi family in Libya
has a very deep-rooted respect
from society,” Kawczynski said.
“If we could have a constitutional
monarchy to bring about some
semblance of uniformity and bringing the country together then that’s
something I don’t think we ought to
discount.”

We must not take our
eye off the ball… as
to what is happening
in Libya
Libya is divided into east and
west with rival governments and
parliaments. The Senussi family has historically had much more
support in eastern Libya, although
there does not appear to be a popu-

lar clamour for a return of the monarch. Improving the tense relationship between Britain and Russia,
says Kawczynski, is important for
building coalitions to address regional problems.
“I’m very concerned that some
of the intemperate language that’s
being used towards the Russians is
ratcheting up tensions between the
two countries,” he said. “I worry
about that because we will need
Russia’s help on the UN Security
Council and we will need Russian
cooperation and assistance to deal
with Syria, Iraq and Libya.”
A European failure to form a united approach that includes Russia
and Middle Eastern powers, argues
Kawczynski, will benefit nobody.
“As ISIS get more confident, so
the situation for us will be increasingly more difficult to leverage
them out of these countries. That’s
why concerted action needs to be
implemented now,” Kawczynski
said.

EU is pouring oil on Palestinian flames
View poi nt

Martin Jay

Beirut

T

here is a rather cruel rumour in the soulless corridors of power in the
European Commission in
Brussels that when Catherine Ashton took the job as EU foreign policy chief in 2010, she called
the Americans handling the Haiti
earthquake crisis to see if she could
jet in, for a “manufacturing consent” media stunt.
But a US general told her “to be
honest dear, you’d better not come.
No one knows who you are and
you’ll probably just get in the way”.
Ashton was seriously challenged
when it came to being a super diplomat. Bereft of apparent personality and unable to speak foreign languages, she bumbled through four
years of trying to intervene on the
world’s superpower problems but
always came across as a provincial
schoolteacher lost on a day trip to
London.
But her appointment was a cunning one by London. The EU thinking at the time in Brussels was
“keep the Brits on board by giving
them the heavyweight diplo post”
while London was happy that there
was never a danger of the European
Union developing a foreign policy

when the job was given to someone
who was as about as charismatic as a
pile of damp laundry.
Ashton was never meant to be
part of any “solution” in the Middle
East. And she knew it but has that
idea changed with the appointment
of Federica Mogherini?
Already she is leaving many wondering whether the European Union’s foreign policy show for the
world’s media is destroying any lingering hopes for peace between the
Israelis and Palestinians.
An Arabist at heart, who is also
sympathetic towards Russia and
Iran, Mogherini got off to a disastrous start as she campaigned to
raise the European Union’s profile
by globally placing herself at the
heart of Israel’s so-called two-state
solution.
The farce of the European Union

having any tangible, working foreign policy is dwarfed by the Israelis, though fooling the world they
want it, as they humoured Mogherini recently during her visit.
Yet, few realise that the European
Union is nowhere near part of the
solution but very much part of the
problem as its dithering and loosely
veiled disdain for the Palestinians
delivered Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu a gift horse.
A little-known fact is that, before
Mogherini’s appointment, the European Parliament was working hard
on pushing the European Union to
either outright ban Israeli goods in
EU supermarkets or at least label
Israeli products made in occupied
Palestinian land.
Mogherini scrapped the plan almost as soon as she took office and
flew to Israel with a bold new blue-

The two-state solution
plan of the European
Union’s foreign policy
firefly will soon burn out
Can the EU help in the Middle East?

European
Union is
nowhere near
part of the
solution but
very much
part of the
problem

print of “diplomacy”. The move left
many wondering if the plan was an
egocentric stab at making herself
centre stage. But with one stroke of
the pen, Netanyahu won a monumental victory. In the same week, he
announced more illegal land grabs
while Mogherini’s office couldn’t
even fire out a news release condemning his action.
The European Union had a chance
to leverage Israel on the land grabs
and get them to stop — seen as essential to the two-state solution
moving forward.
But Mogherini foundered and
May 20th her meeting with Netanyahu seemed contrite if not outright disingenuous. The European
Union’s pitiful ambitions to glorify
itself through geopolitical diplomacy and playing for the media have
banged the last nail in the coffin of
any peace process. Mogherini has
actually tipped her hat to Netanyahu, giving him the OK to go ahead
with whatever land theft he wishes
or for a renewed act of mindless killing in Gaza.
As just as the European Union’s hilarious attempts to create a number
of regional policy initiatives have
fallen flat on their faces in the last 20
years, the two-state solution plan of
the European Union’s foreign policy
firefly will soon burn out leaving the
Palestinians once more in the dark
as newly supplied US helicopters
hover above their crumbled hovels.
Martin Jay is the Middle East
correspondent for the United
Kingdom’s Daily Mail based in
Beirut plus the English language
editor of the Lebanese daily An
Nahar. Follow him on Twitter: @
MartinRJay.
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No new US strategy in sight to deal with ISIS
Amal Mudallali

Washington

P

oor American foreign
policy: It is on crutches at
a time when the world is
looking to Washington to
sprint into action against
the Islamic State (ISIS), which recently scored big victories in Ramadi in Iraq and Palmyra in Syria.
The 60-country, US-led coalition
to defeat ISIS is being called a failure and Washington is under strong
pressure to change course. US Secretary of State John Kerry’s May
31st bicycle accident in Geneva left
him with a broken leg and did not
make things better for the coalition
or the administration.
Kerry’s accident came two days
before a scheduled meeting of the
anti-ISIS coalition in Paris. In his
place, US Deputy Secretary of State
Antony Blinken was to represent
the United States at the talks, which
were intended to take stock of what
happened in Ramadi and Palmyra
“with the idea of taking those actions necessary for the implementation of the strategy so it will be
successful”, according to US Marine
Corps General John Allen, special
presidential envoy for the coalition,
who spoke with France 24.

It is a long trip and
all that is needed is
patience
Influential voices in Washington
are calling on the administration
to adopt a new strategy, especially
in Syria. Jeffrey White, defence fellow at the Washington Institute for
Near East Policy, wrote that the
Assad “regime’s short- and even
long-term prospects seem dim”. He
disagrees with the administration’s
contention that there is no military
solution in Syria. “In fact,” White
said, “such a solution is emerging.”
White, who worked for more than
30 years for the US Defense Intelli-

gence Agency, predicted that “some
combination of the regime’s armed
opponents will likely win — that is,
drive the regime out of existence or
perhaps into a Hezbollah-protected
rump state on the Mediterranean
coast”. But, he added, “eventually,
the regime’s opponents could move
to destroy this rump state, which
would likely be unstable and unviable.”
Another report by the Washington Institute, written by former
US officials from both Democratic
and Republican administrations,
warned that the Middle East state
system risks collapse and that it is
in the US interest to prevent this.
The report cites two principal external threats to the system — ISIS
and Iran — and calls for a comprehensive strategy to confront both.
The former officials counselled
that the military option alone cannot defeat ISIS and that the United
States needs to push back against
Iran, whose “strategic view of the
region is fundamentally at odds
with ours”.
The authors — former national
security adviser Stephen Hadley,
former deputy secretary of state
Samuel Berger, former US ambassador to Iraq James Jeffrey, former
presidential envoy Dennis Ross and
Washington Institute executivedirector Robert Satloff — called for
a “change in American policy towards Syria” and proposed creation
of “a different kind of a safe haven
inside Syria” to shelter refugees
and give the opposition political
and military credibility inside the
country.
Others, however, like New York
Times columnist Tom Friedman,
see “only two ways to control the
downward spiral” of the region.
The first is “if an outside power totally occupies them”, and the second is “just wait for the fires to burn
themselves out”.
Since the United States “cannot
effectively intervene in a region
where so few share our goals”,
Friedman prescribed a policy of
“containment plus amplification”,

