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Turkish voters block Erdogan’s ambitions
Istanbul

V 

oters in Turkey have 
ended more than 12 
years of one-party rule 
by the Justice and De-
velopment Party (AKP) 

and soundly rejected President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s plan for an 
executive presidency. The dramat-
ic setback for one of the most pow-
erful leaders in the region turned 
Turkish domestic politics upside 
down and is likely to have conse-
quences for Ankara’s relations with 
the rest of the Middle East.

Polls had predicted losses for the 
AKP in the June 7th parliamentary 
election but nothing on the scale of 
what became apparent on election 
night. Turkish news reports said 
AKP members, certain that their 
party would hang on to power, had 
begun discussing cabinet posts. 
When they saw what happened, 
their jaws dropped.

The AKP’s share of the popular 
vote crashed from just less than 
50% in 2011 to 40.9% this time. 
That leaves the AKP, which rose 
to power in November 2002, the 
strongest party but means it no 
longer controls a majority of seats 
in parliament: the number of AKP 
deputies melted from 328 four 
years ago to 258, almost 20 seats 
short of the number needed to 
form a majority government.

One reason for the AKP’s debacle 
was the success of the small Peo-
ples’ Democratic Party (HDP), Tur-
key’s main Kurdish party, which 
won 13.1% of the vote and 80 seats. 
The HDP scored big in its south-
eastern Anatolian heartland but 
also attracted support from non-
Kurdish in cities such as Istanbul, 
which wanted to stop Erdogan’s 

presidential plans.
The secularist Republican Peo-

ple’s Party (CHP), with just less 
than 25% of the vote, will have 

132 deputies, while the right-
wing Nationalist Movement Party 
(MHP) won 16.3% of the vote and 
80 seats.

Observers said Erdogan was 
in part responsible for the AKP’s 
losses because he had declared the 
election a referendum on his vi-
sion for an executive presidency. 
The plan, painted by opponents as 
a dictatorial power grab, motivated 
opposition voters. HDP leader Se-

lahattin Demirtas said the election 
result had, in effect, ended all talk 
about Erdogan’s project.

While the AKP was coming to 
terms with the new reality after 
the political earthquake, attention 
turned to the possible make-up of a 
new government to lead the coun-
try.

 Demirtas ruled out any HDP role 
in a government that included the 
AKP and said an alliance between 
the AKP and the CHP, the two big-
gest parties, should be explored 
first.

The formal process of forming 
a government is to start after the 
new parliament convenes in late 
June. If no solution can be found, 

Turkey could face a fresh election 
in the fall.

Meanwhile, the drubbing for the 
AKP may lead to an overhaul of 
Turkey’s foreign policy.

 Observers expect an end to what 
some call the AKP’s neo-Ottoman 
approach to the Middle East and a 
different Turkish stance on Syria. 

Support for the Muslim Brother-
hood, a cornerstone of the Islamist-
oriented AKP Middle East policy, 
could also be phased out once the 
new government is in place.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

No executive presidency

Thomas Seibert

Terrorists strike at Luxor

Tunis

M 

ilitants set off a bomb 
in a taxi near a tour-
ist site in Luxor, the 
second time in eight 
days jihadist groups 

targeted visitors at a historic loca-
tion in Egypt.

Two men -- both suspected assail-
ants -- died in the June 10th attack 
and four people, including two po-
lice officers, a civilian and a third al-
leged militant, were wounded.

Egyptian authorities said they 
were introducing new security 
measures to protect ancient sites. 
Karnak temple Director Moham-
med Abdel-Aziz said after the attack 
that the monument “is safe and un-
affected and visitors continue to ar-
rive”. In fact, four groups visited the 
site after the attack, officials said.

However, it was the third attack 
on a tourist attraction in North Afri-
ca in the last several months. Three 
assailants opened fire at the Bardo 
Museum March 18th in Tunis, kill-

ing 20 tourists and two Tunisians. 
On June 3rd, two policemen were 
killed at the Giza pyramids outside 
Cairo in a drive-by shooting.

Action by security personnel lim-
ited the toll at the June 10th inci-
dent at the ancient Karnak temple 
in Luxor, a site visited by millions 

each year, by searching a taxi. One 
of the men in the vehicle set off a 
bomb, killing himself. Two other 
men fired at police. One of them 
was killed.

There was no immediate claim of 
responsibility but Egypt has a his-
tory of Islamic militants targeting 

foreign tourists since the 1990s. The 
deadliest attack occurred in Luxor 
in November 1997, when militants 
attacked tourists at the 3,400-year-
old Hatshepsut temple, killing 58.

In 2005, bombs exploded in a ho-
tel at the Red Sea resort of Sharm 
el-Sheikh, killing 64 people, mainly 
tourists.

Last year, the main Sinai-based 
insurgent group, Ansar Beit al-
Maqdis, pledged allegiance to the 
Islamic State (ISIS). In Syria and 
Iraq, ISIS has destroyed archaeolog-
ical artefacts, deeming them “idola-
trous”.

The recent attacks on Luxor and 
Giza could mean a new focus by ji-
hadists. Mathieu Guidere, French 
strategic expert, said the aim of the 
jihadists is “to weaken the Egyptian 
economy by destroying the tourism 
industry” and to have “the maxi-
mum media impact”.

The Luxor attack comes as tour-
ism has been showing signs of re-
covery in Egypt. Before the 2011 
uprising that toppled the regime of 
Hosni Mubarak, tourism annually 
accounted for about 20% of Egypt’s 
foreign currency revenues and at-

tracted as many as 14.7 million tour-
ists.

After 2011, the number of tour-
ist arrivals dropped to 9.6 million. 
Tourists have slowly been returning 
and officials say tourism revenues 
rose to $4 billion in the first half of 
2015, compared to $1.9 billion in the 
same period in 2014.

Egyptian Tourism Minister 
Khaled Ramy said he expects the in-
dustry’s slow recovery to continue 
despite the attack. “Security forces 
were there. It’s a very important 
message to everyone,” he said.

Soumaya Sokkar is an Arab Weekly 
Tunisian-Egyptian writer. She is 
based in Tunis.
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Cover story Turkey vote 

End of an era in Turkey as AKP loses majority

Istanbul

W 

ith a dramatic elec-
tion behind it, Tur-
key is embarking 
on the challenge of 
finding a new gov-

ernment after the Muslim-conserv-
ative Justice and Development Par-
ty (AKP) of President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan lost the outright parlia-
mentary majority it had enjoyed 
since 2002.

As the search begins, observers 
expect changes in Ankara that in-
clude a recalibration of Erdogan’s 
Syria policy and consequences for 
Turkey’s support for the Muslim 
Brotherhood elsewhere in the Mid-
dle East.

One of the big unknowns is the 
question of what role Erdogan is 
to play in the new political envi-
ronment. The 61-year-old former 

prime minister and AKP founding 
member spoke at countless ral-
lies, thinly disguised as opening 
ceremonies, during the election 
campaign but has kept a low profile 
since his party’s heavy losses in the 
June 7th vote.

While remaining the strongest 
single political party with just less 
than 41% of the vote, the AKP’s 
number of parliamentary seats 
shrunk to 258, down from 328 af-
ter the elections four years ago — a 
“collapse”, as the anti-government 
daily Sozcu called it. The secular-
ist Republican People’s Party (CHP) 
came second with about 25% and 
132 seats, followed by the National-
ist Movement Party (MHP) with 16% 

and 80 deputies in parliament. The 
pro-Kurdish People’s Democratic 
Party (HDP) scored huge gains, end-
ing up with 13% and 80 seats.

As no party has the 276 seats 
needed to form a majority govern-
ment, preliminary coalition talks 
are expected to start soon, with the 
new parliament scheduled to meet 
for the first time in late June. If no 
government can be put together 
within 45 days of the opening of the 
new parliament, Erdogan could use 
his powers as president to call for 
elections in the autumn.

Hayati Yazici, a former minister 
in the AKP government, said the 
party had to find the reasons for 
its biggest election setback since it 
was founded in 2001. “We have to 
think about where we were wrong 
and what we have to do,” he wrote 
on Twitter. 

Abdulkadir Selvi, a columnist 
of the pro-government Yeni Safak 
newspaper, said voters told the rul-
ing party that it should “build a new 

AK Party before you build a new 
Turkey”.

Turkish Deputy Prime Minister 
Numan Kurtulmus said the AKP’s 
priority was to try to form a govern-
ment. “I don’t see fresh elections. 
We will try to form a coalition,” he 
said.

The AKP could ask the right-wing 
MHP to form a coalition. But some 
observers have suggested the Kurd-
ish HDP could cooperate with the 
MHP and the CHP in an alliance 
against the AKP.

For the AKP and Erdogan, the 
election results mean they can no 
longer dominate the political scene 
as they have since the party came to 
power in 2002. Without a majority 
in parliament, the AKP is no longer 
able to rush laws through the as-
sembly and it no longer controls 
parliamentary committees, which 
could lead to parliament taking a 
fresh look at corruption allegations 
against AKP members. Before the 
election, an AKP-dominated com-
mittee of inquiry dropped corrup-
tion charges against former AKP 
ministers.

It is not known how Erdogan will 
react to the new situation. Used to 
working with an AKP government 
that shared his political views, 
the president may be forced into a 
French-style “cohabitation” with a 
government at least partly includ-
ing his political foes. 

The election showed that voters 
favoured a scaled-back role for the 
president and not a continuation of 
Erdogan’s domination of govern-
ment affairs, wrote Fehim Tastekin 
of the newspaper Radikal: “People 
do not want an ‘Erdogan regime’.”

As Turkish politicians get to work 
on a new government, analysts ex-
pect the country’s foreign policy to 
change as well. The days when the 
AKP and Erdogan could set foreign 
policy aims and strategy by them-
selves are over. In key areas such 
as Ankara’s approach to the Syrian 
conflict, Turkey’s position will be 
influenced by other parties in par-
liament.

Observers predict Turkey’s for-

eign policy, seen as abrasive and ar-
rogant at times, will soften. “There 
will be no more statements of he-
gemony coming from the govern-
ment,” political scientist Mensur 
Akgun of Istanbul’s Kultur Univers-
itesi told the daily Hurriyet. “So the 
style of statements like ‘The Middle 
East is our turf. We are its protector’ 
will change.”

In Syria, Turkey has been press-
ing for a removal of President 
Bashar Assad. Opposition politi-
cians and news reports say support 
for Syrian rebels included arms 
shipments, an accusation denied 
by the AKP government. With the 
new constellation in Ankara, Tur-
key’s Syria policy is now facing a 
revision, Tastekin wrote.

One indicator of what kind of 
changes will be demanded by po-
tential coalition partners in Ankara 
is the stance of the CHP, Turkey’s 
second biggest party, which has 
been calling for an end of what it 
calls Turkey’s meddling in the Syr-
ian war.

In a broader sense, the election 
also dealt a heavy blow to the AKP’s 
support for the Muslim Brother-
hood. Erdogan’s party sees the 
Brotherhood as a kindred spirit of 
political Sunni Islam. During the 
“Arab spring”, Ankara hoped to 
wield influence throughout the 
Middle East with the help of Broth-
erhood-dominated governments 
like the Morsi administration in 
Egypt.

That plan failed and now the AKP 
itself has suffered defeat, wrote 
Ibrahim Varli of the BirGun news-
paper: “People in Turkey and the 
Middle East have said ‘No to Broth-
erhoodisation’.”

While some consequences of the 
election on Turkey’s foreign policy 
will take time to make themselves 
felt, one element was clear already, 
he added: “With the downfall of the 
AKP, political Islam has lost its last 
stronghold in the Middle East. The 
project of Brotherhoodisation of 
the Middle East has been shelved 
for now.”

Thomas Seibert

Republican People’s Party bus in Istanbul 
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When Erdogan’s formula 
stopped working
London

S 

ince the neo-Islamist Jus-
tice and Development 
Party (AKP) won Turkish 
parliamentary elections in 
2002 it has embarked on an 

ambitious political project that has 
transformed Turkey. Headed by the 
charismatic Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
the AKP achieved a number of suc-
cesses.

Economic reform initially posted 
impressive growth, the army’s ten-
dency to interfere in politics was de-
cisively curbed and a more mature 
democracy appeared to be taking 
shape.

The electoral success that allowed 
this ambitious agenda to be imple-
mented was based upon a simple 
majoritarian formula: Energise the 
roughly 50% of conservative Turks 
to whom the AKP’s political agenda 
appeals and ignore the rest of the 
electorate. Increasingly, however, 
this abrasive style appears to be 
uniting Erdogan’s opponents and 
worrying the AKP’s electoral base.

One of the most striking features 
of Turkey’s June 7th general elec-
tion, which saw the AKP lose its par-
liamentary majority, was the flood 
of tactical voting that allowed the 
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic 
party (HDP) to cross the threshold 
of 10% of the national vote neces-
sary to be represented in parlia-
ment.

The 10% threshold, widely 
viewed as a mechanism for prevent-

ing organised Kurdish represen-
tation, was reached with support 
from secular, middle-class Turkish 
voters who might otherwise vote 
for the Kemalist Republican Peo-
ple’s Party (CHP). The main factor 
motivating these voters seems to 
have been fear of Erdogan’s political 
ambitions.

Erdogan has relentlessly cam-
paigned to turn Turkey from a 
parliamentary into a presidential 
system, pushing through measures 
during his last term as prime min-
ister to turn the presidency into a 
directly elected post. Erdogan won 
election to the now directly elected 
post of president with 51.97% of the 
vote.

However, since his election Er-
dogan has played fast and loose 
with the constitution, making a 
mockery of provisions stipulating 
that the presidency be a politically 
neutral post.

The directly elected presidency 
has been used by Erdogan as a plat-
form to accrue powers. He increas-
ingly used the judiciary as a means 
to intimidate political opponents 
and the media, with newspapers 
editors threatened with prosecu-
tion for running stories not to the 
president’s liking.

The use of the judiciary as an of-
fensive weapon was also accompa-
nied by a hectoring tone, accusing 
the HDP of being a front for Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK) terrorists 
and refusing to condemn more than 
70 violent attacks on HDP offices 
and candidates.

Two days before the latest elec-
tion, two bombs tore through an 

HDP rally in the mainly Kurdish 
city of Diyarbakir, killing three and 
wounding at least 200. Erdogan’s 
muted response to the attacks was 
seen as being in keeping with his 
ultra-partisan style.

“He should go to Diyarbakir. Is 
he not the president of 77 million 
people? He ought to leave flowers 
where people were killed,” said HDP 
leader Selahattin Demirtas.

With such a charged atmosphere 
before the vote, and with Erdogan 
pursuing his traditional formula of 
energising his base by launching 
vicious attacks on his political op-
ponents, many Turks came to view 
the vote as a means of stopping an 
increasingly frightening political 
project.

“In the end the AKP was run-
ning an almost revolutionary pro-
gramme, just going extra-judicial to 
establish a new regime. 

So they started using the judiciary 
as a tool… Turkish society believes 
in independent arbiters in the form 
of judicial regulatory institutions 
and the media,” says Mehmet Mud-
errisoglu, Turkey analyst at Eurasia 
Group, a political consultancy.

“This result shows Turks do not 
prioritise political stability over eve-
rything. “This was essentially a re-
jection of an executive presidency, 
the one President Erdogan was hop-
ing to establish… Turks want more 
cooperation, even at the expense of 
returning to the coalition govern-
ments of the ’90s.”

Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.

Turkey vote 
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Tom Dinham

HDP sympathisers

Dramatic turn of events

Turkey’s AKP facing a watershed moment

P 

erhaps the most telling 
single utterance in the 
immediate aftermath of 
Turkey’s historic June 
7th elections came 
from the new players in 

politics, the Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP). An HDP deputy said 
he and his fellow HDP members 
of parliament realise they were 
elected as a party for the first 
time only because of a protest 
vote against the sitting govern-
ment. It was a refreshingly brave 
and honest statement.

The ruling Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP), which won 
around 258 seats but needing at 
least 330 to call a referendum to 
change executive power from the 
parliament to the president, is still 
very much the dominant political 
force in Turkey.

 However, it must realign its 
priorities: Does it opt for a full-
steam-ahead policy of nasty and 
dangerous rhetoric that would di-
vide Turkish society even further 
and put a nascent peace process 
with militant Kurds at risk? Or 
does it go back to what made it an 
unbeatable political machine in 
the first place — creating jobs and 
appealing to peoples’ religious 
motivations?

Not everything has been the 
AKP’s fault. As has happened in 
other emerging market countries, 
Turkey’s economic growth slowed 
significantly in recent years, to 
3% in 2014. The cost of living has 
increased rapidly. 

The millionaires, whom Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan calls 
on to finance massive develop-
ment projects, such as Istanbul’s 
third airport and the Ilisu dam in 
south-eastern Turkey, are find-
ing it harder to come up with the 
cash to carry out huge job-creating 
endeavours.

The government’s blocking of 
supplies to Syrian Kurds fighting 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Kobane 
alienated many of Turkey’s Kurds. 
The HDP has been active in reach-

ing out to conservative Kurdish 
tribes in Turkey, which have tra-
ditionally sided with the state and 
fought Kurdish PKK rebels.

Immediately after a bomb attack 
at an HDP rally in the main Kurdish 
city of Diyarbakir, police charged 
the fleeing crowd in armoured 
vehicles firing water cannon. Er-
dogan, even though, as president, 
barred from electioneering, ap-
peared on live television soon after 
at one of a succession of  “opening 
ceremonies” at which he ad-
dressed a large crowd. No mention 
was made of the bombing.

With Kurds making up some 20% 
of Turkey’s population, it is a large 
section of voters to lose and the 
AKP will have to work hard to get 
those votes back.

The future of stalled Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) peace talks 
will likely be crucial for both the 
AKP and the HDP, which some 
nationalist Turks regard as the 
political arm of the PKK.

For now, at least, few Turks trust 
the HDP to put the country’s inter-
ests above that of Kurds in the PKK 
peace process.

 On the streets of eastern Is-
tanbul the night of the election, 
the sense of where Kurds’ chief 
concern lies was evident: Dozens 
of young Kurdish men waved flags 
and pictures of PKK leader Abdul-
lah Ocalan, jailed since 1999 on a 
Turkish island prison after being 
convicted of terrorism charges and 
sentenced to life in prison.

While many businesses, big and 
small, attribute their success to the 
AKP, some leftists say they expect 
a backlash and that Turkey may be 
headed towards political violence 
and instability.

Regardless of whether a snap 
election is called, which analysts 
say is more likely than a coalition 
government, this election is a vic-
tory for the under-represented, 
those living on the margins of soci-
ety, be they rural and urban Kurds, 
women or religious minorities.

How the chief players — the AKP, 
Erdogan, nationalist Turks and the 
Kurdish minority — react to events 
over the summer will determine 
whether Turkey has stepped away 
from the authoritarian cliff and en-
tered a new age of mature politics.

Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist 
who lived in Syria from 2007-12. He 
is the author of Revolt in Syria: 
Eye-Witness to the Uprising (Oxford 
University Press: 2012).
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Starr
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Assad’s back is to 
the wall but he’s 
still standing

Syrian regime is running out   of men

Beirut

T 

he Syrian regime of Presi-
dent Bashar Assad is fac-
ing its worst crisis in a 
civil war that’s now in its 
fifth year.

His forces are in retreat in the 
north and east, largely because of a 
new alliance between Saudi Arabia, 
Turkey and Qatar, who set aside 
their differences to unite disparate 
rebel forces for the first time in an 
offensive aimed at smashing the 
Damascus regime. They want As-
sad’s head and their new-found 
aggressiveness can be expected to 
increase.

Meantime, the minority Alawite 
regime is running out of fighting 
men. A lack of manpower’ has al-
ways been its Achilles heel and 
it is now so desperate it’s having 
to forcibly conscript even its own 
people and other minorities, such 
as the Druze who have tried to 
remain neutral in the conflict in 
which some 220,000 people, nearly 
70,000 of them hard-core Alawite 
soldiers, have been killed and more 
than 1 million people wounded.

The Islamic State (ISIS), which 
controls a vast swath of territory 
across Syria and Iraq, is engaged in 
a new northern offensive against 
Aleppo, Syria’s second largest city 
and once its commercial heart. Af-
ter four years of fighting, much of 
the ancient city is little more than 
rubble, divided between Assad’s 
forces and the rebels.

At the same time, ISIS is advanc-
ing in the east after seizing the his-
toric crossroads city of Palmyra on 
May 20th, pushing down a strategic 
highway that connects the key cen-
tral city of Homs, where the upris-
ing against Assad began on March 
15, 2011, to Damascus.

Assad has been in tough spots 
before and come through. But his 
current woes are happening amid 
growing Alawite dismay at the re-
gime’s setbacks, demonstrated by 
widespread draft-dodging by the 
sect’s young men and their forcible 
conscription.

Alawite domination of Syria un-
der the Assads is clearly waning. 
The regime increasingly relies on 
key regional ally Iran and its prox-
ies, particularly Lebanon’s Hezbol-
lah, for its survival.

Indeed, there are growing doubts 
that Assad will be able to hold out 
for much longer unless he gives up 
outlying areas to concentrate what 
forces he has left around Damascus 
and the Alawite heartland in the 
northeast — in effect, partitioning 

Syria between a regime-controlled 
rump and regions held by Kurds 
and Sunni rebel forces and ending 
the nation state.

There have been indications this 
strategy is under way. The Iranian-
supplied reinforcements now de-
ploying in Syria are concentrating 
on these areas. There have been re-
ports, too, of the regime forcibly re-
moving non-Alawites from Damas-
cus and the central city of Homs to 
be replaced by regime supporters.

Satellite images published by the 
United Nations show large urban 
areas that have been systematically 
razed, apparently to “cleanse those 
areas of unwanted elements, a ma-
jority of whom are Sunni”, accord-
ing to analysts Fouad Hamdan and 
Shiar Youssef of the Naame Shaam, 
a group of Syrian, Lebanese and 
Iranian activists that focuses on 
exposing Iran’s growing influence 
in Syria. “These crimes constitute 
what appears to be a state policy of 
sectarian cleansing.”

Iran has been calling the shots in 
Syria for some time and there have 
been reports the Iranians are tiring 
of Assad and his cronies and might 
be prepared to throw him to the 
wolves.

Tehran appears to be increasing-
ly concerned at rebel advances in 
Iraq as well as Syria, which is vital 
to Tehran’s expansionist strategy 
across the region. Iran’s primary 
objective is to maintain control of 
what has been called “useful Syria”, 
the capital, the Latakia coastal zone 
through which Assad gets Russian 
and Iranian weapons, and the cor-
ridor linking them.

This is because Iran needs, above 
all else, to maintain supply lines 
into Lebanon to keep Hezbollah 
well armed and threatening Israel. 
Charles Lister, a Syria expert at the 
Brookings Doha Centre in Qatar, 
says the Iranians, aided by Hezbol-
lah and others, are creating “a state 
within a state” that they will con-
trol if Assad falls — or is pushed.

It is becoming evident amid the 
current build-up of Iranian forces 
in Syria that for Tehran maintaining 
the supply route to Hezbollah takes 
precedence over simply keeping 
Assad in power.

Major-General Qassem Soleim-
ani, commander of Iranian forces 
in Iraq and Syria, inspected regime 
forces in early June around the 
Mediterranean port of Latakia, part 
of the Alawite stronghold now un-
der threat after rebels seized neigh-
bouring Idlib province, the most 
important gateway to the pro-Assad 
heartland, in April.

He vowed, “The world will be 
surprised by what we and the Syr-
ian military leadership are prepar-
ing for the coming days.”

Tehran is deploying 7,000-15,000 
militiamen, overwhelmingly Iraqi 
and Afghani Shias, who will beef up 
regime defences around Damascus 
and mount a regime counteroffen-
sive in Idlib, where Assad’s forces 
have suffered their worst setbacks.

“Whether the new deployment 
signals massive intervention by 
Iran remains to be seen,” observed 
Beirut analyst Michael Young. “But 
given the grave doubts about the 
staying power of Bashar Assad’s 
exhausted army, this may become 
inevitable.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly. He has covered 
Middle Eastern affairs since 1967 
and lives in Beirut.

Beirut

A 

rguably the biggest 
problem facing the Syr-
ian regime of President 
Bashar Assad these days 
is that it’s running out 

of men to fight rebel forces in an 
incredibly complex multi-sided, 
multi-front civil war in which more 
than 220,000 people have died.

When the conflict erupted on 
March 15, 2011, amid the “Arab 
spring”, the Syrian Army boasted 
some 250,000 men, including con-
scripts, and reserves of 280,000, 
according to the International In-
stitute for Strategic Studies (IISS) in 
London.

Today, death, desertion and de-
fections have reduced the army’s 
strength to an estimated 110,000 
men, with some 80,000-100,000 
auxiliaries, half of them in a for-
mation known as the National De-
fence Force (NDF), some little more 
than hired thugs used to terrorise a 
rebellious populace.

There have been thousands of 
defectors from the military, in-
cluding several senior officers. The 
most notable was Brigadier-Gen-
eral Manaf Tlass, a commander of 
the elite Republican Guard and an 
Assad confidant who jumped ship 
and fled to France in July 2012. 
He is the son of a regime stalwart, 
Mustafa Tlass, who was defence 
minister from 1972-2004, mainly 
under Assad’s father, Hafez.

But what made the defection of 
such a high-profile figure at the 
heart of the minority Alawite re-
gime so damaging was that Tlass, 
like his father, is a Sunni and his 
flight underlined the mushroom-
ing sectarian nature of the conflict 
in which the rebels are overwhelm-

ingly Sunni.
The number of conscripts in gov-

ernment-controlled areas has been 
seriously curtailed, as young men 
increasingly dodge mandatory 
military service, which means the 
regime relies on auxiliary forces 
like the NDF, trained by Iranians 
and Hezbollah, Tehran’s powerful 
proxy in Lebanon.

Iran, Assad’s key regional ally, 
has sent thousands of Shia mili-
tia fighters to bolster the regime, 
mainly Lebanese Hezbollah and 
Iraqis, with growing numbers of 
Afghanis and Pakistanis.

But the human haemorrhage has 
reached such proportions amid 
recent rebel advances that the re-
gime, which at most controls about 
one-quarter of the country, appears 
to be relinquishing some regions 
to concentrate its forces around 
Damascus, the seat of Assad’s mi-
nority Alawite regime, the Alawite 
heartland in the northeast and the 
coastal city of Latakia on the Medi-

terranean, the regime’s only port, 
and the land corridor linking the 
two regions.

Since the war began, the army 
has banned all discharges from 
the armed forces. But the drain on 
manpower has gone on, with men 
forced into military service desert-
ing in large numbers, many joining 
the rebels.

Replenishing its fighting forces 
was always going to be a critical 
problem for the regime because 
the manpower pool was limited. 
On the other hand, rebel groups 
have been constantly reinforced 
by volunteers from the Arab world 
and beyond, in what has become 
primarily a sectarian war between 
Islam’s mainstream Sunni sect and 
the minority Shia. The Alawites are 
a Shia offshoot.

Four years of fighting has taken 
its toll on the regime’s arsenal. 
The armoured and artillery forces 
have been severely reduced — 
particularly since Saudi Arabia 

Ed Blanche 

Tehran is deploying 
7,000-15,000 
militiamen, 
overwhelmingly Iraqi 
and Afghani Shias

Iran’s primary 
objective is to 
maintain control of 
what has been called 
“useful Syria” 

 A checkpoint used by forces loyal to Syrian President Bashar 
Assad in the north-western city of Ariha, after a coalition of 
insurgent groups seized the area.

James Bruce

Syrian army troops in Hama province
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Syria’s Druze minority
arming to defend against ISIS

Syrian regime is running out   of men
began supplying rebel forces with 
US-made TOW anti-tank missiles, 
which greatly increased their 
firepower.

According to the 2015 edition of 
the IISS’s Military Balance, the air 
force has shrunk from 555 combat 
aircraft in 2011 to 277 today.

Even so, since the rebels have 
no air wing, the air force remains 
a potent weapon that Assad fre-
quently unleashes on civilians in 
rebel-held territory, which have 
also been repeatedly targeted by 
Soviet-era Scud ballistic missiles 
and FROG-7 rockets. These have 
often been armed with chemical 
warheads that have inflicted heavy 
civilian losses, according to civil 
rights monitors, relief agencies 
and diplomatic sources.

Hundreds of people were 
slaughtered by sarin nerve gas in 
a missile attack on rebel-held sub-
urbs of Damascus in 2013. Under 
international pressure, the regime 
agreed to eliminate its chemical 
weapons arsenal but there are se-
rious concerns that Damascus re-
tains stockpiles. There have been 
repeated allegations the regime is 
using toxins such as chlorine gas.

In 2014, the army, supported by 
Hezbollah and Shia militias de-
ployed by Iran’s military supremo 
in Syria, Major-General Qassem 
Soleimani of the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), 
made substantial advances. The 
regime appeared stronger than at 

any time since 2012 as its forces 
became more adept at urban war-
fare and counter-insurgency op-
erations.

Russian and Iranian arms sup-
plies were steady, while most re-
bel groups were having trouble 
acquiring weapons, particularly 
anti-tank missiles to counter As-
sad’s armour. Elite units such as 
the Presidential Guard and the 4th 
Armoured Division are loyal and 
remain the core of the regime’s 
military.

But as the army has been de-
graded Assad finds himself totally 
dependent on Iran and that has re-
portedly caused friction within the 
Damascus leadership.

Some senior officers have appar-
ently fallen from favour because 
they complained about the role of 
Soleimani’s officers from the elite 
Quds Force, the IRGC’s expedi-
tionary wing and the spearhead of 
Tehran’s expansionist operations 
from Lebanon to Afghanistan.

These officers are particularly 
incensed at the way that Iran, 
which for most of the time since 
Assad’s father struck an alliance 
with the Islamic Republic in 1980 
was the junior partner, has become 
the dominant partner.

Manaf Tlass told The Wall Street 
Journal in 2014 that one of his 
reasons for defecting was the Ira-
nian takeover, along with Assad’s 
refusal to compromise. “Bashar 
never opted at any time for serious 
and credible reforms, but instead 
chose to destroy the country rath-
er than lose power,” Tlass said. “He 
sold Syria to the Iranians.”

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle East 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He 
lives in Beirut.

Today, death, 
desertion and 
defections have 
reduced the army’s 
strength to an 
estimated 110,000 
men

Damascus

S 

yria’s Druze minority has 
tried hard to stay neutral in 
the raging war between the 
Alawite regime of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad and 

the mainly Sunni-driven opposi-
tion. However, more than four years 
into the conflict, the community — 
3% of Syria’s population — is taking 
up arms to defend itself against the 
threat of rampant Islamic radical-
ism.

With the support of Lebanese 
co-religionists, Syrian Druze, who 
played a major role in shaping the 
country’s modern history, are pre-
paring for a much feared battle with 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and al-Qae-
da-affiliated al-Nusra Front, whose 
fighters have reached the outskirts 
of their heartland of Sweida in Jabal 
al-Arab, in southern Syria.

According to Youssef Jarbou, one 
of the community’s three sheikhs 
al-Aql — the highest spiritual lead-
ers — the Druze are regrouping in a 
single force under the banner Na-
tion Shield to confront the looming 
danger.

“This group was established in or-
der to face the big threats posed by 
radical terrorist organisations that 
have been endangering the nation 

for more than four years,” Jarbou 
told The Arab Weekly.

“Today, the province of Sweida 
is in big danger, necessitating the 
creation of Nation Shield to defend 
the land, the people and the nation.

“We will not allow chaos and dis-
order in Sweida. We, also, will not 
allow ISIS to enter the province, 
which our youth are fully ready 
to defend,” Jarbou said. “We are 
deeply worried and cautious about 
our future and what is being plotted 
against our area.”

The mountainous Sweida prov-
ince is the heartland of Syria’s Druze 
population.

According to sources in the Druze 
community in Lebanon, their co-
religionists in Syria feel abandoned 
after the Syrian Army, fighting for 
the survival of Assad’s regime, 
pulled out the bulk of its troops sta-
tioned in the province. “The Druze 
in Syria are being left alone to face 
their fate. They can only rely on 
themselves for protection,” said one 
source who asked for anonymity.

The withdrawal of Syrian troops 
from Sweida coupled with specula-
tion that the Assad regime was play-
ing to protect itself and its interests 
by setting up an enclave for its Ala-
wite minority, an offshoot of Shia 
Islam, in two provinces along the 
eastern Mediterranean coast.