US President Barack Obama with Special Presidential Envoy for the Global Coalition to Counter the
Islamic State organization (ISIS) General John Allen.
combining help to “those who
manifest the will to contain ISIS,
like Jordan, Lebanon, UAE and the
Iraqi Kurds” with amplifying “any
constructive things that groups in
Yemen, Libya or Syria are ready to
do with their power”. But Friedman
warns: “We must not substitute
our power for theirs. This has to be
their fight for their future.”
The White House is not showing
signs that it will change course and
downplayed the recent defeats. US
President Barack Obama called
them a “tactical setback” and said,
“if the Iraqis are not willing or capable to arrive at the political accommodations necessary to govern, if
they are not willing to fight for the
security of their country, we cannot
do it for them.”
Allen, however, told French TV
that Ramadi was “in fact, a de-

feat”. But he added, “Strategies are
about long-term objectives, [and]
the question is whether we need to
change the ultimate objectives of
the strategy and we are not there
now”.
Allen counselled patience: “We
need to take this in stride… This is
a long strategy and we’re still relatively early in this strategy.”
This echoed what Obama said in
an interview in April: “We are eight
months into what we’ve always
anticipated to be a multi-year campaign.”
While the US administration sees
a process that may go on for years,
people in the region are reeling
from the extremist groups’ brutality and their threat to the basic fabric of Arab society.
But Obama has been clear from
the beginning that he will not fight

other people’s battles and that his
priorities are ending America’s wars
and halting proliferation in the region.
In the April interview, Obama explicitly tied his legacy to the Iran
deal and not to winning the war
against ISIS.
“Look,” he said, “20 years from
now, I am still going to be around,
God willing. If Iran has a nuclear
weapon, it’s my name on this.”
The president has never spoken
like this on issues related to the
Arab world or the upheavals that
are engulfing it. So the administration’s strategy is on track: It is
a long trip and all that is needed is
patience.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

After Ramadi debacle, will US troops return to Iraq?
Karim Sharabasy

Baghdad

T

he black flags of the Islamic State (ISIS) are rippling over the rooftops
of government buildings
in Ramadi, the capital of
Iraq’s largest province of Anbar. It
is a grim reminder of a humiliating
defeat of Iraqi Army troops and security forces after a stunning attack
by ISIS jihadists on the heart of the
sprawling city, about 110 kilometres
west of Baghdad.
The Iraqi government says it is
committed to liberating the strategic
and symbolic city, launching a new
campaign, with the support of the
powerful Shia militias, to win back
the city and more than half of Anbar
from the grip of the militants of the
extremist Sunni Islamist group.
The campaign, which is designed
to rectify the faltering military strategy, is apparently blowing up in the
faces of its architects as they realise
that they need the support of a reluctant Sunni Arab tribal force in the
Sunni-majority region.
The Iraqi Army’s defeat in Ramadi and ISIS dominance in Anbar
come as a reminder of US success
in dislodging al-Qaeda militants
from Anbar in 2007 with the crucial
help of Sunni militias known as the
“Awakening” (Sahwa) movement.
The Iraqi military failure in Anbar
raised the uncomfortable question
of whether the American military
needs to return in substantial numbers.
In public, there is a strong feeling
of disgust among Iraqis of the painful eight-year US-led occupation of

their country. But in private, Iraqis
do not hold their military in high
esteem. Much of Iraq’s military collapsed last June when soldiers abandoned their posts as ISIS advanced
and asserted control over several
cities.
Recent comments from US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter ruffled feathers in Baghdad. “What
apparently happened was that the
Iraqi forces just showed no will to
fight. They were not outnumbered
but in fact they vastly outnumbered
the opposing force and yet they
failed to fight,” Carter told CNN.
The US presence in Iraq after the
occupation formally ended in 2011
is confined to hundreds of advisers
to the Iraqi government and soldiers deployed in the Green Zone
and some undisclosed locations
in Baghdad as well as in Erbil, the
capital of the autonomous region
of Kurdistan. They are a small force

compared with the approximately
170,000 US troops stationed in the
country during the occupation.
But even as US President Barack
Obama has pledged that US operations will not involve American
troops fighting “on foreign soil”, top
Pentagon officials have suggested
the US mission in Iraq will eventually expand. They gave no details on
the nature of potential future tasks.
That indicates the US administration has become open to new possibilities, but the return of a massive American force to Iraq is highly
unlikely, said Sajad Jiyad, research
fellow at Al-Bayan Center for Studies and Planning think-tank in Baghdad.
There are not many incentives for
an American return to Iraq as “the
Iraqi government is against the return of occupation and President
Obama himself is proud of a legacy
of ending the occupation of Iraq and

A US soldier participates in a training mission with Iraqi army.

bringing troops back home,” Jiyad
told The Arab Weekly.
“That was an election promise in
2008. He does not want to be equated with his predecessor (George
W. Bush) by redeploying American
troops once again to Iraq.”
The Bush administration approved the invasion of Iraq in 2003,
suggesting a link between Saddam
Hussein and al-Qaeda and claiming
that the former dictator was hiding weapons of mass destruction
(WMDs). Exhaustive and extensive
research by UN and anti-terror experts neither found an al-Qaeda
connection nor WMDs. The occupation did however lead to the emergence of a ruthless al-Qaeda branch
in Iraq, which morphed into ISIS.
But will sending US ground troops
again to Iraq make any difference?
The answer is, ‘No’, Jiyad said.
“This is not a traditional war.
Even at the time of the Sahwa movement, it was not a battle. What the
Americans did was they paid Sunni
tribal fighters in Anbar province and
elsewhere to be on their side rather
than al-Qaeda side. They provided
them with salaries, equipment as if
they were telling them, ‘Instead of
fighting us, why don’t you fight alQaeda?’” said Jiyad.
“So it doesn’t matter how many
troops you are going to deploy.
It’s an asymmetrical battle as ISIS
doesn’t have columns of tanks. Its
militants are sneaky, resorting heavily to car bombs and suicide bombers.”
The centre of gravity in the fight
against ISIS lies in the Sunni tribal
heartland. Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi needs to make fresh
efforts to reunite his country as the
Sunni Arab community feels alien-

ated. Sunni tribal leaders complain
that the central Shia-led government has not done enough to support their fight against ISIS as weapons deliveries and training have
fallen short of what is needed.
The campaign to retake Anbar is
critical in regaining momentum in
the fight against ISIS. The United
States and its allies have sought to
counter that threat with air strikes in
support of the government-led Iraqi
forces, but not of Shia militias operating outside government control.

The return of a
massive American
force to Iraq is highly
unlikely

The current air strike ratio is not
enough to destroy ISIS, said Jiyad,
who said he is puzzled as to why
the Obama administration is determined to only degrade and not wipe
out the structure and leadership of
the extremist group.
“Compared to the start of the 2003
war when the US-led coalition used
to carry out about 800 air strikes per
day, the US and its allies are carrying
out some 50 sorties per day both in
Iraq and Syria,” he said.
“ISIS is stronger in Syria and acting loosely, being capable of moving freely between Syria and Iraq.
But it’s very important to highlight
the fact that ISIS has proved capable of evading the US-led air strikes
whether by using underground tunnels or moving among civilians.
They can indeed manoeuvre around
the air strikes,” he concluded.
Karim Sharabasy is a freelance
Middle East reporter moving
between Baghdad and Cairo.
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Urban farming a solution for Gulf countries
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T

he lack of arable land,
coupled with high temperatures and scarce water
resources in the Arab Gulf
region are increasingly
raising concerns about food security, compelling planners to look for
sustainable farming solutions.
“New Urbanism” and “climatesmart” farming techniques are
being proposed by experts as it
becomes increasingly clear that
harnessing new technologies and
research related to climatic and soil
conditions will become critical factors in achieving food security.
Saeed Al Gergawi, a UAE-based
researcher in science and technology, maintains there are many ways
in which current practices used in
the United Arab Emirates and other
Gulf countries can be changed to accommodate the climate. “Fog and
humidity, for example, are quite
common in the Gulf region. If there
were ways to take advantage of the
water in the fog and humidity and
use it in farming practices we would
tackle water issues facing the region,” Gergawi said in an interview
with The Arab Weekly.