It is rumoured that the enclave 
will serve as the seat of Assad’s 
presidency if his regime collapses in 
Damascus, which is surrounded by 
hotspots ruled by the armed oppo-
sition, ISIS militants or other Islam-
ist radicals.

With that in mind, the Druze 
would find themselves in a divided, 
war-ransacked country with no clue 
of who might win the right to rule.

Since the outbreak of anti-regime 
demonstrations, which developed 
into a fully fledged civil war, the 
Druze have been reluctant to adopt 
a clear-cut position in support of 
one party or another. When mass 
demonstrations erupted in nearby 
Sunni Deraa in March 2011, Sweida 
remained relatively calm.

While discreetly accommodat-
ing the regime, the community’s 
religious and political leaders have 
opted for disassociation from the 
conflict, preaching neutrality rath-
er than rebellion. Eventually, this 
strained once good relations with 
Sunni neighbours.

Opposition to the regime has 
clearly increased among the Druze 
in the past two years, so is appre-
hension over the Islamist character 
of the rebellion and the growing 
tide of radicalism.

The split among Druze politicians 
in Lebanon over the Syrian conflict 
— some advocating rebellion against 
Assad; others preaching opposition 
to the Sunni-driven rebellion — also 
fed existing Druze dilemmas.

The community had already paid 
a heavy price in the conflict. Many 
young Druze who were conscripted 
into the army have been killed after 
being positioned at the forefront of 
battles. This resulted in defections 
of Druze personnel and resistance 
to further conscription. The army 
refrained from moving against 
them, preferring not to inflame Dru-
ze antipathy against the regime.

Jarbou brushed aside allegations 
that the regime has abandoned 
Sweida to an unknown fate, al-
though he acknowledged that mis-
takes had been committed. “The 
state is engaged in other regions 
where (opposition) attacks are be-
ing waged on the nation, giving the 
impression that it had given up on 
Sweida,” he said.

However, blunt denunciations of 
the regime were made earlier in 2015 
by Sheikh Wahid al-Balous, who is 
said to have some 10,000 armed fol-
lowers. Balous rose to prominence 
after repelling an attack by al-Nusra 
Front on the village of Deir Dama in 
Sweida’s countryside. His and other 
armed groups affiliated with reli-
gious scholars are reportedly join-
ing forces under Nation Shield.

According to a Sweida-based 
writer and historian, who spoke to 
The Arab Weekly on condition of 
anonymity, “the battle of the Jabal” 
is inevitable and will be a turning 
point in the conflict.

“There is no doubt that the prov-
ince will witness acts of violence 
and that the bill will be very high,” 
the writer said. “He pointed out that 
Sweida’s residents were stocking up 
on food and dozens of youth were 
enlisting in Nation Shield, which 
is to be led by retired Druze Army 
General Nayef al-Akel.

Accusing ISIS and al-Nusra Front 
of being tools for Western powers, 
the writer said, “The majority of the 
Druze are determined to resist the 
substitute of the American-Western 
army (ISIS) and defeat them, ex-
actly as their ancestors did against 
tyrants in the past.”

Druze disaffection with the re-
gime is well below the level of acute 
hostility commonly felt by Sunnis. 
But many of prominent sheikhs 
have openly become increasingly 
critical and defiant, making de-
mands and serving warnings to 
both the government and the op-
position.

Mounir Harastani, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
Damascus.Casualties near the city of Sweida

Druze disaffection 
with the regime is 
well below the level 
of acute hostility 
commonly felt by 
Sunnis

The Druze have been 
reluctant to adopt a 
clear-cut position in 
support of one party 
or another

Mounir Harastani

Syrian army troops in Hama province
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T
he number of refugees and displaced people in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) is growing by the day. 
According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), the number of Syrian refugees alone in Jordan, 
Lebanon, Iraq, Egypt and Turkey is nearly 4 million. 
Slightly more than half of the refugee and displaced 
population in the region is constituted by women. They, 
of course, suffer from the same dire problems of poverty 

and unemployment men face. A recent UN report shows two-thirds of 
refugees of both sexes in Jordan live below the poverty line. One-in-six 
refugees lives on an income of less than $40 a month.

But the plight of women refugees in the MENA region is particularly 
exacting.

The reign of the Islamic State (ISIS) has pushed the exactions to their 
most brutal extremes, reducing religious minority women to slaves 
when they did not butcher them. The terrorist organisation subjected 
all women under their control to persecution and abuse.

For refugee women, the hardships caused by war and displacement 
were made worse by the enduring gender bias in Arab societies.

It is more difficult for them to find jobs. According to a recent UNHCR 
study, only one-fifth of Syrian refugee women have remunerated jobs. 
One-third say they do not have enough to eat. Many hold strenuous 
jobs, such as domestic work and agriculture, where they are at risk.

Often deprived of schooling and other educational activities, young 
refugee girls are subjected to pressures to marry older men. In Jordan, 
for instance, 64% of the women refugees are less than 25 years of age. 
Added to polygamy and tolerance of underage marriages in many of the 
host societies, dire economic circumstances make young women even 
more vulnerable, not just to arranged marriages but also to sexual 
exploitation and violent abuse.

Tented encampments add to the precarious situation of women. At 
least 20% of the women refugees in Jordan are confined to tented 
settlements with little access to education, business or leisure.

Women in tented encampments are exposed to the elements, from 
scorching desert heat in Jordan’s summer to the cold of Lebanon’s 
snowy winter.

In Zaatari camp in Jordan, every ten tents accommodate about 50 
male and female inhabitants who share two public toilets, one for men 
and another for women. Walking a distance to the restrooms, women 
are exposed to all risks. About 100 cases of rape or sodomy were 
reported in 2014 in Zaatari.

If in normal circumstances in the Arab world, the burden of taking 
care of the family and children falls too often on the shoulders of 
women, the responsibility is compounded in the tragic conditions of 
displacement, especially that many are widowed and fending for 
themselves alone.

They have to deal with the challenge of children unable to attend 
school and their being exposed to the risks emanating from improper 
housing and health conditions.

“For hundreds of thousands of women, escaping their ruined 
homeland was only the first step in a journey of grinding hardship,” 
says Antonio Guterres, UN High Commissioner for Refugees.

For women refugees in the Arab world, grinding hardship has gone 
beyond the tolerable threshold.

Editorial
Women refugees in MENA
 should not be left to stand alone

Editorial

Movement on 
the Syrian front

T
hings are starting to 
move in the Syrian civil 
war. After many 
months of stagnation 
suddenly there seems 
to be movement on 

both the political and military 
fronts.

On the political front, there are 
reports the Group of Seven (G7) 
may be in the process of negotiat-
ing something that would facilitate 
the departure of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

Rumours are running wild that 
there could be imminent major 
political changes in the country. 
What kind of change is yet to be 
seen but indications seem to go in 
the direction that this could be the 
beginning of the end for the regime 
and the start of a new chapter in 
Syrian history.

But there remain many un-
knowns and, come what 
may, even if the current 
president steps down, 
there will be years of 
fighting before the guns 
are silenced in Syria. 
The opposition is far 
too divided to reach an 
agreement and settle on 
a single leadership. And 
then there is the Islamic 

State (ISIS), which is not about 
to fold up and go away anytime 
soon.

Indeed, the situation across the 
country has reached the point of 
total anarchy with the proliferation 
of armed groups, some control-
ling large areas of territory, as with 
ISIS; others barely being able to 
maintain control of a single street. 

These are factors that will have to 
be dealt with eventually by the new 
government.

Leaders of the G7 say there might 
be a brief opportunity to push 
through a political deal that would 
pave the way for Assad to step 
down, giving way to a new coali-
tion government. This is accord-
ing to officials familiar with the 
discussions at the G7 summit in the 
Bavarian Alps.

But what must be crystal clear 
to the United States, the European 
Union and the rest of the world by 
now is that no solution to the crisis 
in Syria will be possible without 
direct participation of Russia.

“This could be the opportunity 
to get a political deal. We need 
Russia for this,” one of the sources 
said, adding that the only way for 
a transition would be for Assad to 
leave Syria.

Another G7 source said there was 
a feeling the situation in Syria could 
be on the verge of change, without 
giving details.

But here, as they say, is where 
the plot thickens. Moscow, well 
aware of its powers of persuasion 
in the Middle East, is not about to 
give something for nothing to the 
Americans and the Europeans. And 
helping solve the crisis In Syria, 
Russia is sure to ask for concessions 
from the West regarding Ukraine.

The question to ask is just how 
many concessions to Moscow 
the allies in the West are willing 
to make to settle the Middle East 
crisis.

The other major player in the Syr-
ian crisis, Iran, appears to be ready 
and willing to reach a deal so that 
it can withdraw its forces currently 
fighting in Syria.

On the military front, Syrian gov-
ernment forces are not faring very 
well, having suffered a new setback 
with the loss of a major military po-
sition in the south of the country. 
The Southern Front alliance took 
control of the 52nd Brigade base 
in Daraa province after 24 hours of 
fierce clashes.

The base lies near a major high-
way running from Damascus to 
Syria’s border with Jordan and is 
also near the frontier with Sweida 
province, which is largely regime-
controlled. It was one of the main 
lines of defence for regime forces.

The fall of the base is the latest in 
a string of defeats for the regime. 
This, of course, contributed to wild 
rumours circulating in the country.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
section editor of The Arab Weekly. 
You can follow him on Twitter @
Claudesalhani.

On the military front, 
Syrian government 
forces are not faring 
very well

Claude Salhani

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

A military truck belonging to loyalist forces set on fire in Deraa
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Making life more promising than death

T
he Islamic State (ISIS) 
has at least one huge 
advantage over the 
array of forces aligned 
against it. It has 
succeeded in recruit-

ing fighters who are willing to die 
for its cause; the creation of a 
21st-century caliphate.

Writing in the Washington Post 
after the fall of Ramadi, John 
McLaughlin, former acting 
director of the CIA, said: “People 
don’t fight because they’ve been 
trained; they fight because they 
believe in something. At present, 
the biggest believers in the region 
are with the Islamic State.”

From the dawn of warfare, the 
challenge for all fighting forces 
has been to convince men — 
mostly young men in the prime of 
life — that their lives are worth 
sacrificing for a greater cause, be 
it a tribe, a religion, a nation-state 
or an ideology. This, indeed, is 

the great secret of war: 
Leaders (mostly older 
men) persuading soldiers 
(mostly younger men) to 
put their lives at risk for 
the glory of something 
greater than themselves.

This is what martyrdom 
is all about, whether it 
takes the form of ISIS 
suicide bombers, World 

War II Japanese pilots who 
flew their planes into Allied 
warships or outnumbered 
American GI’s ordered to charge a 
German position during the 

Battle of the Bulge.
It is no secret that humans are 

willing to kill — people kill for all 
kinds of reasons and motivations 
— but putting yourself in a 
position in which you may die (or, 
in the case of suicide missions, in 
which you definitely will die) 
requires a more powerful motiva-
tion.

The Iraqi Army soldiers who 
fled Ramadi as ISIS fighters 
approached were unwilling to 
die. But what, after all, were they 
being asked to die for? To pre-
serve the glory of the mother-
land, the Iraqi nation? There is no 
longer an Iraqi nation. To 
advance the cause of democracy 
and tolerance and progress? 
(“Martyrs for tolerance” is not a 
great motivational line.)

It is no surprise that those who 
have fought most effectively 
against ISIS are the ones who 
have a clear idea of what they are 
fighting for: The Kurds, the Shia 
militias and the Iranian Revolu-
tionary Guards. They are fighting 
for their people, their sect, their 
nation. These are things they are 
willing to die for.

The United States and most 
other Western states have ruled 
out putting “boots on the 
ground” to fight ISIS. Put simply, 
Western leaders do not want their 
young people dying for unclear 
causes; a lesson the Americans 
learned after Vietnam and then 
relearned after the Bush-era 
invasion of Iraq. Even non-

democracies, like the Soviet 
Union, learned this lesson in 
Afghanistan.

So the West’s involvement 
against ISIS will be limited to air 
strikes (modern US aircraft with 
their stealth technology are 
virtually certain to survive every 
mission) and drone attacks in 
which the human element may 
be, literally, thousands of miles 
from the battlefield.

Technology has allowed the 
West to fight martyr-free wars, 
wars in which Western fighters 
can kill with little risk of being 
killed themselves. 

This fact is not lost on people in 
the region, who see this kind of 
war as a declaration that Western 
lives are more precious than Arab 
lives.

Moreover, military analysts 
agree that to defeat ISIS, there 
must be a ground campaign. Air 
wars alone do not succeed alone. 
The United States and other 
coalition forces have been 
bombing ISIS positions since last 
summer but that did not prevent 
recent ISIS victories in Ramadi 
and Palmyra.

So we are left with two routes 
to defeating ISIS, two routes that, 
in fact, merge:  First, anti-ISIS 
governments must come up with 
a way to motivate their people to 
understand the need to resist ISIS 
and everything it stands for. But 
second — and in order to do the 
first — anti-ISIS governments 
must counter ISIS’s appeal by 

giving their young people, their 
marginalised communities, 
something to live for so that they 
are not attracted to ISIS, which 
only offers something to die for.

Tragically, the reason ISIS’s 
appeals are succeeding is because 
so many young people in the 
region (as well as outside the 
region) see more promise in dying 
to achieve future glory than in 
living to achieve a fulfilling life in 
“real time”.

The fight against ISIS has 
served to distract many regional 
states from the difficult task of 
building societies and economies 
that engender hope, that offer 
young people prospects to 
explore their potential and that 
vest citizens in the political 
process. 

Societies that give people 
something to live for.

The West has been equally 
negligent, by focusing on military 
and security assistance to the 
exclusion of economic aid, trade 
promotion, educational scholar-
ships, research and development 
partnerships and the myriad 
other ways to help lift Arab 
societies out of their despair.

Put simply, the way to stop ISIS 
is to make life more promising 
than death.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.

Mark Habeeb

Technology has 
allowed the West 
to fight martyr-free 
wars

Why the Samaha case in Lebanon is tainted
Beirut

T
he saying “all men are 
created equal” has 
little meaning in 
Lebanon’s justice 
system, a fact that 
became more apparent 

in the trial and conviction of 
former minister Michel Samaha, 
who was sentenced to four-and-a-
half years in prison after admitting 
to plotting terror attacks in 
Lebanon.

The outcome is a clear indica-
tion of the disintegration of basic 
institutions in Lebanon, where 
members of the political class close 
to the “deep state” — Syria’s inner 
intelligence circle — remain above 
the law.

Samaha, a Christian intimately 
linked to Damascus, received the 
relatively light slap on the wrist at 
a military tribunal on May 13th de-
spite video recordings showing him 
discussing plans for the killings and 
explosions at the behest of a senior 
Syrian security chief, General Ali 
al-Mamlouk.

The videos, recorded by an agent 
working for Lebanon’s Internal Se-
curity Forces (ISF), showed Samaha 
explaining that the terror plots 
were approved by Mamlouk and 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Samaha, a former Lebanese 
minister of communications and 
an adviser to Assad, admitted in 
one video that Syrian intelligence 
provided him with $170,000 and 
explosives intended for bombings 
in areas where sectarian tensions 
run high or for targeting Sunni 
political figures opposed to the 
Damascus regime.

Samaha argued he was 
the victim of entrapment 
and actually wanted to 
use the bombings to force 
the closure of the Syria-
Lebanon border to stop the 
movement of Lebanese 
fighters beefing up rebel 
ranks in Syria’s civil war.

The Samaha verdict is 
tainted with political corruption, 
particularly when compared to 
similar sentences. 

An obvious comparison is with 

another major terrorism case, a 
four-month battle between extrem-
ists of the radical Fateh Islam or-
ganisation and the Lebanese Army 
in 2007.

In that battle in the Nahr al-Bared 
Palestinian refugee camp in north 
Lebanon, 170 soldiers were killed. 
Of the 100 Islamists who were cap-
tured, 91 were imprisoned without 
trial for more than seven years. Ac-
cording to lawyer Hashem Ayoubi, 
15-20 of the Islamists who spent all 
those years in prison awaiting trial 
ended up being sentenced to one or 
two years behind bars.

Justice in Lebanon is thus far 
from being blind to political clout.

According to the World Justice 
Project’s Role of Law Index for 
2014, Lebanon ranks 49th globally 
and fourth among seven Middle 
East and North African countries in 
overall rule of law performance. It 
gets worse.