Roof and vertical
gardens are other
aspects of “urban
farming” solutions
“Another approach is hydroponics agriculture,” Gergawi noted.
“Under this technique, farmers
would minimise the use of water
by resorting to special fluids to feed
their plants, while reducing the use
of soil, which needs more water to
sustain crops.”
The researcher said he is confident that appropriate technologies
to save precious water resources
could be easily adopted in the UAE
and other Gulf countries. One way,
he said, is to install “urban farms”
in large warehouses, which can be
rented at low cost and placed under
climate control, protecting crops

from being at the mercy of the region’s harsh climate.
“In addition to sunlight during the day, urban farmers can use
purple light (infra-violet) at night
to grow the plants that would otherwise not breed in the current climate,” Gergawi explained, adding
that crops could be mass produced
in an organised manner “just like in
any production line”.

Even public
parks should
accommodate fruit
trees
Gergawi said he is hopeful that
urban farming, as well as climatesmart food production, will become a reality in the Gulf region in
the near future. “With such a harsh
climate and increasing population
demands, the region has no choice
but to adopt such production processes,” he said.
Roof and vertical gardens are other aspects of “urban farming” solutions, said Martin Jose, marketing
manager at Landex Green Environment Solutions in Dubai.
Pointing at examples of households who cultivate small quantities of vegetables on balconies, Jose
said, “We need to cultivate a culture
in which more edible landscape
practices are implemented rather
than ornamental ones.”
“Even public parks should accommodate fruit trees,” he told The
Arab Weekly.
In his opinion, every household
should have a small greenhouse in
which residents can cultivate the
minimum of salad leaves and vegetables, using “Green Mat”, a product that can save up to 50% of irrigation water. “This will help each
individual to know what he eats and
also will inculcate the habit of cultivation among the new generation,”
he said.
Food security and sustainable
agriculture is a high priority for the
authorities in Abu Dhabi, which established the Abu Dhabi Farmers’
Services Centre to provide technical
and operational support to farmers
and help them increase their productivity.

A greenhouse in Dubai.
The establishment also helps market the produce of some 1,200 farms
in the emirate under the brandname
Local Harvest, offering consumers
the chance to purchase fresh fruit,
vegetables, eggs, dates and honey.
“The centre is currently promoting the use of greenhouses and modern hydroponics systems through
the Agricultural Investment Fund
and the Khalifa Fund,” explained
centre spokesman Ahmed Al Suwaidi.
“The weather can be 50 degrees
(Celsius) outside the greenhouse in
the height of summer but, thanks
to new greenhouse technology, the
temperature inside will remain a
steady 28 degrees — the optimal
conditions for year-round growing
of crops such as tomatoes and cucumbers,” Suwaidi told The Arab
Weekly.
The UAE is the second-largest

food producer and consumer, after
Saudi Arabia, accounting for 14.8%
and 18.5%, respectively, of total
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
food production and consumption
in 2012, according to the GCC Food
Industry Report released in April
2015.
Although it produces more than
half of its total fruit consumption
and 30.5% of its dairy needs, the oilrich country imports almost 79% of
its food needs.
There are an estimated 7,600
greenhouses in Abu Dhabi, in which
capsicum, strawberries, chillies, aubergines and leafy vegetables are
cultivated. New greenhouses will
feature temperature and humidity
sensors that monitor the temperature inside and automate processes
to ensure ideal growing conditions
at all times.
During winter, farmers can sell

30.5%
of the oil-rich
country’s dairy
needs are
imported
their products several days a week
at special farmers’ markets in Abu
Dhabi and the emirate’s western region.
“These markets offer farmers a
chance for additional income and
link the urban population with rural
farmers, providing a unique opportunity to exchange ideas and highlight the importance of agriculture,”
Suwaidi said.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in Dubai.

UAE launches national space
agency strategy
Abu Dhabi

T

he United Arab Emirates
has laid out a strategic
framework for a newly
created space agency that
aims to integrate various
arms of the Gulf federation’s burgeoning space industry.
The seven-state federation, perhaps best known for its oil wealth
and extravagant attractions like
Dubai’s Palm-shaped islands and
record-breaking Burj Khalifa skyscraper, is fast establishing itself as
the Arab world’s leader in the space
sector.
The UAE Space Agency, created
in 2014 by presidential decree,
aims to regulate and support the
country’s space sector, which includes Earth-orbiting satellite programmes and plans for a mission to
Mars in 2020.

Some 75 Emirati
engineers are
working on the Mars
project

Sarah Amiri, deputy project manager of the UAE Mars Mission,
speaks during a ceremony to unveil the mission in Dubai.

Agency Chairman Khalifa Mohammed Thani al-Rumaithi said
the space industry will help diversify the country’s economy
and create highly skilled jobs for a
growing youth population.
“The United Arab Emirates is
seeking to confirm its status as a
space-faring nation in which the

industry plays a key role in sustainable economic development,”
he said at a May 25th event rolling
out the federal body in Abu Dhabi.
The event featured models of Emirati satellites and waiters serving
space-themed canapés, including
hummus in metal squeeze tubes.
Space technology is one of several high-tech industries the OPEC
member is championing as a way to
create jobs and diversify an economy heavily dependent on oil.
Thuraya, an Emirates-based satellite phone operator, was responsible for the country’s first commercial satellite, launched in 2000.
The Emirates’ first governmentbacked satellite, an Earth-observation satellite known as DubaiSat-1,
blasted into orbit atop a Russian
rocket in 2009. It and the followup DubaiSat-2 were collaborations
between Emirati engineers and a
South Korean satellite firm.
Abu Dhabi’s Al Yah Satellite
Communications Company, better
known as Yahsat, hopes to put its
third satellite into orbit in 2016. Its
first communications satellite was
launched aboard an Arianespace
rocket in 2011.
The announcement comes less
than three weeks after the Dubaibased team behind a 2020 mission
to Mars announced that its probe
will orbit the planet, studying its
atmosphere, including changes
over time and how surface features
such as volcanoes, deserts and can-

yons affect it.
Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammed
bin Rashid al-Maktoum said earlier
in May that he hoped that probe,
named “Hope”, would provide inspiration for the Arab world. It is
the first Mars mission attempted by
an Arab country.

The space industry
will help diversify
the country’s
economy and create
highly skilled jobs
Some 75 Emirati engineers are
working on the Mars project and officials say they want to double that
number by 2020.
Aabar Investments, which is
backed by the Abu Dhabi government, is a key investor in Richard
Branson’s space tourism company,
Virgin Galactic.
It agreed to pump $280 million
into the space start-up in 2009 in
exchange for one-third of the company. It raised its stake to 38% after agreeing to additional funding
for the development of a satellite
launch programme. Its initial deal
called for the development of a
spaceport in Abu Dhabi.
Virgin Galactic’s plans are uncertain after its experimental rocket
ship, SpaceShipTwo, broke apart in
flight over California’s Mojave Desert last October.
(The Associated Press)
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OPEC to continue
pumping oil at
current rate
The Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) is
set to carry on pumping oil nearly
flat-out for months more, content
that 2014’s shock market therapy
has revived demand and knocked
back growing competition.
With oil prices having stabilised at
around $65 a barrel, some $20 above
January lows, there is little appetite
within OPEC to modify production
limits.
“There is consensus among Gulf
OPEC countries, and others, to keep
the ceiling unchanged,” a senior Gulf
OPEC delegate told Reuters after an
informal meeting on June 2nd of the
four core Gulf Arab OPEC members.
OPEC, pumping some 30% of the
world’s oil, is expected to maintain
its official production target of 30
million barrels per day (bpd).
Iraqi Oil Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi said there was “optimism and
general acceptance with the current
situation”.
“Nobody wants to rock the boat,”
the Gulf source said. “The meeting
is expected to be smooth sailing.”
OPEC Secretary-General Abdullah al-Badri said on June 3rd that it
would likely be a brief meeting.

(Reuters)

Abu Dhabi’s
Etihad hits back at
unfair competition
charges

Taking what remains. A member of the Syrian government forces at Jazel oil field

ISIS, Kurds deprive Syrian state of revenues
Younes Sleiman

Al-Hasakah

W

ith the fall of Palmyra to the Islamic
State (ISIS), known
as Tadmur in Arabic, Syria’s oil and
gas fields are almost totally outside
the control of the Syrian government, depriving it of a major source
of income and further shrinking its
decimated coffers.
At least 60% of Syria’s oil installations are in the east and northeast, in the areas around Raqqa,
the capital of ISIS’s self-proclaimed
caliphate, Deir ez-Zor on the Iraqi
border and the Kurdish-held area
of Al-Hasakah. These have been
exploited by Islamist opposition
groups and Kurdish militias for two
years now.
The remaining fields in and
around Palmyra are, since May
20th, under ISIS control, further
depriving the government of control of the country’s energy industry.
Syria’s oil and gas wealth is being
shared by ISIS and Kurdish armed
groups, which heavily rely on it to
finance war efforts, according to an
oil worker in al-Hasakah who spoke
to The Arab Weekly on condition of
anonymity. “The Kurds control 274
fields, producing some 40,000 barrels of oil per day (bpd) in addition
to 397,000 cubic metres of gas,” he
said.

The impact on the
government has
been huge
He said Kurds transferred new
oil-refining equipment from Iraqi
Kurdistan to beef up production.
“They have also been operating the
facilities abandoned by the government and using their equipment,
including three big drilling machines, used in repairing fields and

exploring new ones,” the oil worker
said.
He stressed that “the authorities
do not control anymore any single
field in the oil-producing province
of al-Hasakah.” The little quantity
the government has been producing until recently, an estimated
9,500 bpd and 15.6 million cubic
metres of gas, came from Tadmur
province, which is no longer in
their hands.”

Syria’s oil and gas
wealth is being
shared by ISIS and
Kurdish armed
groups
Opposite the Kurds, ISIS tightened its grip on the fields in the
southern part of al-Hasakah after
evicting the Free Syrian Army and
other Islamic opposition groups.
Some of the largest oil and gas
fields — Shadadi, Marcada and alHol — are in ISIS-controlled territory.
According to an oil employee
who asked to be identified as JJ,
some 419 oil fields producing more
than 35,000 bpd and 67 gas fields
with a daily production of 1 million
cubic metres are controlled by ISIS.
“In addition to that, more than
50 oil fields that were previously
exploited by a Chinese oil company
in Shadadi and al-Hol are also operated by ISIS,” JJ told The Arab
Weekly.
The latest account by Syria’s Oil
Ministry estimated overall production in the first quarter of 2015 at
no more than 853,000 barrels and
1 billion cubic meters of gas, most
of that from fields in Tadmur. Syrian production fell to 9,500 bpd in
April, compared to an estimated
pre-war production of 380,000 bpd
in 2011, depriving the government
of some $4 billion annually from oil
and gas exports and general sales.
“The impact on the government
has been huge,” commented Cyprus-based energy expert Nader

Itayim. “And taking into consideration the more recent losses (in
Tadmur), the government’s already
decimated coffers are only set to
shrink further.”
“Beyond oil and gas, the government lost two phosphate mines in
Tadmur that had until recently accounted for a big part of the state’s
remaining exports,” Itayim added.
Before the war broke out in
2011, Syria was the fifth largest
phosphate exporter in the world,
mainly selling to Lebanon, Romania and Greece. In the first quarter
of 2015, Syria sold 408,000 tons of
phosphate on the domestic market
and abroad, according to the Oil
Ministry. Sales raised $39 million,
with exports accounting for all but
$4 million.
Most oil fields were exploited by
international energy companies
which have all left Syria leaving
the country with a lack of technical
expertise which has also lowered
production.
“Production from these fields is
only at about 10-15% of what it was
pre-conflict, because they are mature fields that need a lot of special
technology and care, which they
are not really getting,” said Itayim,
who works with the Middle East
Economic Survey (MEES).
In Kurdish-dominated territory,
thousands of technicians and government employees working in the
oil sector remained at their jobs
operating oil installations and even
get their salaries from the ministry
in Damascus.
In return, the government provides the Kurds with gas from the
Homs refinery to operate power
plants in al-Hasakah and Qamishli,
JJ said.
Moreover, the Kurds imported
small refineries from Iraq’s Kurdistan, which enabled them to process
half of the oil produced in their region. Part of the product is sold
locally and the rest is expedited
to northern Iraq where it is sold at
cheap prices to fuel smugglers and
oil traders, JJ added.

One litre of gasoline from locally
refined crude sells at an average
of 50 Syrian pounds (17 US cents)
and one litre of diesel at some 33
pounds, less than one-third of the
price of better-quality gasoline and
diesel in government-held areas.
In ISIS-controlled areas, the USled coalition’s air strikes have significantly weakened the group’s
ability to produce and smuggle oil
to Iraq and Turkey where it is sold
at discounted prices.
“At one point, ISIS was transporting 100 tanks of crude oil daily to
the Iraqi city of Mosul but the coalition air strikes led to a reduction in
oil extraction and almost total paralysis of cross-border oil transportation,” a Syrian oil expert in ISISheld territory told The Arab Weekly
on condition of anonymity.

60%

of Syria’s oil
installations are
in the east and
north-east

“Alternatively, the group ‘leased’
the exploitation of the fields to local investors, who at the end of the
day pay the group their share of the
day’s labour,” he said.
Crude is also sold locally to the
owners of “burners” who boil it in
big tanks at extremely high temperatures to separate the main
components, such as fuel and
kerosene.“Such a primitive refining
technique is causing environmental hazards and endangering public
health in the region, especially in
Shadadi and al-Hol, where black
smoke from burners is blocking the
sun,” the expert said.
Younes Sleiman is a pseudonym
used by the writer for safety reasons. The author is an Arab Weekly
correspondent based in north-eastern Syria.

The United Arab Emirates’ national carrier Etihad Airways formally
submitted a document rebutting
allegations by US air carriers that it
receives unfair subsidies.
The airline, owned by the oil-rich
Emirati capital of Abu Dhabi, issued
its most comprehensive response
yet to American carriers’ efforts to
pressure Washington to renegotiate
agreements that allow airlines from
Qatar and the UAE to fly to the United States.
US airlines criticised Etihad and rivals Qatar Airways and Dubai-based
Emirates over alleged subsidies —
charges the Gulf carriers denied.
The fight has grown increasingly bitter as the Gulf airlines increase their
American operations.
In the 60-page document to the
US departments of Commerce, State
and Transportation, Etihad dismissed the US airlines’ allegations as
“not supported by fact, logic, law or
treaty”, while outlining $14.3 billion
it has received from the Abu Dhabi
government.
(The Associated Press)

Nigeria’s Akinwumi
Adesina voted new
Africa bank chief
Nigeria’s outgoing agriculture
minister Akinwumi Adesina won a
vote to become the new president of
the African Development Bank.
Adesina, 55, will succeed Rwandan Donald Kaberuka, who led the
bank for two terms since 2005, at a
time when the institution is trying
to diversify from its traditional role
as a development bank.
Adesina inherits a financially sound institution, which was
awarded a prestigious AAA rating
by US ratings agency Fitch in 2013,
a year in which it lent a total of $6.8
billion for 317 operations.
The Nigerian was voted African of
the Year in 2013 by Forbes magazine
for his agricultural reforms and he
represents a country considered to
be the new economic powerhouse
of Africa.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Stambeli: The sound of African music in Tunisia
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

he sounds of the drums
grew louder as a crowd
of men and women playing music and chanting
entered the narrow alley leading to the shrine of Sidi Ali
Lasmar. Waving coloured flags,
the crowd held a ceremony during
which a black goat was sacrificed.
Once settled in the house, the
stambeli musicians begin to play
as attendees fell into a trance that
lasted till the next morning. The
first chant dedicated to praise of the
Prophet.
This ritual, called Al Chaabania, is
a stambeli celebration that became
an attraction not to just the seekers
of the blessings of Sidi Ali Lasmar
but also those who are drawn to the
spiritual and musical fervour that
stambeli music offers.
Stambeli is a musical genre associated with Tunisia’s black community and relates to the ancestral
memory of those who were displaced and enslaved. The community’s heritage was preserved
through the music, the chants and
the dance.
Stambeli music arrived in Tunisia with sub-Saharan Africans
who came north through slavery,
migration, or trade. These settlers,
though coming from different regions, shared a similar heritage.
“Stambeli music came into Tunisia with the migration movement of
tribes coming from sub-Saharan Africa and countries like Nigeria and
Chad back in the 18th century,” said
Mounir Hentati, consultant at the
Centre of Arab and Mediterranean
Music.
“African tribes reached Tunisia
through caravans of trade. Some
came from Timbuktu, from Mali,
from Nigeria, even from Chad. For
instance, the Barnou family in Tunisia comes from there,” said Salah
el Ouergli, a stambeli musician.