 Lebanon’s civil justice system 
ranks 70th overall and second to 
last in the region, mainly because 
of corruption, long delays before 

trials and discrimination against 
marginalised groups.

Lebanese nationals and politi-
cians denounced Samaha’s light 
sentence. Justice Minister Ashraf 
Rifi, a former ISF commander, 
proposed referring the case to the 
UN-mandated Special Tribunal for 
Lebanon (STL), which is investigat-
ing the February 2005 assassination 
of former Lebanese prime minister 
Rafik Hariri.

Rifi said his decision was mo-
tivated by a “link between the 
explosives carried by Samaha from 
Syria to Lebanon” and those used 
to assassinate George Hawi, the 
former head of the Lebanese Com-
munist Party, as well as journalist 
and parliamentarian Samir Kassir, 
in the wake of the Hariri killing.

Samaha’s case adds to sec-
tarianism and confirms for many 
Lebanese the existence of a “deep 
state” protecting Syrian and Iranian 
interests in the country. 

Samaha’s light sentence also adds 
to the grievances of a large section 
of the population who, ten years 

after the Hariri assassination, are 
still waiting for the arrest of the 
conspirators. Five defendants — 
members of the Syrian-backed Hez-
bollah — are being tried in absentia 
in The Hague for carrying out the 
bombing in Beirut that killed Hariri 
and 22 other people.

Lebanese authorities have not ar-
rested the suspects as they remain 
under the protection of Hezbollah, 
which vowed to “cut off the hands” 
of anyone seeking to apprehend 
them.

The Samaha verdict highlights 
the culture of impunity prevailing 
among Lebanon’s political class. It 
is an indicator of the dismantling 
of state institutions that are main 
guarantors of civil liberties. It also 
tells the Lebanese that justice only 
applies to those not rich or well-
connected enough to escape it.

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

Mona Alami

Samaha received the 
relatively light slap 
on the wrist

Opposing Samaha’s sentence
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The daily trials of displaced Iraqi Sunnis
Thousands face death threats, kidnapping and ostracism in Baghdad

Baghdad

L 

eaflets warn: “Go home or 
face the consequences.” 
The message is targeted 
at the 1 million Iraqis who 
have fled to the capital 

Baghdad after Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants seized large parts of the 
north and west of the country in the 
last year. Baghdad residents are re-
luctant to mix with people they see 
as aliens and fear some of them may 
be linked to ISIS. Landlords lease 
apartments for triple the price of-
fered to locals.

The population of Baghdad has 
swelled in recent weeks by 15% 
to 8.4 million, according to Iraq’s 
Ministry of Immigration and Dis-
placed, mainly with people from 
Anbar province after Ramadi, the 
provincial capital, fell last month to 
coordinated attacks by more than a 
dozen ISIS suicide car bombers fol-
lowed by an assault by the extreme 
jihadist group’s ground forces.

“This is not the Baghdad I know,” 
sighed Shatha Mohammed, 59, a 
mother of six. She said she fled with 
her 18-member family, including 
her daughters-in-law and grand-
children, hours before ISIS stormed 
Ramadi on May 17th as the Iraqi 
military garrison collapsed and fled.

“You feel like a criminal or a thief 
here. We don’t dare to leave the 
house. My 10-year-old grandchild 
buys our food from a nearby gro-
cery store. Our neighbours give us 
dirty looks whenever we open our 
door,” she told The Arab Weekly, 
breaking into tears.

Predominantly Sunni Ramadi is 
a key city on Baghdad’s western 
edge. Its fall to ISIS sent shock-

waves across the capital, where the 
government, dominated by the rival 
Shia Muslim sect, warned that ISIS 
could advance towards Baghdad.

Iraqi President Fuad Masum told 
The Arab Weekly in an interview 
days after Ramadi fell that Baghdad 
was “certainly in danger” from the 
ISIS jihadist militants.

Masum, a Kurd, said the mainly 
Shia Iraqi army and its allied mi-
litias planned to defend the capi-
tal on the banks of the Tigris river 
while mounting a counteroffensive 
to drive ISIS out of Ramadi, the 
provincial capital of the vast desert 
province of Anbar, which borders 
Syria, Jordan and Saudi Arabia.

Ramadi’s fall to ISIS was a setback 
to the Iraqi army and a blow to US-
backed efforts to drive the militants 
out of the large parts of western and 
northern Iraq, in Tikrit and Mosul, 
which the extremist group overran 
in a surprise offensive in June 2014.

While the Iraqi army recaptured 
Tikrit on April 1st, following a 
month-long battle for the home-
town of fallen Iraqi dictator Saddam 
Hussein, Mosul — Iraq’s second larg-
est city — remains under ISIS rule.

Making things worse, media re-
ports circulated about the alleged 
abduction by Shia militias of dozens 
Sunni Iraqis displaced from Ramadi 
and other cities in Anbar, who were 
later found dead.

Adding to their isolation by Bagh-
dad’s residents, Iraqi lawmaker 
Hakem al-Zameli, said in televised 
comments that 1,000 families 
among those displaced from Rama-
di were pro-ISIS, trained by the mili-
tant group  to destabilise Baghdad.

“This was the straw that broke 
the camel’s back,” said a 29-year-old 
man displaced from Ramadi, who 
asked to be identified as Moham-
med. “When people know that I am 
from Ramadi, having heard what 
the MP said, they just turn their 
backs to me,” Mohammed told The 
Arab Weekly.

“But there are the others who 
threaten to hurt me physically, so I 

decided to stay home and not ven-
ture out for any reason.”

Another 30-year-old Anbar native 
in Baghdad, who identified him-
self as Ammar, said security forces 
harass him after they see his home-
town and name on his national 
identity card.

“When they see where I come 
from, police, army or militias make 
me wait for hours under the sun and 
heat before crossing a checkpoint,” 
he said. “I beg and plea with them 
to let go of me but they push and 
shove me, calling me names.

“It is humiliating.”
In the purely Shia-populated 

Bayaa neighbourhood and the near-
by Aamel district on the capital’s 
south-western and western edge, 
leaflets threaten Sunnis from Anbar, 
Mosul and other provinces to keep 

away.
“Go home, we don’t want terror-

ists here,” read a banner hung on a 
building in the Bayaa neighbour-
hood. Another in the Aamel district 
warned, “Sunnis are not welcome 
here.”

A 47-year-old Sunni Iraqi police-
man, who fled Anbar to Baghdad 
in May, said he had received death 
threats.

“Days after I rented an apart-
ment in central Baghdad, I was left 
a note on my front door warning me 
to leave or face the consequences,” 
said the man, identified only as Abu 
Zohra. “I had hoped they’d forget 
about me but they didn’t. Three 
days later, my front door was blown 
up in a blast, men in military uni-
form stormed into the house, threw 
me, my wife and nine children in 

the street.” “They beat me and my 
three sons and refused to allow us 
take any of our belongings,” he told 
The Arab Weekly.

Rents for the displaced are usu-
ally at least double that asked of 
Baghdad residents, said Ahmed 
Nusseir, 33. He said a two-bedroom 
apartment in a middle-class Bagh-
dad neighbourhood, which is usu-
ally offered at $200 to Baghdad 
residents, is rented for $600 to the 
displaced.

“You don’t blame the landlords,” 
he said. “They don’t want to rent 
out to the displaced for fear that 
their property may be blown up, or 
destroyed by the militias.”

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Baghdad.
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Displaced families taking shelter in Baghdad mosque.

The population of 
Baghdad has swelled 
in recent weeks by 
15% to 8.4 million

Omar Hejab

Iraq: In the shadow of ‘Abu Azrail’
Beirut

I 

raqi fighter Abu Azrail — in 
English “the Father of the 
Angel of Death” — has been 
depicted by television 
station France 24 as “a 
vigilante hero, one man 

against the terror organisation of 
the Islamic State (ISIS)”.

In spite of the accolades show-
ered on the Shia militiaman who 
has “Rambo” status in Iraq, he is 
another face of the infernal cycle in 
which two concepts of martyrdom 
are fighting in the name of God.

The motto Ila Tahin (ISIS), Grind 
you to Dust has made Abu Azrail 
famous across Iraq. He can be seen 
on videos standing beside a rocket 
launcher with his two high-tech 
mobile phones or working out at a 
Baghdad gym.

In spite of his apparent combat 
successes, Abu Azrail has come to 
symbolise the polarisation within 
Iraqi society where identities are 
increasingly defined by religion 
instead of nationality and have 
been exacerbated by ISIS’s opera-
tions in the murderous civil war in 
neighbouring Syria.

That conflict pits a rebellion 

largely supported by the majority 
Sunnis against the regime of Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, a member of 
the minority Alawite community 
which is considered to be an off-
shoot of Shia Islam. The bloodshed 
has spilled into Iraq, inflaming al-
ready fierce religious passions and 
triggering atrocities on both sides 
of the sectarian divide.

Abu Azrail is a stark reminder 
of another Shia militant known as 
Abu Deraa, once dubbed as a Shia 
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the brutal 
Jordanian leader of ISIS’s mother 
organisation, al-Qaeda in Iraq, who 
was renowned for his savagery 
until he was killed in a US air strike 
in June 2006.

Abu Deraa sometimes favoured 
hand-held electric drills to dis-
patch his victims, who not only 
included high-value targets but 
also hundreds of ordinary Sunni 
citizens.

On both sides of Iraq’s religious 
divide, jihadists have relied on 
similar arguments to justify what 
they see as a never-ending war of 
conviction. Whether Sunni or Shia, 
fighters believe they are follow-
ing Quranic directives: “And We 
ordained for them therein a life for 
a life, an eye for an eye, a nose for 
a nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth 
for a tooth, and for wounds is legal 
retribution” (5:45).

Abu Azrail, like other members 
of Shia militias, adheres to a nar-
rative combining radical ideol-
ogy, nationalist themes and the 
demonisation of the other side, 
in this case the Sunnis. ISIS’s war 
crimes have spurred atrocities by 
Shia militias in a fearsome circle of 

violence.
Members of Abu Azrail’s group, 

the Imam Ali Brigade, have posed 
in videos with the severed heads of 
their enemies in Saladin province. 
The organisation is led by Shebl al-
Zaidi, described as one of the most 
vicious sectarian leaders in the 
now-disbanded Mahdi Army of the 
radical cleric Muqtada al-Sadr.

The Imam Ali Brigade has been 
also linked to a video, which 
recently went viral, that shows its 
fighters in the al-Karma district of 
predominantly Sunni Anbar prov-
ince abusing what appears to be 
the lifeless body of a man who has 
been strung up over an open fire.

The group denies any connec-
tion to the fighters but the images 
remain a horrifying reminder of 
the killing of shot-down Jordanian 
fighter pilot Lieutenant Muath al-

Kasasbeh, who was burned alive in 
a cage by ISIS militants in January.

Human Rights Watch has 
accused Shia militias of being in-
volved in ”possible war crimes” in 
Sunni areas such as Diyala prov-
ince where civilians are believed to 
have been killed by the groups.

These days, monstrous crimes 
are not the preserve of ISIS or Shia 
groups alone because violence 
has been “normalised” among all 
segments of Iraqi society. An ABC 
investigation recently unveiled evi-
dence of atrocities committed by 
the Iraqi military with photographs 
showing severed heads attached to 
the hoods of army Humvees. One 
photo showed a lifeless body being 
tossed from a tower.

Someone identified as “Sunni 
Tribes” recently proudly uploaded 
on Twitter pictures of alleged tribal 
fighter Hassan Obeidi, dubbed “the 
Daesh Burner,” standing next to 
the body of an ISIS fighter envel-
oped in flames.

Both Shia and Sunni jihadists 
who seem to take pride in such 
crimes against humanity have 
forgotten other Quranic teach-
ings, which remind the faithful 
that while “the repayment of a bad 
action is one equivalent to it. But if 
someone pardons and puts things 
right, his reward is with Allah.” 
Quran, 42:40

Jihadists on both sides of the re-
ligious divide have masked what is 
essentially a struggle for power in 
a battle within Islam, the religious 
narrative undoubtedly sabotaging 
any hope for the long-term vi-
ability of a terrorised and tortured 
land.

Mona Alami

View point
Abu Azrail 
has come to 
symbolise the 
polarisation 
within Iraqi 
society 

Abu Azrail with troops

Whether Sunni or Shia, 
fighters believe they 
are following Quranic 
directives
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Iraq: ISIS sits tight as its foes slug it out
London

T 

he Pentagon in Washing-
ton was cautiously sug-
gesting in April that the 
Islamic State (ISIS) was 
on the run in Iraq, having 

ceded more than a quarter of the 
territory it seized a year ago.

“The combination of coalition 
air power and Iraqi ground forces 
are having an effect on the enemy’s 
ability to hold territory and have 
freedom of movement,” US Army 
Colonel Steve Warren, a US Defense 
Department spokesman, said.

The optimistic assessment fol-
lowed the liberation of Tikrit by a 
combination of Iraqi government 
forces, Iranian-backed Shia militia 
and Sunni tribal fighters, supported 
by US-led coalition air strikes.

Within weeks, however, ISIS 
eclipsed its setback in Tikrit by 
seizing Ramadi, the capital of An-
bar governorate and a city which 
straddles the highway to Baghdad. 
In Syria, it captured Palmyra and 
seized another strategic border 
crossing connecting its territories 
in neighbouring countries.

Baghdad announced a counter-
offensive, backed by paramilitary 
units, to push the jihadists out of 
Anbar. But the shock of recent gains 
by ISIS already had the effect of 
exposing the divisions among the 
forces opposing it.

What went wrong? There was 
no shortage of answers as various 
players involved in the fight against 
ISIS rushed to blame each other for 
the debacle. For US Defense Sec-
retary Ashton Carter, the culprits 
were the Iraqi military whom he 

claimed showed a lack of willing-
ness to fight when they fled from a 
vastly smaller ISIS force.

Not so, countered Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi, whose 
spokesman told the media: “Carter 
was probably given incorrect infor-
mation because the situation on the 
ground is different. We should not 
judge the whole army based on one 
incident.”

Throwing the blame back on the 
Americans, Hakim al-Zamili, head 
of the Iraqi parliament’s defence 
committee, said, “The Iraqi army 
and police did have the will to fight 
ISIS in Ramadi but these forces lack 
good equipment, weapons and aer-
ial support.”

Major-General Qassem Soleim-
ani, the increasingly high-profile 
Iranian Revolutionary Guards com-
mander who heads his country’s 
operations in Iraq, took the op-
portunity to accuse US President 
Barack Obama of not having done 
“a damn thing so far” to confront 
ISIS.

That came close to echoing 
Obama’s domestic critics, including 
US Senator John McCain, R-Ariz., 
who blamed the president for pav-
ing the way for the ISIS takeover by 
withdrawing US forces from Iraq in 
2011.

The blame game is an under-
standable consequence of the fact 
that the forces ranged against ISIS 
have different and, at times con-
flicting, aims but it also amounts to 
a gift to ISIS propagandists.

The failure of the strategy to roll 
back the jihadists reflects the fact 
that there is no discernible com-
mon strategy, at least not one that 
is shared by all the participants 
from the White House to Tehran 
via Baghdad. And there is even less 
clarity when the interests of other 
players such as Turkey, Saudi Ara-
bia and Russia are added to the mix.

“Coordination is relatively limit-
ed and ineffectual and coordination 
between Iran and the US is mini-
mal,” said Yezid Sayigh, senior as-
sociate at the Carnegie Middle East 
Center in Beirut.

“The US role is not insignificant 
but it’s the minimum necessary,” 
he told The Arab Weekly. “The US 

is not prepared to put people in 
but what can it do remotely that it 
couldn’t do with 150,000 troops on 
the ground?”

The Iraqi response, meanwhile, 
was hamstrung by deep divisions 
that went beyond the immediate 
ISIS threat, he said.

ISIS has made major territorial 
inroads against ostensibly superior 
forces with a strategy  described by 
the US-based Soufan Group secu-
rity consultancy as “infiltrate; in-
timidate; assassinate; attack.” It’s a 
strategy that involves suicide truck 
bombings to bulldoze ISIS assaults 
and large-scale booby-trapping of 
any areas from which it’s forced to 
retreat.

The often ill-coordinated anti-
ISIS response has been both piece-
meal and inadequate. While Wash-

ington alleges a lack of fighting 
spirit on the part of Iraqi troops, 
Baghdad complains of shortages of 
US weapons supplies and insuffi-
cient air support.