“They explored different regions
then settled in Tunisia. In doing so,
they brought along with them the
language, the rituals and the music
of their ancestors. They introduced
the desert music in the use of the
gombri instrument.”
El Ouergli is a master of gombri, a
stringed instrument and one of the
most important in stambeli music.
He acquired the status of yenna
— master — after years of learning
from the best gombri players in Tunisia, most of them now dead.
Stambeli is conceived of as both
a healing and a religious practice. It
combines music, dance and chants
in trance-like performances often
dedicated to religious occasions.
There are different views on how it
got its name.

Stambeli is
conceived of as both
a healing and a
religious practice
“It is hard to find an exact version. Some say it was named ‘stambeli’ after Istanbul to praise the Bey
who gave the authorisation to these
rites. Others say it is connected to
language of the tribes,” Hentati said.
Stambeli also contains elements of
pre-Islamic West African animism.
“Stambeli is primarily a practice
of animism, which believes in spirits. When African tribes came to
Tunisia, they had to adapt to the
Muslim faith and tried to combine
both,” Hentati said.
“Although stambeli was adjusted
to the Muslim context, it still has
elements of the old beliefs in good
and bad spirits. Some rituals and
dances are dedicated to conjure up
good spirits for their blessings. Others are meant to drive evil spirits
away for the protection of people
from their possession,” Hentati explained.
“For many women, stambeli
shows are the only opportunities
to let go, dance and to feel emancipated in terms of body and soul. It

becomes a form of healing through
music,” he said.
Stambeli today is only performed
in a few places. One of them is the
shrine of Sidi Ali Lasmar, which
continues to resist the neglect of
memory and heritage. Situated in
the medina, the shrine is named
after a black saint who lived in that
part of Tunis. “Till today, all the
black community in Tunisia gathered in the shrine twice a year: during the month that precedes Ramadan and during the Mouled. These
houses used to be located at the
outskirts of the old medina so that
the music and the rituals do not disturb the people,” said Riad Zaouech,
a gombri musician and guardian of
the shrine of Sidi Ali Lasmar.
“This shrine was not revived
until the end of (former president
Habib) Bourguiba’s rule (in 1987).
They used to celebrate religious occasions like most of the Sufi orders.
The African influence on the music
of stambeli shows in the rhythm
and the themes such as heritage of
ancestors and love of mother nature
and the land.”
Stambeli musicians also seek to
ensure its continuity by experimenting with new musical genres.
El Ouergli is working on introducing
Western instruments to stambeli
music to create a fusion.
“I have noticed over the last years
that more and more youth became
interested in stambeli music and
started attending the few shows
that are still performed. This inspired me to bring a new spirit to
stambeli by adding Western instruments and influences,” El Ouergli
said.
“It is the heritage that could enlighten the country and represent
Tunisians in the world,” he said.
“Stambeli has beautiful elements
that could achieve more. To be able
to play and enjoy stambeli, you
need to be passionate and to fully
embrace it.”
Roua Khlifi is an Arab Weekly correspondent in Tunis.
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Despite worries,
Ramadan is special
month in the Arab world
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

F

or children across the Arab
world, the holy fasting
month of Ramadan means
lit crescents, decorations,
lanterns and sweets. For
adults, it’s time for worship, charity
and family gathering to break a daylong fast at sundown.
This year, however, rather than
peace generally associated with
religious observances, gloom overshadows as instability threatens to
spill over from Syria, Iraq, Yemen
and Libya and despair grips Palestinians frustrated by Israel’s prolonged occupation.
With the displaced and refugees
in the Arab world totalling unprecedented numbers and Islamic State
(ISIS) militants conquering more
territory, Arabs find themselves
fearfully watching in the region’s
upheavals.

Despite the
challenges, Ramadan
has a special
meaning to the
world’s 1.6 billion
Muslims
“How can we celebrate when our
very existence is threatened by militants and wars around us?” sighed
Syrian nutritionist Rima Akhras, 37,
speaking to The Arab Weekly in Damascus.
“Ramadan has no meaning for us
this year because it’s supposed to
be the time to worship Allah, not to
kill in His name, as ISIS and other
jihadists are doing,” Akhras said.
ISIS militants, known for torturing and slaying of civilians, secured
two major victories in May: Conquering Iraq’s key city of Ramadi,
bringing themselves closer to Baghdad; and capturing Syria’s ancient
city of Palmyra, rich with treasures
dating back 3,000 years.
In Yemen, 2,000 people have
been killed and 8,000 wounded
as that conflict deepens over the
Iranian-backed Houthi rebels, who
seized Sana’a last September and
then fanned out into central and
southern regions of the country.
The Arabs’ predominantly Sunni
governments see the Houthi advance as a bridgehead for Iranian
influence in the region.
Despite the challenges, Ramadan
has a special meaning to the world’s
1.6 billion Muslims, of whom onethird are Arabs.
“Ramadan is a month of worship, charity and fasting as a means
of fostering piety and is a duty on
all adult Muslims,” Iraqi cleric Has-

san Abadi told The Arab Weekly
in Baghdad. Abadi said Muslims
worldwide celebrate the glory of Allah during Ramadan and thank Him
for revealing the Quran to Prophet
Mohammed.
Muslim thinkers emphasise the
religious significance of fasting and
its implications for self-purification
and spiritual growth rather than the
outward observance of the many
rules regarding the fast.
Ramadan, the ninth month of the
Islamic lunar calendar, is signalled
by the sighting of the new moon.
This year, it is expected to begin
around June 18th.
According to the Quran, God requires the fast of Ramadan so believers “may cultivate piety”. Fasting during Ramadan is the fourth
of the five pillars of Islam, the essential religious duties of all adult
Muslims.
In Jordan, the government closes all restaurants, discotheques,
nightclubs and liquor stores and
bans eating, drinking and smoking
in public during Ramadan. Violators are sent to jail until the end of
the holy month.
In Lebanon, where regulations
are more lenient, more people are
seen eating and drinking in public.
Liquor is also served, unless in areas with predominantly conservative inhabitants.
Water pipes, cold fruity beverages, backgammon, playing cards
and TV series, soap operas and talk
shows rule the atmosphere in almost all Arab countries during the
holy month. So does the free meals
offered by charities in a show of
compassion to the less privileged.
Jordanians are counting the
days until Ramadan and streets
are showing signs of festivities, including special banquets for Iftar
(Arabic for the sundown meals) and
special musicals performed by local as well as Syrian, Lebanese and
Egyptian singers.
But the joy is subdued to some
who are concerned that they may
overspend.

This year, it is
expected to begin
around June 18th
Amman car mechanic Alaa Badri,
32, told The Arab Weekly: “I long
for Ramadan, its tradition like family gatherings but I am worried because food prices are really high,
which means I will end up spending more money on meals, which I
can’t afford.”
According to a 2014 study by the
General Association for Foodstuffs’
Merchants, Jordanian households
spent nearly $170 million on food
during the last Ramadan, compared
with an average of $100 million in

other months of the year. The syndicate estimated that 14 million
birds were slaughtered during the
last Ramadan.
In Tunis the word “Ramadan” is
overheard in every conversation of
people passing by. For almost all
Tunisians, the holy fasting month
is the only time of the year when
all the family gets together for Iftar
and evening visits.

How can we
celebrate when our
very existence is
threatened?