“Most Iraqi military units appear 
to be poorly supplied and are run-
ning out of ammunition quickly 
without timely support,” Riad 
Kahwaji of the Dubai-based Insti-
tute for Near East and Gulf Military 
Analysis told The Arab Weekly.

A US decision to deliver 2,000 
AT-4 anti-tank rockets to Iraq to 
help Baghdad combat suicide 
bombings came too late to save 

Ramadi. Russia, which is at odds 
with Washington on a range of in-
ternational issues, also leapt in and 
told a visiting Abadi they would do 
all they could to help Baghdad com-
bat ISIS.

Russian media have also been 
busy with allegations that the Unit-
ed States is soft-pedalling in the 
fight against ISIS and prominently 
interpreting recently published US 
intelligence to suggest Washington 
was behind the group’s creation.

With enemies like these, ISIS may 
for the time being outlast earlier 
predictions of its steady demise.

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

Harvey Morris

What went wrong?

Major-General 
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Is Mosul lost forever?

Baghdad

F 

or now, there seems to be 
very little the Iraqi govern-
ment and a US-led coali-
tion of regional and West-
ern countries can do to 

dislodge the battle-hardened mili-
tants of the Islamic State (ISIS) from 
Mosul. Iraq’s second largest city has 
been under the control of ISIS since 
June 2014.

The coalition and the Iraqi au-
thorities spoke of launching a large-
scale operation to win back the 
city in April or May. Now, in June, 
the militant, ultra-extremist group 
has turned the story upside down, 
proving that it was on the offen-
sive and capable of carrying out 
daring and effective attacks. ISIS’s 
latest conquest was the seizure of 
the strategically important city of 
Ramadi, the capital of Iraq’s largest 
province of Anbar.

A few days after sweeping into 
Mosul, ISIS militants imposed their 
unyielding doctrines on the resi-
dents who had not managed to es-
cape. ISIS has complete dominion 
over the people. Women are to stay 
indoors and in public wear head-to-
toe black garments known as niqab, 
couples in public have to show 
proof of marriage at militant check-
points and thieves are punished by 
amputation.

The militants further imposed 
tough measures on residents who 
wanted to leave Mosul as they ap-
parently feared that a city void of 

civilians would allow for massive 
US-led air strikes. Anyone wants to 
leave must submit the title deeds 
for their family home for a tempo-
rary departure. The property will be 
confiscated and stamped as “Prop-
erty of the Islamic State” if they fail 
to return within the agreed period.

“It was an open-air prison con-
trolled by wicked people,” one Mo-
sul resident, who now lives in Erbil 
and preferred not to be identified, 
said over the phone.

This resident was lucky to escape 
the harsh and violent version of the 
self-styled caliphate. “I just wanted 

to lead a normal life.”
The militants went on a rampage 

of cleansing against the city’s an-
cient Christian population. Tens of 
thousands of people were forced 
into a panicky flight to the Kurd-
istan region and Baghdad. Those 
who remained have been forced to 
choose between conversion and ex-
ecution.

If that was not enough, extrem-
ists attacked the religious and eth-
nic minority of Yazidis in the north-
western district of Sinjar, which is 
close to Mosul, driving them into 
the mountains without food or wa-

ter. They reportedly captured thou-
sands of Yazidis and divided fami-
lies: Men were forced to convert 
and women taken into slavery.

They used their favourite choice 
of propaganda, posting gruesome 
videos online showing the behead-
ing and hanging of captives, includ-
ing Western journalists.

Other videos on militant web-
sites showed ISIS extremists with 
sledgehammers destroying ancient 
artefacts at the Mosul museum 
and dynamiting holy shrines. They 
used heavy military vehicles to 
bulldoze the Assyrian archaeologi-
cal site of Nimrud, which dates to 
the 13th century, claiming such 
priceless masterpieces promote 
apostasy. The destruction sparked 
global outrage and the United Na-
tions described it as an act of “cul-
tural terrorism”.

But, why is Mosul so critical for 
ISIS? Beyond its symbolic value as 
the largest city the militants control 
in Iraq, Mosul is a key conduit of 
weapons coming from cities seized 
by ISIS in neighbouring Syria. De-
fending Mosul is crucial for them to 
maintain the supply lines. The vast 
area from Raqqa in northern Syria 
to Mosul is a sanctuary for ISIS mili-
tants. The border between Iraq and 
Syria in that region may have effec-
tively disappeared.

Pentagon officials hope to launch 
the invasion of Mosul with a force 
of 20,000-25,000 Iraqi soldiers to 
face well-armed, well-financed 
and battle-hardened militants. But 
with Iraqi Army personnel whom 
US Defense Secretary Ashton Cart-
er said have lost the will to fight, 

can ISIS be defeated? The last time 
Iraqi forces faced this enemy in 
May in Ramadi, they dropped their 
weapons, shed their uniforms and 
abandoned their positions in a hu-
miliating retreat captured on phone 
cameras and circulated widely on 
the internet.

Is there a military answer to ISIS 
insurgency then? “No,” Fawaz Ger-
ges, professor of Middle East Poli-
tics and International Relations at 
the London School of Economics 
and Political Science, told The Arab 
Weekly.

For Gerges, the root problems 
fuelling the support of ISIS mili-
tants in the Sunni heartland of Iraq 
are political not military.

“The answer to ISIS is social and 
political not just military because 
the group would have not been able 
to made such progress with the 
ability to blend in the persecuted 
Sunni communities in both Iraq 
and Syria. ISIS’s strength lies in the 
fact that it has been able to co-opt 
many Sunnis in both countries who 
feel marginalised and oppressed by 
the sectarian regimes in Baghdad 
and Damascus,” he said.

Karim Sharabasy is a freelance 
Middle East reporter moving 
between Baghdad and Cairo.

Mosul is a key 
conduit of weapons 
coming from cities 
seized by ISIS in 
neighbouring Syria

Karim Sharabasy

A Mosul street scene in 2014
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Frustration mounts 
in Gaza Strip over 
reconstruction

Gaza City

E 

very day, from dawn to 
dusk, Subhi Gharbali sits 
on a pile of ruins of what 
used to be his two-storey 
home, destroyed during an 

Israeli military offensive in the Gaza 
Strip.

Gharbali, 67, has been desper-
ately, yet eagerly, waiting for several 
months to have his house rebuilt.
“I heard there’s a reconstruction 
plan being considered but I don’t 
know when it will start,” Gharbali 
told The Arab Weekly while sitting 
on a chunk of concrete atop a heap 
of debris from his demolished home 
in Shujaia district in eastern Gaza 
City. “It has been 11 months since 
the war ended,” he sighed. “A truce 
is holding but no reconstruction has 
begun.”

“Look around you, it’s like the war 
ended just yesterday,” he added, 
pointing with his cane at wreckage 
in his middle-class neighbourhood, 
where rows of cement and white-
limestone houses were demolished 
by Israeli shelling.

“We want to return to our homes 
soon and our patience is wearing 
thin.”

On July 8, 2014, Israel launched 
an air, sea and ground military op-
eration on the coastal enclave on 
the eastern shores of the Mediter-
ranean Sea, saying it wanted to stop 
rocket attacks against Israeli cities 
by Gaza’s militant Palestinian Ha-
mas rulers.

Hamas’s attacks increased after 
Israel clamped down on the group’s 
adherents in the West Bank follow-
ing the June 12th kidnapping and 
killing of three Israeli teenagers by 
two Hamas members.

Hamas fired more than 400 rock-
ets at Israel. Its goal was to bring 
international pressure to lift Israel’s 
blockade of Gaza, force the release 
of Palestinian prisoners in Israeli 
jails and overcome its political iso-
lation following its 2007 seizure of 
the strip from moderate Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas.

Israel’s offensive on Gaza ended 
with an Egyptian-brokered truce on 
August 26th.

Nonetheless, the conflict left 
2,140 people dead and more than 
10,000 wounded and resulted in 
massive destruction of thousands of 
homes, mainly in the area between 
the northern and the eastern bor-
ders of the Gaza Strip with Israel. 
Housing, infrastructure, industry 
and agriculture in Gaza all sustained 
significant damage.

The United Nations estimated that 
more than 7,000 buildings — homes 
to 10,000 families — were destroyed. 
An additional 89,000 homes were 
damaged by the bombing. Rebuild-
ing costs were calculated to run 
from $4 billion to $6 billion over 
20 years. Many of those who had 
their homes destroyed took shelter 
in schools, while some lived on the 
debris of their flattened homes and 
others rented apartments in the 
densely populated strip, home to 1.8 
million people.

Gharbali said he and 35 members 
of his family fled their home at the 
outset of heavy Israeli military shell-
ing days into the war. The family ran 
from one house to another in Gaza 
until it found shelter at a school with 
other displaced families. He said his 
family later moved to a small apart-
ment.

“I go to the rented house to sleep 
but I come back the following day 
in the morning and stay near the 
debris of our destroyed home,” said 
Gharabli. He said he hears in the 
news that reconstruction will start 
soon.

“But nothing happened yet.”
“Every passing day feels like a 

year has gone by,” he said angrily. 
“Our situation is tragic. We got used 
to living happily in our home and 
we find it difficult to stay in a small 
apartment.”

Others like Gharbali said what 
Gazans hear about reconstruction 
“are only empty promises”, mainly 
from the international community.

Mahmoud Salem, 53, lives with 
his family at a school run by the UN 
Relief and Works Agency for Pales-
tine Refugees in the Near East (UN-
RWA). He said the school shelters 
hundreds of homeless Palestinians. 
He said his house consisted of three 
floors which were turned into rub-
ble.

“We are living a new Nakba,” Sa-
lem said, using an Arabic word that 
means  “catastrophe” – a term Pal-
estinians attribute to the day Israel 
was founded in British-mandate 

Palestine following the 1948 Middle 
East War.

Salem said conditions in Gaza 
were deteriorating.

“The world is neglecting the dis-
placed Gazans and the Israeli siege 
was never lifted,” he said. “The 
promises and pledges we heard are 
just lies and the international com-
munity is playing with our emo-
tions.”

Last October, Arab and interna-
tional donors pledged at a meeting 
in Cairo to disburse $5.4 billion for 
Gaza’s reconstruction but disputes 
with Israel on the mechanism of 
shipping raw material to the enclave 
blocked the process.

Many Western nations and their 
traditionally moderate Arab allies 
are hesitant to release funds to an 
area under the rule of militants, 
who reject a negotiated settlement 
with Israel and call for its annihila-
tion.

Disputes between Hamas and Ab-
bas’s Fatah movement have also de-
layed the reconstruction bid.

Adnan Abu Hasna, UNRWA’s me-
dia adviser in Gaza, said his agency 
had asked an international donors 
conference in Cairo for $724 million 

but only $216 million has been de-
livered. “UNRWA understands the 
frustration and outrage among the 
population, mainly the homeless 
people who are living a tragic life,” 
said Abu Hasna. He warned that 
there was a broader concern that 
if reconstruction remained stalled, 
“the popular frustration will mount 
and may lead to an explosion”.

Hamas officials blame reconstruc-
tion delays on tight Israeli secu-
rity restrictions on crossing points, 
which are hampering the entry of 
reconstruction materials.

Talal Oukal, a Gaza-based politi-
cal analyst, told The Arab Weekly 
that “the reconstruction plan is 
stuck and not moving ahead be-
cause the process of allowing con-
struction material into Gaza is fully 
controlled by Israel”.

“So, what is happening now is lit-
erally giving people pain killers by 
making promises that reconstruc-
tion will start to keep them under 
check,” he said.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been covering the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict for 28 years.

Saud Abu Ramadan

A Palestinian man hangs a sign calling for the reconstruction of houses in Gaza.

We want to return to 
our homes soon and 
our patience is 
wearing thin

The ordeal of Palestinians crossing into Jordan

Ramallah

S 

ummertime means vaca-
tion and travel time for 
many West Bank Palestin-
ians, when children are on a 
break from school and fami-

lies yearn to be with fellow Arabs 
or with relatives in the West, away 
from the hardships they face under 
Israel’s military occupation.

Their only viable link with the 
outside world is via Jordan through 
a border post known as Karama (Ar-
abic for “dignity”), a total paradox 
compared to an arduous journey for 
Palestinians out of the West Bank.

At Karama, there is a lone span, 
known as Allenby Bridge, across the 
Jordan Valley. There, Palestinians 
are stopped multiple times for strin-
gent checks by Israeli and Jordanian 
security. They hop-on, hop-off the 
bus in rides of short distances under 
scorching heat, when average tem-
peratures reach 50 degrees Celsius.

Previously, Palestinians were al-
lowed to drive private cars to Jor-
dan but the procedure was stopped 
for security reasons. So, what used 
to be a 2-hour drive from the West 
Bank town of Jericho to the Jorda-
nian border now takes at least half a 
day, or longer, depending on Israeli 
and Jordanian handling of passen-
gers and luggage.

The presence of Palestinian police 
and immigration officials on Allenby 
was revoked in 2002 after the out-
break of the second intifada. It was a 
joint presence with the Israelis that 
was supposed to lead the Palestin-

ians to take command at the border 
post after the 1993 Oslo Accords that 
gave them self-rule.

However, the agreements gave Is-
rael final say when it comes to secu-
rity arrangements and the decision 
as to who leaves and enters the Pal-
estinian territories.

Now, Palestinian travellers em-
bark on their journey from a Jericho 
station, where buses specifically 
designated for the bridge service 
leave in small convoys to the Israeli 
side of the bridge, then on to the 
Jordanian border.

On the bridge, Palestinians speak 
of horrible mistreatment, long waits 
aboard buses with no access to fa-
cilities, such as drinking water and 
restrooms. Often, bus air condition-
ing is off.

“We want to travel with moderate 
security checks with the least stops 

and not undergo that stress and suf-
fering”, said Fatima Abdul Karim, 
a volunteer with Karama, an inter-
national campaign advocating free 
Palestinian movement.

“There are unjustified security 
points and they are just tools of 
humiliation” for Palestinian pas-
sengers, Abdul Karim told The Arab 
Weekly.

She is among activists, legal 
workers and university professors, 
among others, who started in 2008 
to lobby in the international arena 
to end Palestinian travails at the 
bridge, partly by restoring the Pales-

tinian security presence there.
Munir Salameh, head of the presi-

dential committee in charge of the 
Allenby Bridge, said Palestinian 
hardships on the bridge will remain 
as long as Israel is there.

“What we’re doing now is trying 
to alleviate the suffering,” Salameh 
said.

“After the al-Aqsa intifada in 2000, 
Israel tightened its grip on the Pales-
tinian-Jordanian border and all the 
security devices and services there,” 
Salameh noted. Israel increased re-
strictions on Palestinian movement 
after the intifada, or uprising, that 
began when Israeli politician Ariel 
Sharon made a visit to the Temple 
Mount on which the al-Aqsa mosque 
is built, a site holy to both Muslims 
and Jews.

The bridge’s operating hours cre-
ate another stress to travellers, who 
must cross between 8am and 11pm 
in the summer and by 10pm in win-
ter. Palestinians in transit through 
Jordan with onward travel plans 
must arrive in Jordan a day early, 
incurring the extra cost of accom-
modation, to arrive to the airport in 
time for their flight.

Despite that, most people travel 
on the weekend when the bridge op-
erates only six hours on Fridays and 
Saturdays, respectively, the Muslim 
weekend and Jewish Sabbath.

“This is the only border crossing 
that has opening and closing times,” 
Abdul Karim said. “We don’t see an 
airport closing down unless there’s 
an emergency. “But in our case, we 
live in an emergency situation.”

Activists are lobbying for 24/7 
bridge working hours. Israeli au-
thorities opened the bridge for 24 

hours at one point but shortly there-
after said expenses were too high 
and limited the operating hours.

The cost of the trip adds more 
than strain on Palestinians; many 
of them consider it expensive. Be-
tween bus rides and bridge fees, 
West Bankers pay around 150 Israeli 
shekels (about $40).

Palestinian police said that 18,722 
travellers crossed the bridge leav-
ing the West Bank in the last week 
of May, whereas 14,674 crossed into 
the Palestinian territories.

Abdul Karim said people usually 
complain about the Jordanian part 
of the bridge.