Preparations begin weeks before
Ramadan as women gather ingredients needed for the pillar dishes of
the future, such as the traditional
paste used for the soup and the
“brik” — a pastry shell filled with
eggs and fried in oil. Traditionally,
women make their “oula”, which
consists of constituting stocks of
spices and couscous at home in
store for Ramadan.
Some families gather in the
kitchen to polish tableware and
cutlery. Certain plates used only
for Ramadan are brought to the table. Mosques in every neighbourhood add more lanterns to their
domes and change carpets in prayer
rooms.
During Ramadan, many Tunisians go out at night to enjoy Arabic
coffee and attend festivals and concerts, while others visit mosques to
pray. Activity at night makes up for
the slow pace of the day.
In Egypt, an Arab champion of
Ramadan festivities, people say
they have much to be thankful for.
“We had so much to worry about
since 2011,” Cairo accountant Mohammed AsSayed, 36, told The
Arab Weekly, referring to the revolution, part of the “Arab spring”,
which toppled Egyptian president
Hosni Mubarak and three other
Arab leaders.
“But now, we have a new president and things are getting better,
so, as we say in Egypt ‘Ramadan
came and made us happy’,” he said.
“What does not kill you makes you
stronger and this is Egypt now: a
strong country with high hopes.”
Iraq, however, is bound for a
harsh month due to the long hours
of fast and its hot weather, which
reaches 50 degrees Celsius in the
summer.
What makes it worse this year is
the hundreds of thousands of displaced people fleeing ISIS’s rule
and thronging on Baghdad, where
they are forced to spend Ramadan
in tents under scorching heat. So
are the Syrian refugees displaced in
their own country and in Lebanon,
Jordan, Turkey and Iraq.
Iraqi areas under ISIS rule, such
as Mosul in the north and Anbar

Prayer at the Hassan II Mosque during the holy month of Ramadan, in Casablanca.

Saudi man breaking fast
in the east, witnessed a complete
change. “Coffee shops were blown
up, women are forbidden to enter
the market without a male escort
and all aspects of celebrations for
the month of Ramadan are banned,”
Abu Faisal, an Anbar resident, told
The Arab Weekly. He declined to be
identified further, citing fears for
his safety.
In the West Bank, however, municipalities decorate main city
squares and streets as mosques announce the beginning of the fasting
month.
Groceries, vegetable markets
and sweets parlours are usually
crammed with people observing
the fast and looking forward to a
special meal with family. But as
in Jordan, markets may get fewer
shoppers this year as Ramadan unfolds due to the economic crunch
many face.
Every Friday in Ramadan, buses
drop off thousands of people at Israeli checkpoints in the West Bank.
Worshippers wait in long queues to

Shopping for Iftar in a Tunisian market

pray at al-Aqsa Mosque — Islam’s
third holiest shrine — in Jerusalem.
Those waits can sometimes be interrupted by Israeli-fired tear gas
if clashes occur. It is estimated that
up to 300,000 Muslims perform
Friday noon prayers at al-Aqsa during Ramadan.
While the majority of the West
Bank virtually shuts down during daytime, some restaurants in
Ramallah and Bethlehem open for
non-Muslims, or those who do not
fast, although eating, smoking and
drinking in public is prohibited.
For Badri, the car mechanic,
Ramadan is a great time to relax as
public and private offices reduce
their business hours almost by half
to help people cope with fasting,
especially in hot weather.”I look
forward to it because we will have
more time to sleep and watch soaps
on TV,” he said.
Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan,
has been covering cultural issues in
Jordan for more than two decades.
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The Syra Arts Gallery: From tiny footprint to big impact

Chandler and Nematt

Nematt with visiting painter Marcel Richter

Orange and Black

Najwa Margaret Saad

Washington

I

n Washington’s Georgetown
neighbourhood, a sliver of
space off the courtyard of an
office building is home to Syra
Arts, a private commercial art
gallery with an outsized mission.
Sylvia Ragheb and Egyptian Randa Aboul Nasr founded Syra Arts to
raise awareness and create opportunities for Arab artists to gain visibility and access to the American
market.
A Dutch citizen, Ragheb moved
to Cairo when she met her Egyptian
husband and lived there for three
decades. There she cultivated relationships with leading contemporary Egyptian artists and established
a foothold in the region’s art scene.
Ragheb moved to the United
States in 2009 and had her first exhibition at Art Palm Beach in Florida
in 2012. The success of that exhibit
encouraged her to launch Syra Arts.
The small gallery hosts eight shows
per year, mostly solos and sales
events for Egyptian jewellery designer Azza Fahmy.
“There’s no other gallery doing Middle Eastern art the way I’m
doing it,” Ragheb told The Arab
Weekly. “We’re raising awareness
here about the depth and diversity
of regional artists, many of whom
have been very successful internationally.”
Recently, Ragheb greeted guests

The small gallery
hosts eight shows
per year, mostly
solos

Ragheb with Mirage painting

at a reception for Cradle of Annihilation, an exhibit of paintings by
Jordanian artist Salameh Nematt.
The show’s title a not-so-subtle play
on Cradle of Civilization, Nematt’s
paintings reflect his profound disillusionment since the “Arab spring’s”
hope has disintegrated into chaos.
The painting Orange and Black was
inspired by burning match sticks.
While initially experimenting
with landscapes, and still doing
some portraiture and figurative art,
Nematt appears most comfortable
in the abstract. In the beginning, his
compositions allow for more light;
the blues and greens of his painting
Mirage reflect how the spirit of hope
lifted his palette.
But true to the show’s title, the
paintings get progressively brooding and angrier. A large white canvas in abstract expressionist style
called Bedlam dominated the space.
Nematt used a brush and a squeegee
blade to spread red and black paint,
reflecting the chaos and violence. In
the end, “it didn’t seem finished,”
Nematt said.
“Something in my subconscious
was bothering me. Spontaneously, I
decided to dip my shoe in the paint
and step on the painting. Without
that mark it would not be balanced.
Then I knew it was done.”
In Arabic culture, a shoe — shielding the foot from the detritus of life
on the ground — is considered odious. Mere exposure to the sole is
considered insulting and the Arabic

language even provides an eponymous expletive.
Colours darken further against
a white ground in a diptych titled
The Spring That Never Was. Rusthewed, wild swirls may signal degradation or perhaps abstractions of
dialogue that never materialised;
shadows and folding forms emerge
from a preserved white ground.
This pair of paintings struggles, memorialises but still breathes. Exiting
the exhibit, a final diptych Fire and
Ashes is rendered in dense browns
and blacks, allowing no light to permeate.

What Syra Arts
does is absolutely
critical
Apart from a cigarette break or
phone call, Nematt pivoted in place
from one guest to another for two
hours. Guests included the Rev
Paul-Gordon Chandler, founder and
president of CARAVAN, a cross-cultural arts organisation.
“What Syra Arts does is absolutely critical,” Chandler said. “People
have so many misconceptions of
the Middle East and Arabs… it calls
for creative dialogue using the arts
to bridge between peoples.
There’s so little emphasis on Arab
art in major art circles… there’s so
much for us to learn from them. Art
is a vital creative lens.”
CARAVAN will host an exhibition
of 48 Arab and Arab-American artists in London this fall.
Nematt was barely 19 when he
had his first solo show in Amman.
He worked for more than 25 years
as a prize-winning journalist, including as Washington bureau chief
for several newspapers. His artistic
ethos is inextricably infused with
political ruminations on the region’s devolution into unrelenting
conflict.
Nematt’s growing following led
him to open his own art space two
years ago in Baltimore, Maryland.
The space is called XOL Gallery,
short for the Latin saying Ex Oriente
Lux — Light Comes From the East – a
recognition that civilisation began
in the Middle East.

Syra Arts is a private
commercial art
gallery with an
outsized mission
XOL’s first group show was titled ISIS, both as a provocation to
the jihadist terror group as well as
a paean to the Egyptian goddess
who represented magical healing
and was a role model for women.
Nematt is hosting a group show in
July and two solo shows in the fall
featuring Egyptian artists.
Syra Gallery’s next show is to feature Egyptian painter Hammoud
Chantout in September. Ragheb
said she also hopes to stage “popup” shows in New York, using
temporary locations such as prefabricated bubbles or tents. “I want
to reach a broader audience in New
York,” Ragheb said.
Najwa Margaret Saad is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in Washington.
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Most glorious
days of freedom
Sarah Enany

Cairo

I

must admit to being sceptical
about the Ministry of Culture —
the same organisation that employs an official censor to vet
and ban theatrical and cinematic productions — sponsoring a conference on Theatre and Censorship.
With guests from the Arab world
and from as far afield as Hong Kong,
the undertaking itself was excellent
and the scholars and theatre-makers sincere.
The question is whether this is
just another manifestation of deposed President Hosni Mubarak’s
safety-valve strategy of “Let them
say what they like and we shall do
what we like.”
After all, in his final news conference political satirist Bassem
Youssef all but said outright that he
had been pressured into cancelling
his popular show Al Bernameg (The
Programme), which poked fun at
those in the upper echelons of political authority.

Researchers spoke of
types of censorship,
official and
unofficial
Meanwhile, commentator Reem
Maged cancelled her liberal political talk show — one may assume for
similar reasons — and launched
instead Gam’ Mu’annas Salem
(Feminine Plural), a show about
prominent women. It was promptly
banned from OnTV (although not
the German satellite channel DW,
where it is still running) after a female photographer Reem hosted
spoke of covering “the Rabia massacre”, when security forces stormed

protests by supporters of ousted Islamist President Mohammed Morsi,
killing more than 800 people.
Meanwhile, the party line is clear.
“Everybody can speak their mind in
the newspapers and the talk shows.
Anybody can be criticised in the media, from the president to any state
institution. There is no limitation…
on freedom of expression in Egypt
and we are very keen on ensuring
that,” said Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi in an interview on US
television.
Indeed, in the words of Youssef,
“Egypt is witnessing its most glorious days of freedom and I’ll cut out
the tongue of anyone who says differently!”
By and large, the papers at the
conference said it differently. “Our
profession is in the abyss; we must
stay on the precipice,” said Lebanese director Nidal al-Ashqar, owner of Beirut’s Medina Theatre, in her
impassioned polemic against the
curbing of freedoms. From Egypt,
Ahmed Adel Qudabi presented
historical papers on the Theatre
Clubs Movement, a governmentsponsored initiative that owes its
provenance to the Cultural Palaces
of the socialist-inspired Nasserera cultural apparatus, noting that
while these were nominally not
subject to censorship, their performances cannot be accepted without a rigorous vetting process by a
government-appointed committee
which, of course, espouses government values.
School and university theatres are
faring even worse, said Ali AbdelMoneim Dawoud, archival director
at the National Centre for Theatre.
These supposedly youth-oriented
channels are circumscribed by ossified traditions dating to the pre-internet era. Meanwhile, governmental funding sources guarantee that
only conservative offerings will be

Bassem Youssef announcing the end of his show
supported, especially in university
settings where the official attitude
towards political rebellion is parochial, to say the least.
The resemblance between Hong
Kong (presented by Janice Sze Wan
Poon) and Egypt is chilling: “[The]
Public Entertainment Ordinance…
requested theatre practitioners to
submit all their scripts to the Commissioner for Television and Entertainment Licensing before they can
get a stage performance permit. The
ordinance entitled the commissioner to have the authority to censor
every script before they can be put
on stage.
It reinforced a script-vetting system which enhanced productions
of non-political or pro-government
works.”
Gulnar Wakim’s paper on theatre
and censorship in Latin America
spoke of self-censorship, which parallels the situation in Egypt. Other
researchers spoke of types of censorship, official and unofficial, and

the social and sexual conventions
and taboos that govern (and drive)
theatre-makers in a conservative
society. Thomas Engel, executive
director of the German chapter of
the International Theatre Institute
(ITI), gallantly declared: “What can
artists and artists’ organisations do?
We have to make all cases of violence against artists or the freedom
of artistic expression public. Organisations with political influence
have to raise their voices and help
their colleagues.”

Theatre is the
enemy of
power
This admirable international
solidarity is essential for political
dissidents and people risking torture. Self-censorship, the refusal to
push the limits just in case someone
might disapprove, is more insidious, more slippery and far harder to

fight. “Theatre is the enemy of power,” declared Miriam Bu-Salmiin in
her Theatre: Disrupting the Public
Order.
Given the expanded definition of
theatre and performance — some
studies have recently taken the Occupy Movements and Tahrir Square
sit-ins as examples of public performance — this is very probably
true but I might substitute “victim”
for “enemy”. With ever-shrinking
funding, apparatuses and freedoms,
plus an ever-growing list of taboos
— sexual, social and religious, as
well as political — I often wonder
at what point theatre-makers — after the first flare of energy-fuelled
youth is over — will decide the game
isn’t worth the candle.
The Theatre and Censorship conference was May 23th-26th at the
Hanager Theatre & Supreme Cultural Council in Cairo.
Sarah Enany is a freelance
contributor and critic.

Morocco revives falconry heritage with help from UAE
Saad Guerraoui

El Jadida, Morocco

T

he United Arab Emirates
is helping Morocco revive
its falconry heritage. Towards that end, an Emirati delegation participated
in the kingdom’s Lekouassem Falconry Festival, which took place
May 29th through May 31st in Lekouassem, 45 kilometres from the
city of El Jadida.
Obaid Khalfan Al Mazrouei, director of Al Dhafra Festival’s heritage competitions, said the UAE’s
participation was part of the
emirate’s commitment to reviving Morocco’s falconry
heritage through active support of the festival.
“We have brought the
knowledge and expertise that we have acquired in the UAE in
a bid to transmit it
to Lekouassem falconers,” said Mazrouei.
“We seek to make this festival a social venue for the residents of Lekouassem village
and also support Fantasia troops
through financing the feed for their
horses.”
The Emirati delegation distributed first-aid kits and medicine to
Moroccan falconers for the care of
birds of prey.
“Lekouassem Festival is improving steadily. Next year, we will help
organisers develop it further in
order to make it an international
event,” Mazrouei said.
The UAE is one of the world’s
leading countries in falconry,
which was included on the

UNESCO’s Representative List of
the Intangible Cultural Heritage of
Humanity in 2010.
Mohammed El Ghazouani, president of the Association of Lekouassem Ouled Fraj Falconers, who
hails from a family of falconers in
Lekouassem, said the aim of the
festival “is to lure tourists to the
region and introduce them to our
centuries-old culture and heritage”. “We are thrilled to
see IAF President Adrian
Lombard
in the festival. It is such an honour for us as our

association is working to become
a member of the International Association for Falconry and the Conservation of Birds of Prey,” said
Ghazouani.
Lombard told The Arab Weekly
that IAF was looking forward to
working with Lekouassem falconers and helping them preserve
their ancient heritage.
“Morocco is a member of the IAF
and we hope to strengthen this relationship further,” said Lombard.
Falconry is believed to have been
practiced in Morocco for more than
1,000 years. Ghazouani cited the
example of the ruler of Granada
in Spain, who sent a letter to
Morocco in 1352 thanking it for
the falcon gifts.
However, falconry dwindled
through the years in the North
African kingdom due the mass
rural exodus into cities and the
lack of regulations on hunting
prey.
Qatar, which was
the guest of honour
of this year’s festival, hailed the
improvement
of the event,
which allowed
visitors
to
learn
more
about falconry in the Arab
Gulf region.
Ali
bin
Khatim
alMehshadi,
president of
Al
Gannas
Society,
said
the aim of Qatar’s participation
was rapprochement
with Moroccan fal-

Mazrouei presenting award during the festival.
coners in order to share this heritage of their forefathers.
“We took part in other falconry
events across Morocco, including
Larache and Tetouan. We are here
to support our Moroccan brothers
in their festivals,” Mehshadi told
The Arab Weekly.
Beatrice Fouchet, who has lived
in Morocco for 18 years, said her
attendance was a tribute to Lekouassem tribe, which she regularly
visits. Fouchet created an association called El Jadida Accueil, which
hosts foreigners in El Jadida.
Two weeks ago the 70-year-old
French woman took about 80 tourists to Lekouassem village to learn
about the region’s falconry heritage.
“Falconry is part of the Moroccan
culture that I respect very much,”
she added.
Falconer James, who attended
the festival with his falcon, said
Morocco “is a beautiful country
and the falcons here are stunning”.