“The Jordanians levy 10 Jordanian 
dinars ($14) in fees for each Palestin-
ian, every time a passenger crosses 
the bridge,” Abdul Karim said. “Peo-
ple also complain that their luggage 
gets stolen and that services in gen-
eral could be better.”

After the difficult trip, public 
transportation on the Jordanian side 
of the bridge is chaotic and hectic, 
with no clear schedules, wait times 
or even sometimes no buses waiting 
for passengers, who end up sitting 
on their luggage under a broiling 
sun.

“It can be organised in a better 
way. The services should improve to 
make the journey easier for Palestin-
ians,” said Hanna Burbar, a 53-year-
old mother who recently made a trip 
to Jordan to visit her daughter in 
Germany.

“The bridge is an exhausting trip.”

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

Nida Ibrahim

Allenby Bridge

On the bridge, 
Palestinians speak of 
horrible 
mistreatment
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Hedi Yahmed’s Under the Banner of the Eagle
Analysing the complex factors behind jihadist radicalisation in Tunisia

Tunis

H 

edi Yahmed is an award-
winning Tunisian re-
porter whose recently 
published book, Under 
the Banner of the Eagle, 

tells of Tunisian jihadists who for 
two decades have chosen to follow 
the path of al-Qaeda, the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and other radical Islam-
ist groups.

The banner of the eagle — or black 
standard — is the flag that tradition-
ally has been used by militant Is-
lamist organisations, including ISIS, 
based on their interpretation of Is-
lamic military history.

Yahmed describes his book as “a 
journey through time and space 
to find answers about Tunisian ji-
hadist Salafism since September 
 11th”.

The author interviewed key fig-
ures of Tunisian jihadism in Tunis, 
Cairo, Paris, Gothenburg and Da-
mascus. He said he sees his book 
as “the first reference work on the 
phenomenon of jihadism” in Tuni-
sia.

The main question Yahmed tries 
to answer is why young Tunisians 
have been so attracted to jihad-
ism that, according to 
international 
sources, they 
form the largest 
foreign contin-
gent of militants 
in Syria and Iraq. 
The author gives 
no definite answer 
but offers a discus-
sion of the complex 
set of factors at play.

Yahmed said he 
does not believe 
that repression of re-
ligious movements 
under Tunisia’s for-
mer president, Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali, is 
sufficient to explain the 
draw exerted by jihad-
ism on Tunisian youth. 
Jihadist appeal, he ar-
gues, has been strong 
even in places such as Saudi Arabia, 
Jordan and Egypt, where followers 
of Salafism enjoyed “a large degree 

of religious freedom” compared to 
many other countries.

Economic factors, such as pov-
erty and marginalisation, play a 
role in radicalisation, although 
young people from well-to-do back-
grounds in the Arab world and Eu-
rope have been attracted to jihad-
ism. In Europe, there have been 
additional factors, such as racism, 
Yahmed says.

“The reasons behind the Salafist 
phenomenon are complex and 
must be linked to some of the fun-
damental religious tenets,” says 
Yahmed. He points out the role 
played by “traditional Islamic edu-
cational and religious teaching 
programmes” including those le-
gitimising jihad or considering non-
Muslims to be infidels.

It is imperative, according to 
Yahmed, that there be “a real and 
serious overhaul of these pro-
grammes”. He says, “Reform of 

religious education 
curricula has become 
an issue of great im-
portance in the Arab 
region, particularly 
in relation to those  
concepts which 
continue to breed 
fundamentalism.”

Yahmed says ji-
hadists have lost 
most of their con-
stituencies in Tu-
nisia since their 
involvement in 
assassinations 
of political 
leaders in 2013. 
That year, left-
ist leaders 
Chokri Be-
laid and Mo-
hamed Brah-

mi were killed by 
squads believed to be connected 

to the al-Qaeda-affiliated Ansar al-
Sharia of Tunisia, which was later 
declared a terrorist organisation by 

the government. The killings threw 
the country into turmoil.

Yahmed says Tunisian security 
services have improved since the 
assassinations.

Another question Yahmed ex-
plores is how the behaviour of ji-
hadist groups changed in Tunisia af-
ter the 2011 uprising. For one thing, 
jihadists have enjoyed a more fa-
vourable operational environment. 
Although it continued to adhere 
to the same ideological references 
of its predecessors, the new gen-
eration of militants “differed from 
the pre-revolution generations in 
the sense that they possessed new 
skills and operated in political and 
cultural environments, which of-
fered them new freedom of ac-
tion,” Yahmed says.

The author also points to security 
lapses and to policies followed by 
the Islamist-led coalition that ruled 
Tunisia from 2011-13. Networks spe-
cialising in smuggling jihadists to 

Syria took advantage of the fraying 
security system as well as the pro-
pitious climate created by govern-
ment support for the Syrian opposi-
tion.

 The end of government con-
trol over mosques allowed jihadist 
Salafists to use places of worship 
as venues for radicalisation and re-
cruitment.

Detailing the affiliation of Tuni-
sian jihadists, Yahmed argues that 
“the majority of the jihadist move-
ment in Tunisia is connected to the 
Ansar al-Sharia group, which is both 
religiously and operationally al-

lied to al-Qaeda.” In recent months, 
however, some Tunisian jihadists 
have pledged allegiance to ISIS, he 
notes, adding: “There are signs the 
allegiance chart is changing.”

Prisons continue to be another 
breeding ground for jihadists. To-
day, there are about 2,000 prison in-
mates who are known to adhere to 
jihadist Salafism, says Yahmed. The 
writer bemoans the fact that “the 
government has no real programme 
for reforming them ideologically 
and for their future reintegration 
into the society.”

Hedi Yahmed, who also is editor 
of Hakaekonline, a Tunisian news 
website, says he intends to contin-
ue writing about jihadism in Tunisia 
and the Arab world at large. “A more 
active exchange of views between 
experts in the region and beyond is 
more crucial than ever,” he says.

Oussama Romdhani is chief editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Oussama Romdhani

The majority of the 
jihadist movement 
in Tunisia is 
connected to the 
Ansar al-Sharia 
group

The main question 
Yahmed tries to 
answer is why young 
Tunisians have been 
so attracted to 
jihadism

Spain’s defence minister eyes
international action in Libya
Madrid

A
n international military 
intervention could be 
needed to end unrest in 
Libya, where the Islamic 
State (ISIS) is gaining a 

foothold, Spanish Defence Minis-
ter Pedro Morenés said in an inter-
view.

“We went to Afghanistan to stop 
all of that from coming here. We 
are in Iraq, Mali or Somalia with 
the same objective. And now we 
have it nearby. Something may 
need to be done,” he told the Span-
ish daily El Pais when asked if 
there would be a military interven-
tion in Libya. El Pais published the 
interview June 6th.

“I asked (EU foreign policy chief 
Federica) Mogherini in Singapore 
and she said: ‘It seems unbeliev-
able that there are still nations 
that object (to an intervention). 
Think of Syria. For four years we 
have watched them massacre each 
other while the (UN Security Coun-
cil) is blocked by vetoes. This is the 
world we live in’.”

Morenés reiterated Spain’s sup-
port for an Italian proposal calling 

on the US-led coalition, which is 
fighting ISIS in Syria and Iraq, to 
expand its operations into Libya.

“There is not a coalition to fight 
against Daesh in Iraq or in Syria, 
there is a coalition to fight against 
Daesh full stop,” he said, using an 
acronym for ISIS.

“If the caliphate extends to Lib-
ya, the coalition will have to take 
action,” he added.

Libya descended into chaos af-
ter the 2011 NATO-backed uprising 
that toppled and killed Muammar 
Qaddafi, with battle-hardened and 
heavily armed former rebels carv-
ing out their own fiefdoms across 
the country.

The North African country has 
two rival parliaments and govern-
ments, with Tripoli controlled by 
Libyan Dawn forces who seized the 
capital last year, forcing the inter-
nationally recognised government 
to move to Tobruk, in the east of 

the country. The chaos has turned 
Libya into a staging post for mi-
grant smuggling across the Medi-
terranean to Europe and there is 
mounting alarm over gains made 
by extremists like ISIS.

The group released a video in 
April showing masked fighters be-
heading dozens of Ethiopian Chris-
tians in Libya.

 In May, it released another video 
showing Libyan fighters pledging 
support for ISIS and staging at-
tacks and summary executions in 
the eastern city of Benghazi.

Western powers including Spain, 
which this year holds a non-
permanent seat on the Security 
Council, have insisted on a politi-
cal solution to the unrest in Libya 
but have not definitively ruled out 
another intervention.

Morenés suggested, however, 
that any action in the country 
would need to have the approval 
of the Libyan government.

“Libya is a sovereign state, re-
gardless of who is in charge there,” 
he said when asked if military 
force could be used in Libya to stop 
human trafficking.
(Agence France-Presse)

If the caliphate 
extends to Libya, the 
coalition will have to 
take action
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Jordan feels brunt      of regional fallouts

Egypt’s tourism recovering 
but still below 2010 figures

Amman

J 

ordan is embroiled in re-
gional tensions, whether its 
air force pilot burned alive 
by Islamic State (ISIS), its 
participation in the US-led 

air strikes on the militant group 
and its active role in the Saudi-led 
coalition fighting the Houthis in 
Yemen.

The world watched with anx-
iousness as militants in Iraq and 
Syria slowly edge towards neigh-
bouring countries, threatening Jor-
dan, Lebanon and the Sinai pen-
insula, after having established a 
self-declared caliphate in parts of 
Syria and Iraq.

After conquering Ramadi in 
Iraq, ISIS controls a highway lead-
ing from Baghdad to Amman. The 
militant group vowed to attack 
Jordanian shopping malls, kill Jor-
dan’s King Abdullah II and topple 
his Hashemite dynasty.

All that negative attention has 
made a victim of Jordan’s tourism 
sector.

To save it, Jordan launched a 
campaign to attract visitors from 
Gulf Arab states to make up for 
the falling number of Western and 
Asian visitors.

“Some tourists don’t see Jordan 
as a relatively stable country with 
secure borders but one overrun 
by Islamic State warriors lurking 
in every corner, just waiting to 
pounce,” said an agent from the 
California-based Petra Tours, who 
asked for anonymity since she was 
not authorised to speak to the me-
dia.

“We have seen a 50-70% drop in 
travel to the Middle East. When we 
ask our clients why they’re cancel-
ling, we’re not surprised with the 
answer,” she told The Arab Weekly 
in a telephone interview.

The answer is: “The Middle East 
is overrun by terrorists,” she said.

“This is killing our business.”
There has been a severe impact 

on foreign visitors to Jordan, espe-
cially in the first quarter of 2015, 
Tourism Minister Nayef Fayez told 
The Arab Weekly in a telephone in-
terview.

The number of tourists visiting 
Jordan fell 9.4% in the first quar-
ter of 2015, to 1.12 million from 
1.24 million in the period in 2014, 
Fayez said, adding that there was a 
further decline this year.

The sector’s quarterly revenue 
declined to $906.5 million, a drop 
of 11.9%.

Although the kingdom has been 
relatively quiet, unrest around it 
frightened travellers and caused 
tourist arrivals to fall.

In the first quarter, the number 
of visitors from Europe fell 27% 
and North America by more than 
20%, Fayez said. Tourists from 
other Arab countries accounted for 
nearly 50% of all foreign visitors to 
the country in the same period.

“That’s why we’re focusing on 
Arab tourism, especially from the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
and regional expats because 
they’re more aware of Jordan’s real 
status, which could make up for 
the drop in the last five months,” 
the minister said.

According to statistics from 
Fayez’s ministry, the number of 

Cairo

T 

he work day was about to 
end and Ahmed Mustafa 
prepared to close his 
shop in Khan al-Khalili, 
the famous old bazaar in 

the heart of Cairo.
Over the past 12 hours, Mustafa, 

29 and the father of two children, 
could sell only a few items in his 
souvenir shop. Nonetheless, he 
was retiring for the day. “People 
come and go but nobody is ready 
to get any money out of his pocket 
and buy anything,” he said. “This is 
really a tough time for us.”

Nevertheless, Mustafa and other 
sellers and shop owners are see-
ing signs of a recovery of tourism. 
Foreigners have started to show up 
again at the market, perhaps mark-
ing an end to the tourist drought in 
the aftermath of the 2011 uprising.

Security deterioration and politi-
cal instability that followed the up-
rising that ousted Egyptian presi-
dent Hosni Mubarak in February 
2011 had kept visitors away from 
one of the Arab world’s most at-
tractive tourist destinations.

But, four years on, Egypt’s tour-
ism sector is beginning to recover. 
Hotels, resorts and historic sites 
are receiving more guests. Around 
10 million tourists visited Egypt in 
2014, compared to 14 million in the 
year that preceded the uprising. 
This figure is an improvement from 
the 9.8 million visitors in 2011 and 
9.5 million in 2013.

In 2015, Egypt hopes that it could 
attract as many as 12 million tour-
ists and seems to be well on track. 
In March, 835,000 foreign tourists 
visited Egypt, a significant leap 
from the 640,000 tourists regis-
tered in February, according to the 

Central Bank of Egypt.
Tourism expert Mohamed Salah 

Attia said he expected tourist in-
flows to improve with continuous 
improvement in security and po-
litical conditions.

“A large number of the countries 
that had imposed bans on travel to 
Egypt are lifting these bans,” Attia 
said, citing Germany, which lifted 
its travel ban to the land of the 
pharaohs in March, as the most re-
cent example.

“European airlines are also in-
creasing their flights to Egypt, 
which, at the end, would translate 
into more tourists coming here,” he 
added.

Now, Egypt says it seeks to capi-
talise on its considerable security 
improvements to raise the annual 
number of tourists to 20 million 
by 2020.To reach that target, Tour-
ism Minister Khaled Rami said, a 
marketing plan, including a series 
of promotional and marketing ac-
tivities to showcase Egypt’s tourist 
attractions, will be launched in 27 
countries.

Nevertheless, there are sceptics 
who say the plan will not pay off as 
long as the negative image formed 
about Egypt during the past four 
years has not changed.

“Do we really need to tell peo-
ple in other countries that we have 
pyramids, sun and beaches?” tour-
ism expert Sameh Saad asked.

“There is a negative image about 
our country and we need to change 
it to be able to bring the tourists 
back,” Saad, a former Tourism Min-
istry adviser, added.

He said to double the number of 

tourists in five years Egypt needed 
to take drastic measures, including 
opening new destinations, creating 
new market segments and — most 
importantly — launching a major 
process of marketing communica-
tion.

Tailored marketing campaigns 
should be carried out in targeted 
countries, taking into considera-
tion the special culture of each 
country, to convey the true image 
of Egypt, Saad explained.

“Without all these measures, we 
won’t be able to attract any more 
tourists to our country,” he said.

This discourse is too complicated 
for people like Mustafa, the Khan 
al-Khalili seller, and the more than 
3 million other people indirectly 
working in tourism in Egypt to un-
derstand. He and other sellers and 
shop owners in the market want 
tourists to visit Khan al-Khalili 
and — apart from immersing them-
selves in the unique atmosphere of 
medieval Islamic Cairo — buy the 
products they are offering.

Mustafa sells traditional Egyp-
tian clothes, small statues and 
busts of pharaohs and papyrus. He 
places his products orderly on a ta-
ble in front of his shop and sits on 
a chair, scrutinising passers-by in 
the hope that tourists would come 
in and buy.

“Come in. It isn’t expensive. 
You’ll like it,” Mustafa shouted as 
a group of Chinese tourists passed 
his shop.

In the tiled alleyways of the mar-
ket, fellow sellers stood outside 
their shops, hoping to attract some 
tourists strolling around the anti-
quated market.

To the dismay of these sellers, 
the trickle-down effect of improv-
ing tourism indicators will take 
time.

“It will take some time for this 
improvement to translate” econo-
mist Rashad Abdo said. “But let me 
tell you that a better functioning 
tourism sector will have very posi-
tive impacts on the national econo-
my in general.”

Some 5 million Egyptians are di-
rectly or indirectly working in the 
tourism sector but a large number 
of these people lost their jobs in the 
years that followed the revolution.

In 2010, Egypt earned $12.8 bil-
lion in revenues from tourism, 
bringing in badly needed foreign 
currency. In 2012, tourism rev-
enues dropped to a meagre $4.5 
billion, rising to $6.2 billion in 2013.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
journalist. He has contributed to 
the New York Times, San Francisco 
Chronicle and the UN news site 
IRIN.

Foreign tourist in Aswan.

Amr Emam

Raied T. Shuqum

Egypt says it seeks to 
raise the annual 
number of tourists to 
20 million by 2020

Camel ride at the ancient city of Petra.

Current 
promotional 
campaigns for 
tourism in Jordan 
are insufficient

Negative attention 
has made a victim 
of Jordan’s tourism 
sector

Mustafa waiting for tourists 
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Jordan feels brunt      of regional fallouts

Tunis

T 

he attack on Tunisia’s Bar-
do Museum on March 18th, 
which left 23 people dead 
and more than 50 others 
injured, was not only a 

tragedy for the families of those who 
died or were injured. It was a shock 
to Tunisians.

The widespread repercussions 
have directly affected tourism pros-
pects.

Following the relative success of 
2014’s transitional government in 
adopting a new constitution and 
holding free and transparent elec-
tions in 2014 there was hope that 
2015 would resurrect an image of 
stability and quiet in Tunisia and 
see increased tourism and foreign 
investment.

The Bardo attack dimmed such 
hopes for recovery. “In 2014, we had 
30% cancellations due to the scepti-
cism of many cruise lines regarding 
the elections,” Mustapha Jabeur, 
chief executive officer (CEO) of Gou-
lette Shipping Cruise, the port where 
cruise ships arrive when Tunis is in-
cluded in Mediterranean cruises.

On days when the cruise ships 
arrive in Tunis, the economic hum 
can be felt in many ways. Bus and 
transport companies have fleets of 
vehicles shuttling from site to site 
around Tunis. Taxis are busy. Tour-
ism guides are working. Restaurants 
and shops in the historic medina of 
Tunis or in the picturesque village of 
Sidi Bou Said see the tourists attract 
more business.

According to Jabeur, major lines 
such as Costa, Pullmantur, Aida 
Cruises, Holland America, Princess 
and Regency have either cancelled 

or say they are monitoring the situa-
tion before make itinerary decisions. 
Most cruise lines that have cancelled 
have done so through 2016.

This concern was echoed by ho-
tels. Summer is Tunisia’s peak sea-
son. “We had lots of cancellations, 
about 900 guests cancelled from all 
origins. But the most disturbing is 
the nearly complete stop of any new 
bookings,” says Makram Halloul, the 
marketing director of the four-star 
Riadh Palm Hotel on the Sousse sea-
front. Halloul understands very well 
the implications of this not only for 
the summer 2015 but for the months 
that follow.

Halloul says the government 
needs a strategy that lets clients feel 
“Tunisia is safe and that the Bardo 
incident was an exceptional incident 
and not part of an ongoing terrorist 
threat.”

Most Tunisians see the Bardo trag-
edy as an isolated incident. The Jew-
ish pilgrimage to the Ghriba Syna-
gogue in Djerba last April took place 
without any incident.  The sight 
of young Tunisian women driving 
alone at late hours highlights the 
same sense of security. But, as of 
yet, there has been little structured 
effort to consistently deliver this 
message.

Even at the upper end of the hotel 
scene, where hotels rely on visiting 
business delegations, the effects of 
the Bardo incident were immediate. 
“Normally, our cancellation per-
centage does not exceed 1.5% of the 
total monthly reservation number,” 
said Wissem Arfa, marketing direc-
tor for the five-star Movenpick Hotel 

and Spa in Gammarth, a seaside sec-
tion of Tunis. Immediately after the 
attack, “the cancellation percentage 
rose to 35%”, he noted.

“The silence that has been the 
response of the tourism authori-
ties is what is shocking,” says a US 
tour operator who regularly works 
with upper-end organisations such 
as American university alumni 
groups, prestigious organisations 
such as the Archaeological Institute 
of America, as well as many private 
parties visiting Tunisia on custom-
ised tours of more than a week with 
private guides and vehicles.

While Americans represent a tiny 
percentage of the tourists visiting 
Tunisia, their spending averages 
eight to ten times that of European 
tourists and includes travel during 
Tunisia’s low to mid seasons when 
many hotels and restaurants are 
particularly appreciative of seeing 
visiting Americans.

“Silence and the lack of a com-
munication strategy only reinforce 
the image abroad that Tunisia is not 
safe,” notes the company’s presi-
dent with frustration.

The lack of a visible and consist-
ent marketing strategy provides lit-
tle reason to suggest that 2015 can 
be salvaged. Reviving hopes for 2016 
will be an uphill battle. Tour opera-
tors in Europe, either cruise or land 
operators, are finding alternatives. 

Tourism-related revenues repre-
sent about 7% of Tunisia’s gross do-
mestic product (GDP) with 400,000-
500,000 people employed by the 
sector.

Studies have strongly encouraged 
diversifying Tunisia’s tourism offer-
ings. Arfa notes, “The [UN] World 
Travel Organization (UNWTO) and 
other studies show that 40% of all 
worldwide tourism revolves around 
cultural activities. It’s time for the 
Tunisian Tourism authority to open 
new markets to diversity their tour-
ism revenues and overcome the 
over reliance on European tourists.”

Action, not silence, is the only 
way Tunisia can hope to stimulate 
the economy and defeat terrorists 
bent on tarnishing Tunisia’s image. 
Foreign tour operators and travel 
companies could maybe make an 
exceptional effort to promote Tuni-
sia. It is a beautiful and safe destina-
tion even if its official marketers are 
not saying so.

Jerry Sorkin has been involved 
in marketing and business 
development in Tunisia as well 
as other MENA countries with an 
emphasis on cultural tourism. He is 
founder and president of TunisUSA 
and Iconic Journeys Worldwide.

foreign overnight and same-day 
visitors to Jordan fell from 8.2 
million in 2010, prior to the “Arab 
spring” uprisings, to 5.3 million in 
2014.

Nonetheless, they brought in 
$4.3 billion in revenues in 2014, re-
plenishing the country’s depleted 
coffers at the time.

Since foreigners have shunned 
Jordan’s sites, flag carrier Royal 
Jordanian has announced package 
deals and hotels are offering pro-
motional room rates — with up to 
50% discounts — to attract guests.

The visa fee of about $57 for 
those travelling in groups of less 
than five, which had stood since 
spring 2014, has been waived as 
the government tries to figure out 
how to pull in the much-needed 
revenues of the tourism industry.

“I like Jordan and I’m happy to 
be here with friends,” said Sally 
Robinson, 65, of Birmingham, 
Britain. “I’m not afraid because 
I know that Jordan is safe,” Rob-
inson told The Arab Weekly in an 
interview as she was leaving her 
hotel for the Jordan River where, 
tradition says, Jesus was baptised 
by John the Baptist.

However, she acknowledged 
that she “did some research and 
watched the news to make sure 
that no trouble is brewing in the 
vicinity when we arrive here”.

As hotels remain mostly empty, 
Jordan Hotels Association Direc-
tor Yasar Majali said the tourism 
sector is suffering mainly from the 
misunderstanding of the situation 
in Jordan due to the conflicts in 
neighbouring countries.

As a result of the dwindling 
business, some hotels laid off staff 
and others shut down, Majali said. 
Occupancy rate at hotels dropped 
40% in the first five months of 
this year, compared with the same 
period in 2014. “The situation is 
alarming,” he said.

He partly blamed Jordan’s tour-
ism woes on the international me-
dia, saying “imbalanced coverage” 
of the region scared off sightseers.

As a way out, Majali said at-
tracting tourists from the Gulf “is 
important to boost tourism this 
year”.

Economist Hosam Ayesh said fo-
cusing on Gulf states may help for 
now but he emphasised that there 
is a need for a long-term strategy 
to prevent further losses and re-
store the glory of the tourism sec-
tor, which contributes about 13% 
to Jordan’s economy annually.

“The current promotional cam-
paigns for tourism in Jordan are 
insufficient and ineffective,” he 
said. “There is a need to target 
new markets.”

The government needs to make 
the sector more competitive when 
compared to other destinations 
in the region, he said, adding that 
hotel rooms in Jordan stand at 
26,000 compared with more than 
50,000 only in Egypt’s Red Sea re-
sort of Sharm el-Sheikh.

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

Smiling in Sidi Bou Said

Jerry Sorkin

Camel ride at the ancient city of Petra.
French artists and officials visiting Tunisia after Bardo attack 
on invitation of tourism authorities who hope for a number of 
arrivals in 2015 equal to that of last year.

The sector’s 
quarterly revenue 
declined to $906.5 
million, a drop of 
11.9%

The Bardo
 attack dimmed 
hopes for recovery

Tunisia is safe but has 
difficulty getting that 
message across40%

Drop in 
occupancy rate 
in the first five 
months of this 
year
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Don’t look to Iran to cave on nukes
Washington

E 

ver since Iran’s Supreme 
National Security Council 
(SNSC) was established in 
1989 it has been in charge 
of strategic decision-mak-

ing in the Islamic Republic, includ-
ing the direction of Iran’s nuclear 
programme and the diplomacy as-
sociated with it.

The world in general and the 
P5+1 in particular are pinning their 
hopes on reaching a comprehen-
sive nuclear agreement with Teh-
ran through the SNSC.

However, to judge by Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani’s 2011 
book National Security and Nuclear 
Diplomacy, there is every reason to 
be sceptical that the SNSC will live 
up to such high expectations.

The hopes of the P5+1 — China, 
Britain, France, Germany. Russia 
and the United States — are under-
standable.

Presided over by Rohani; Rear 
Admiral Ali Shamkhani, the SNSC 
secretary; and Saeed Jalili, one of 
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei’s 
representatives, the council is 
comprised of members from the 
executive, legislative and judicial 
branches of the government, along 
with the Joint Chiefs of Staff, rep-
resentatives of the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC) and 
the regular military — in sum, the 
ruling elites of the regime.

The council’s decisions are usu-
ally based on consensus, which 
seems to encourage optimism 
within the P5+1. But the body’s 
decision-making dynamics are far 

from ideal when it comes to en-
dorsing a nuclear agreement.

According to Rohani, “Conflicting 
views of international affairs makes 
it difficult to reach consensus” 
among the elites who feel tempted 
to “engage in unhealthy rivalry” in 
an attempt to “impose their own 
preferences” upon the system.

Recent public statements by the 
IRGC’s Imam Hussein University 
threatening Rohani and the nuclear 
negotiators with “revolutionary ac-
tion” is an example of factionalism, 
or what Rohani terms “unhealthy 
rivalry”.

This, in turn, not only constitutes 
a major obstacle to a comprehen-
sive nuclear agreement but is also 
a potential threat to any other deal 
the Rohani government may reach 
with its counterparts before the 
June 30th deadline.

Referring to the November 1979 
seizure of the US Embassy in Teh-
ran, when American diplomats 
were taken hostage, and the 1988 
decision to accept a ceasefire that 
ended the mass slaughter of the 
eight-year war with Iraq, Rohani 
complains of “lack of courage” of 
Iranian officials who “out of fear of 
being accused (of treason or coun-
ter-revolutionary activity)” did 
not intervene to “solve problems 
which the authorities had decided 
to solve”.

According to Rohani, both cri-
ses were only solved by Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini personally and 
publicly accepting the responsi-
bility of freeing the US diplomats 
and ending the conflict with Iraq in 
which around 1 million people on 
both sides died.

Today, there is no sign that 
Khomeini’s successor, Khamenei, 
is prepared to be seen putting his 
stamp of approval on a comprehen-
sive agreement that would curtail 
Iran’s nuclear programme.

Indeed, he constantly seeks to 
distance himself from a potential 
agreement, which makes Iranian 
negotiators wary of reaching an 
agreement that would expose them 
to accusations of treason in Tehran.

Rohani, in his book, also refers to 
a lack of coordination between the 
Foreign Ministry, the Intelligence 
Ministry and the Iran Atomic En-
ergy Organisation.

He says representatives of these 
government agencies would at-
tend SNSC meetings but would not 
exchange information with each 
other. Each had their own inter-
pretation of the demands of the In-
ternational Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) and the risk of the UN Se-
curity Council passing resolutions 
against Iran.

While the ever-vigilant Foreign 
Ministry would express deep con-
cerns about possibly adverse reso-
lutions, the Atomic Energy Organi-
sation and the Intelligence Ministry 
would withhold information about 
their nuclear activities.

According to Rohani, not even 

the Islamic Republic’s government 
was aware of details of nuclear ac-
tivities in the Natanz uranium en-
richment centre prior to the public 
exposure of those activities in the 
international media.

Today, Rohani may be capable of 
imposing a degree of inter-agency 
coordination but the culture of se-
crecy may prove to be insurmount-
able and there is no guarantee that 
government agencies would report 
all their nuclear activities to the 
SNSC.

Rohani’s commentary on the 
influence of the external environ-
ment provides particularly im-
portant insights into the SNSC’s 
nuclear decision-making. “No one 
thought the Saddam regime would 
collapse in three weeks,” he wrote 
of the US-led invasion of Iraq in 
March 2003.

“Through psychological opera-
tions and aerial bombardments, 
the Americans demonstrated their 
power. Many were bewitched by 
the military power of the United 
States… and thought America could 
defeat any country it pleases in a 
few weeks.” That US demonstration 
of power forced the SNSC to nego-
tiate with the European powers. 
But today, the United States clearly 
does not instil the same fear.

Rohani’s observations, far from 
encouraging optimism, should 
serve as a warning of the destruc-
tive role the SNSC could play in 
Tehran’s nuclear negotiations.

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

Ali Alfoneh

Looming deadline
The body’s
decision-making 
dynamics are far 
from ideal when it 
comes to endorsing a 
nuclear agreement

In Iran it is not the nuclear programme, it is the IRGC

I
ranian President Hassan 
Rohani has successfully 
worked his charm on the 
West. In just a couple of 
years since taking office, he 
has built an image as a 

moderate leader capable of 
gaining the support of the 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei to his policy in 
reaching a deal with world’s 
superpowers on Tehran’s nuclear 
programme.

However, Rohani has foes in 
Tehran, which the West refers to 
as hardliners, and they comprise 
the Iranian Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) and a number of 
extremist mullahs.

So far the hardliners have cau-
tiously supported the nuclear 
talks in the hopes of having sanc-
tions lifted to allow the release of 
billions of dollars to the country, 
most of which would end up in 
ministries and accounts controlled 
by the IRGC.

Although many in US President 
Barack Obama’s administra-
tion and the parties advocating 
a nuclear deal with Iran have 
convinced themselves and are try-
ing to convince others that most 
of the money going to Iran from 

easing sanctions would be used 
to shore up the devastated 

Iranian economy, they are not able 
to answer a vital question: What 
about the IRGC?

Tehran feels powerful and confi-
dent because of aggressive foreign 
policies in which the IRGC has 
played a leading role. IRGC train-
ing and arming of Shia militias in 
Iraq was one of the main factors 
that led to a bloody insurgency 
against US troops that brought 
about their withdrawal in 2009.

IRGC training and arming of Pal-
estinian groups contributed to the 
collapse of peace talks with Israel 
and the emergence of Islamic fac-
tions ruling the Gaza Strip.

The IRGC was behind the birth 
of Hezbollah in Lebanon, which 
led to a long war to drive Israel out 
of the country and recently be-
came a major player in the Syrian 
war, helping the regime’s forces 
there.

The IRGC is raising an army 
of Shia militias from Iraq, Asian 
countries and Yemen to use in 
spreading Tehran’s influence in 
the Middle East.

The IRGC is the main force pro-
tecting the Iranian regime inter-
nally and preventing any forms of 
democracy, freedoms and liberal 
practices in the country.

There is a wide sense among 
many Iranian officials that IRGC 
actions forced Washington and 
other global powers to negotiate 
and make concessions that would 
allow Iran to keep a good part of 
its nuclear programme and have 
sanctions lifted.

Hence, it would be very logical 
to conclude that the IRGC will be 
untouchable and will continue its 
current actions. It could moderate 

them slightly but will not likely 
stop them.

US President Barack Obama 
seems to believe that normalising 
relations with Iran will empower 
the moderates and weaken the 
extremists. This could be true in 
a country that does not have ex-
pansionist ambitions and does not 
perceive itself as an empire and 
is using the export of the Islamic 
revolution as a means to empower 
Shia groups worldwide to bring 
them under the control of the 
supreme leader.

Iran is not an ordinary state with 
one army and one government. 
It is a system in which the IRGC 
acts as a state within a state. The 
IRGC is much better equipped and 
armed than the regular Iranian 
armed forces and has its own intel-
ligence arm and internal security 
forces that outnumber and out-
match the regular police.