“I came to the festival to learn
new things about falconry in Morocco and explore their heritage,”
said the American falconer who
works for the Emirates Centre for
Wildlife Propagation in the North
African country.

Falconry is believed
to have been
practiced in Morocco
for more than 1,000
years
The opening ceremony of the festival was a parade with trucks, tractors and SUVs carrying about large
60 dishes of home-made couscous
with carrots and pumpkins, which
are the symbol of Doukkala region,
to the tents as a token of hospitality
of Lekouassem villagers.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.
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Ghar El Melh, Tunisia:
June 7th-13th
Ghar El Melh, a coastal
town in north-eastern
Tunisia, hosts the Ninth
International Photography
Encounters Ghar el Melh,
an event that brings together photography professionals and amateurs
from Tunisia and all over
the world to exhibit and
share experiences.

The old port and souk of Byblos, with the crusader citadel in the background.
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Lebanon’s ancient city of Byblos,
a wary capital of Arab tourism
Samar Kadi

Byblos

O

n almost the same day
that Syria’s ancient city
of Palmyra fell to Islamic
State (ISIS) fighters, the
Arab League’s Council of
Tourism selected another equally
old city in neighbouring Lebanon
as the Capital of Arab Tourism for
2016.
While the designation was warmly received in Lebanon, it took little
account of the country’s political
instability and security threats.
“It makes us proud to have the
title of Arab capital of tourism,”
said Alexi Karim, an entrepreneur
and owner of the city’s main hotel,
Byblos sur Mer. “Let’s hope it
would be translated concretely on
the ground.”
But with civil war raging in
neighbouring Syria and threatening to spill over into Lebanon, Karim was not hopeful that the prize
would woo more visitors to the ancient Phoenician city.

Byblos is one of
the world’s most
ancient,
still-inhabited
cities
“We know that Byblos is a pretty
city that has culture and history
but the whole ambiance (in the
region) is not attractive. I cannot
invite people to my house and tell
them there is fire all around it but
my house did not catch fire yet,”
Karim commented in an interview
with The Arab Weekly.
He said tourism has been badly
hit for several years now and is
largely limited to internal visitors
or foreigners who visit Lebanon for
reasons other than tourism. “This
is what we call ‘forced tourism,’ in
the sense that you see foreigners or
Arabs coming to Lebanon for business or for social events and while
they are here they would visit
Byblos, “Karim said.
Byblos restaurateur Tony
Sfeir was more optimistic.
“We need anything that can
shed light on our city. It’s true
that we are part of Lebanon,
and we cannot separate ourselves from it, but we have
here the most quiet place in
the country,” Sfeir told The
Arab Weekly. “Being the
capital of Arab tourism will
bring some attention and
media coverage to Byblos,
which we definitely need
in these difficult times.”
He did not think the title
would trigger an influx of
tourists to the Mediterranean coastal city, but said
it would stimulate internal
tourism. “At least the Lebanese will be happy and

proud of their city and would want
to visit it… This would bring in visitors on a smaller scale but it does
not matter we need it regardless of
how small it is,” Sfeir said.
Byblos is one of the world’s most
ancient, still-inhabited cities. It
is the cradle of the contemporary
alphabet and has vestiges dating
to the Bronze Age. It also boasts
ruins of Persian fortifications, the
Roman road, Byzantine churches,
a Crusader citadel and a Medieval
and Ottoman town.
Since the end of Lebanon’s
1975-90 civil war, the city’s infrastructure has been significantly
developed by successive municipal councils, attracting investors
in hospitality and tourism. Hotels,
restaurants, beach resorts and
pubs flourished and the city’s old
souk, displaying artisans’ and souvenirs shops, was turned into a pedestrian area.
A main summer attraction of
Byblos is its international festival, occurring in July and August
in the magnificent setting of the
old port. Since it was launched in
2000, showcasing international
singers and bands, including Scorpions, Lana del Rey, BB King and
Vaya Con Dios, to name a few, the
festival has attracted thousands of
visitors.
“The festival has surely helped
in making Byblos an attractive destination and was a key incentive
for upgrading the infrastructure in
the city,” said Latife Lakkis, president of the committee of Byblos
International Festival. She said the
festival attracts some 50,000 visitors who spend time at the city’s
restaurants and hotels and
stroll in the old souk
or shop at modern
shopping outlets.

Constantine, Algeria:
June 9th-11th
As part of Constantine
Capital of Arab Culture
2015 celebrations, the
cultural centre M’hamed
El Yazid, El Khroub in
Constantine will host an
event dedicated to the
popular resistance history
of Algeria.

Constantine, Algeria:
June 18th-20th
As part of Constantine
Capital of Arab Culture
2015 celebrations, Ali
Mendjel University in
Constantine organises an
international symposium
on Anthropology and
Music.

Amman, Jordan:
June and July

“Byblos has all the requirements
and services of a prime tourist
destination. Visitors can spend a
whole month here, not just days.
It’s got everything, including a hospital and a university,” Lakkis told
The Arab Weekly.
She pointed out that the spectre of security problems remains a
big challenge for festival organisers. “We face great difficulties to
convince international artists to
participate in the festival because
all what they hear about on international media is war, insecurity
and political problems,” she said.
“However, once they come here
and spend time in Byblos they
want to come back.”
Lebanon has been plagued by
political instability since the 2005
assassination of former prime minister Rafik Hariri, which accentuated the sectarian schism in the
country. The conflict in
Syria and spillover violence
coupled
with
an

influx of some 1.5 million Syrian
refugees, further challenges internal security.
Director-General of the Ministry
of Tourism Nada Sardouk acknowledged the issues facing Byblos as a
result of national instability.

Byblos has all
the requirements
and services of
a prime tourist
destination
“The country is full of ups and
downs, however, we still do look
ahead positively,” she said, referring to the ministry’s campaign
“Live, Love Lebanon.”
Sardouk argued that Byblos successfully fulfilled all the criteria
for earning the title of Arab capital
of tourism, including diversity of
tourism attraction, relevance of infrastructure and good services and
administration.
“Byblos deserves the title. It is
a pretty and hospitable city where
you feel happy and relaxed at anytime, be it at day or night,” she said.
Despite his concerns, Karim said
he is eager to welcome tourists
in his seaside hotel, sitting on a
small hill overlooking Byblos
port. “In Lebanon, you can
never know what tomorrow
hides for you,” he said, referring to the whims of rival
politicians and political developments.
“If
tomorrow,
(Shia
Hezbollah chief) Hassan
Nasrallah kisses (Sunni
Future Movement leader)
Saad Hariri, and (rival
Christian leaders) Samir
Geagea kisses Michel
Aoun, and then we could
elect a president, I can
assure you that my hotel will be fully booked
for four months,” Karim
added.
Samar Kadi is editor
of The Arab Weekly’s
Society and Travel
sections.

Starting on the third night
of Ramadan, Amman
celebrates traditional Arab
culture with its Citadel
Nights Festival. As the city
comes to life each night
during Ramadan, guests
will be able to enjoy
traditional Arab dishes,
authentic souks and classical Arab music.

El-Haouaria,Tunisia:
July 14th-16th
The Falconry Festival in
the picturesque rocky
shores of El-Haouaria
celebrates falconry with
demonstrations alongside
live music, food stalls
and a large market. Sparrowhawks are trained for
the festival before being
released.

Beiteddine, Lebanon:
July and August
The Beiteddine Art Festival
in the picturesque Chouf
mountains, showcases a
variety of performances,
from operas and concerts to theatre and art
exhibitions. The festival
welcomes more than
50,000 visitors, as well as
numerous international
performers.

Tangier, Morocco:
September 9th-13th
The 16th Tangier’s Jazz
Festival hosts renowned
international and local
jazz artists in one of Morocco’s premier cultural
events. For five days visitors will have the opportunity to attend free street
performances, free dance
courses and jazz concerts.

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