So when the United States and 
the other countries of the P5+1 
sign a nuclear deal with Iran, 
would they be signing it with the 
IRGC state as well?

Rohani might be the president 
but he has no power over the 
IRGC. Only Khamenei has this 
power and his poor health brings 
about the possibility of having 
to soon deal with a new supreme 
leader, who could be one of the 
extremist mullahs.

The IRGC fully controls the 
country’s nuclear programme as 
well as its ballistic missiles. In 
other words, it controls all of Iran’s 
strategic military assets.

So what are the IRGC views of 
the nuclear deal with the P5+1 and 
the possible normalisation of rela-

tions with the West? Nobody really 
knows. We only hear contradictory 
views from various commanders 
of the group.

However, based on IRGC history 
and the group’s recent actions, one 
can conclude that it wants more 
power, larger regional influence, 
lots of money and resources and 
is unwilling to share or surrender 
what they gain.

If Iran wants to be a regional 
power that commands the respect 
and cooperation of its neighbours 
and the international community 
it will have to end its policy of 
exporting the revolution. In other 
words, it has to disband the IRGC 
and transfer all the assets and 
powers to its regular professional 
armed forces and other relevant 
government institutions.

Coexisting with the Iranian 
regime as is will not be possible 
and the near future will reveal 
this. The IRGC will most likely 
disappoint those who believe Iran 
with more economic resources 
and good ties with the West will 
be more tamed and easier to deal 
with or control.

Lifting sanctions must be gradu-
al and tied to Iran halting its policy 
of exporting the revolution, which 
will subsequently lead to the 
disbanding of IRGC. Otherwise, 
the Iranian regime will become a 
bigger and more serious threat to 
the international community, even 
without nuclear weapons.

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

Riad
Kahwaji

View point
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the country’s nuclear 
programme as well as its 
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Why an Arab expeditionary force is needed
Dubai

F 

ollowing the Camp David 
summit between US Presi-
dent Barack Obama and 
Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) leadership, many 

speculated whether the American 
leader addressed core issues of con-
cern among Arab states regarding 
Iranian regional hegemonic aspira-
tions.

The Americans reiterated their 
military commitment to come to the 
aid of GCC countries should they be 
on the receiving end of an Iranian 
military blitz.

The looming question remains 
however: What to do regarding 
Iran’s arguably as dangerous and 
capable unconventional force that 
poses a plausibly deniable and yet 
strategic threat to Arab interests in 
the region?

From the Gulf to the Levant, the 
Iranian Revolutionary Guards-al-
Quds Force, the special external 
operations arm of the Iranian Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps is active in 
training, arming, politically indoc-
trinating and enabling a vast net-
work of local Shia militant proxies. 
Arab states have no real mechanism 
that can match Iran’s capability in 
the unconventional warfare realm.

John Hannah, a former senior 
Bush administration official, wrote 
recently in Foreign Policy that “Gulf 
leaders came away with the under-
standing that Obama is ready to es-
tablish a very serious, high-priority 
US programme to train, arm and de-
velop a dedicated force — drawn 
presumably from the militaries of 
the Arab and Sunni world — that 
would be capable of deploying to 
regional hotspots to do battle with 
Iran…”

The suggestion that Arab states 
could develop an expeditionary ca-
pability has long been a topic of dis-
cussion among military analysts but 

the geopolitical realities, intra-Arab 
distrust and a singular focus on pro-
curing high-end, long-range stand-
off strike capability and munitions 
has overshadowed any substantive 
discussion on just what it would 
take for GCC and regionally allied 
states to develop a nimble and capa-
ble force that can match the Iranian 
network.

First, Iran enjoys a head start in 
this realm. Al-Quds Force has been 
steadily building its network among 
Shia Arab communities since the 
1979 revolution. It is a network 
united by total adherence to the po-
litical and religious supremacy of 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as the Mar-
ja-i Taqlid (source of emulation). It 
is a network that deftly incorporates 
humanitarian, economic and edu-
cational aid to gain the support of 
civilians. Al-Quds Force essentially 
thrives in the art of state-sponsored 
insurgency (whether active or pas-
sive) on a grand scale to serve the 
strategic aims of Tehran throughout 
the Arab world.

Iran’s budding nuclear and bal-
listic missile weapons programmes 
offer tangible and easily identifiable 
targets. Al-Quds Force network, 
and its string of local auxiliaries, is 
more amorphous. In that sense, Iran 
has been steadily outflanking Arab 
states using relatively low technol-
ogy and low cost means.

Nonetheless, Arab leaders recog-
nise that the true nature of the Ira-
nian threat will not culminate with 
a nuclear bang but will emerge at 
a low boil. It is an understanding 
based on al-Quds Force prolifera-
tion of Shia militant groups such as 
Lebanese Hezbollah, the Syrian Ala-
wite National Defence Forces, Iraqi 
Kataib Hezbollah, and — closer to 
home in the Gulf — the Houthis in 
Yemen and elements of the Bahraini 
14 February Youth Coalition.

So how can the Arabs begin to 
shift from the defensive and finally 
go on the offensive in the Middle 
Eastern version of the Cold War?

First, renewed dedication to inter-
operability is required among GCC 
military forces. Operation Decisive 
Storm in Yemen surprised sceptics 
in the West by demonstrating that 
GCC states can, in fact, coordinate 
and operate new and advanced re-
cently procured hardware. As cru-
cial, was the establishment of a joint 
command that seamlessly integrat-

ed data-and-communication sys-
tems among GCC partners to enable 
effective targeting of Houthi forces 
and military installations.

A Sunni Arab model of al-Quds 
Force will require integration among 
special operations commands of the 
GCC. This will likely prove more 
difficult given varying regional po-
litical agendas but there is a model 
and precedence in place — albeit at 
a small scale — for successful asym-
metric warfare cooperation.

The regional support provided to 
Sunni rebels in Syria from Jordan 
and southern Turkey offers a start-
ing point. While Iranian al-Quds 
Force and Hezbollah officers over-
see a unified chain of command that 
directs Shia foreign fighters and Ala-
wite militias in Syria, there is yet a 
comparative Sunni Arab command 
that helps manage the Sunni insur-
gents.

Although, Sunni insurgents in 
northern Syria are increasingly 
unified under the banner of the 
Conquest Army, the Sunni rebel 
Southern Front remains wholly 

separate. Unifying the two will re-
quire a decisive political decision 
by Arab states. As Soviet forces and 
their proxies once succumbed to an 
initially weaker Afghan resistance, 
Iran and its Shia network in Syria is 
increasingly under strain.

In other words, Syria may prove 
to be the undoing of al-Quds Force 
if Arab states invest not just in the 
requisite resources in empowering 
Sunni rebels but in a bold vision to 
take a page out of Iran’s playbook 
and defeat it at its own game.

Despite sanctions, Iran has com-
mitted billions in its unconventional 
warfare efforts and proxy develop-
ment. Arab states will have to match 
that by empowering capable local 
Sunni forces. The civilian-military 
divide will be a thin one when it 

comes to this arena. Aid efforts will 
have to be subsumed under mili-
tary command. A central training 
centre and forward operating bases 
will have to be established. This will 
mean coordinating with Iraqi Sunni 
tribes, the Kurds and bypassing 
Lebanese armed forces in favour of 
a new Sunni-supported unit.

A Sunni expeditionary force will 
not be cheap but it will prove cost 
effective if Arab states are to avoid 
being trapped in the Shia vice that 
Iran is steadily erecting around the 
Arab periphery.

The Iranians will, of course, com-
plain loudly of interference in the af-
fairs of “sovereign” states that they 
nominally control — as Hezbollah 
leader Hassan Nasrallah does when 
he claims he is standing up for na-
tional interests of Lebanon.

An Arab answer to al-Quds Force 
and to its leader Qassem Soleimani 
is long overdue.

Oubai Shahbandar is a former US 
Defense Department analyst. He is 
now a private strategic consultant.

Oubai Shahbandar

What Arab defence strategy?

A Sunni 
expeditionary force 
will not be cheap but 
it will prove cost 
effective

Is the Middle East ‘decomposing’?

R
eporting back to Paris 
after a visit to Iraq, 
French Chief of the 
Defence Staff 
General Pierre de 
Villiers said Iraq was 

in a state of “decomposition”.
Is Iraq rotting? Or decomposing? 

Indeed one could ask that same 
question about the entire Middle 
East.

Rarely has the region been in 
so much disarray. From Tripoli to 
Sana’a, countries are up in arms. 
The political climate aside, Iraq 
and Syria were the two safest and 
most secure countries in the Arab 
world. Egypt was the friendli-
est Arab country to visit. Tunisia 
was a favourite destination for 
European tourists. Saudi Arabia 
and the Emirates were dormant, 
nary a peep came out of those 
countries other than the news of a 
taller tower being built, a fancier 

hotel or that more luxury cars 
were available than in any other 
parts of the world.

Were they living a mirage? Were 
there undercurrents that were 
ignored? Was it only a matter of 
time before all the discontent 
made it to the surface?

Indeed, there were a number 
of warning signs but they were 
never taken to heart or to task. 
No one predicted the Middle East 
would wake up in the middle of a 
nightmare.

And that it is: Here is a quick 
look at the area today. In North Af-
rica: Tunisia, Algeria and of course 
Libya are in various degrees of 
instability, Libya being the worst 
with militias running amok.

The big novelty in the region is 
the trend adopted by numerous 
countries to take to the skies, em-
ulating the Americans by bombing 
targets from the air. Despite the 
criticism that has been directed 
at the United States for its use of 
bombs from above to avoid boots 
on the ground, a number of Arab 
countries are doing the same.

The targets are threefold: Yem-
en, where the Iranian-supported 
Houthis have overthrown the 
government, Iraq/Syria (ISIS) and 
Libya (ISIS).

The Saudis have taken the 
initiative in Yemen, bombing the 

Houthis, a Shia group supported 
by Iran.

Egypt has sent its bombers to 
Libya to bomb suspected Islamic 
State (ISIS) strongholds after the 
Libyan branch of ISIS beheaded a 
number of Egyptian Copts.

Meanwhile in the Middle 
East, Australia, Bahrain, Britain, 

Canada, Denmark, France, Jordan, 
The Netherlands, the United Arab 
Emirates and the United States are 
all bombing, at various intervals, 
ISIS in Iraq and in Syria. Saudi Ara-
bia had been busy in Yemen.

Is there something rotten here 
or what? It’s bad enough when 
American planes bomb Arab 
targets, but Arab planes bombing 
Arab targets?

The anti-ISIS coalition controls 
the countries around their area 
of operations. In principle there 
should be a blockade around those 
areas under ISIS control. Arms 
and munitions as well as money 
should not, in principle, be able to 
enter those regions.

Yet it appears ISIS continues 
to recruit followers who show 
up, in photographs at least, in 
brand-new uniforms, driving new 
cars and carrying new weapons. 
This is not by any means a ragtag 
army fighting a guerrilla war. So 
the question now is who contin-
ues to finance ISIS and why can’t 
that funding be turned off of the 
source?

Something here just doesn’t 
quite make sense. To paraphrase 
a French diplomat in the region, 
if you think you understand the 
complexity of the situation it 
means it was badly explained to 
you.

Claude 
Salhani
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Counting the bullets
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Arab Americans fund university Arab Studies

Houston

H 

ouston, Texas, the 
fourth largest city in 
the United States, is the 
only city in the country 
with two locally fund-

ed endowed chairs in Arab Stud-
ies.  The Arab American Education 
Foundation (AAEF), a Houston-
based non-profit founded in 1985 to 
advance education about the Arab 
world, spearheaded the fundrais-
ing campaign.

In 2011, the AAEF struck a deal 
with the University of Houston to 
endow an Arab Studies chair in the 
history department: If AAEF raised 
$1 million, the university promised 
to match it. AAEF announced a 
four-year campaign. In the mean-
time, the university hired Emran 
El-Badawi as director of the Arab 
Studies programme. “Our stand-
ards are on par with those of the 
University of Texas, Georgetown 
and the University of Chicago,” El-
Badawi told The Arab Weekly.

By 2013 — two years ahead of 
schedule — Houston’s Arab-Amer-
ican community had met the fun-
draising goal needed to establish a 
chair and the AAEF Chair in Mod-

ern Arab History was officially en-
dowed.

The enthusiastic donor response 
belied the cliché that Arab Ameri-
cans are fickle philanthropists. 
Issa Cook and Nijad Fares, two 
prominent members of Houston’s 
Arab-American community, each 
donated $250,000, which enabled 
scholarship support for students 
wanting to study in Arab countries 
and an open lecture series in mod-
ern Arab history. Aramco donated 
another $100,000. University of 
Houston Dean John W. Roberts said 
the new endowment “will be used 
to strengthen the Arab cultural re-
search that significantly enhances 
scholarly diversity.”

At a gala celebration in April, 
AAEF President Dr Aziz Shaiba-
ni, announced the installation of 
AAEF’s second chair at the Univer-
sity of Houston, welcoming Abdel 
Razzaq Takriti as assistant profes-
sor of modern Arab history.  Takriti 
is an eminent, Oxford-educated 
historian and the author of Mon-

soon Revolution. “Contrary to Rea-
gan’s euphemism,” El-Badawi pre-
dicted, “Takriti’s appointment to 
the chair in Arab history will have 
a ‘trickle-up’ effect, allowing our 
programme to expand and making 
Arab studies at Houston an interna-
tional landmark.”

Shaibani stressed the importance 
of educating Americans about the 
Arab world and noted how the ex-
clusion and suppression of history 
“allow[s] stereotypes to flourish. 
“The study of history,” he said, “is 
the battleground to fight stereo-
types.

“Historians do not teach about 
the past only but they [also] offer a 
road for liberation from images and 
stereotypes that imprison us and 
our children,” he said. “The AAEF 
chair at Houston emerges exactly 
from this need and from the de-
sire to assert that Arab history is a 
worthy subject to be taught and 
researched and [that] its subjects 
are real people with aspirations 
and dreams… who are not differ-
ent than any other people in the 
world… the foundation starts in the 
classroom.”

Financing of university positions 
by Arabs and Arab Americans has 
been criticised by some groups as 
“campaign contributions or bribes” 
aimed at promoting a pro-Arab 

Middle East policy. Such scrutiny 
is ironic considering the many 
wealthy philanthropists who un-
apologetically demand pro-Israel 
positions as a pre-requisite for their 
funding.

El-Badawi lauded the “remark-
able partnership with the commu-
nity as the secret to our success,” 
mentioning the World Affairs Coun-
cil, the Bilateral US-Arab Chamber, 
the Houston School District and the 
mayor’s office.

Chamber Chief Executive Officer 
Aida Araissi expressed confidence 
that “the chair will result in better 
business, diplomatic and security 
decisions that promote stability 
and mutual benefits for both our 
regions.”

Meanwhile, “demand for Arabic 
in the Houston community is at a 
four-year high across all levels,” 
said El-Badawi. “An Arabic lan-
guage emersion secondary school 
was just approved and 425 appli-
cants are competing for 137 spots.”

AAEF’s first Arab chair was es-
tablished in 1997 at Houston’s Rice 
University and remains held by Us-
sama Makdisi, professor of history.  
A nephew of the late scholar Ed-
ward Said, Makdisi is a prominent 
scholar of modern Arab history and 
author of several books. Invest-
ment company owner Jamal Dan-

iel’s Levant Foundation was AAEF’s 
major donor for the Rice chair.

AAEF’s success in Houston 
demonstrates the power of or-
ganic philanthropy, by which Arab 
Americans, contributing and col-
laborating directly within their own 
communities, can be a powerful 
force for change.

Najwa Margaret Saad is a 
Washington correspondent for The 
Arab Weekly.

Najwa Margared Saad

From left: Shaibani, Cook, Fares, Takriti and El-Badawi. Aziz Shaibani, M.D President of the Arab American Education Foundation.

► Nijad and Zeina Fares are serial 
philanthropists, contributing to 
church, state, the arts and edu-
cation. “To be a leader,” Nijad 
Fares says, “you must be a con-
tributor.

Whether you contribute your 
time or your ideas, or financial 
support, there is always a need; 
it is a leader’s job to fill that 
need.” 

Although Nijad Fares is Greek 
Orthodox, in 2011 Pope Benedict 
XVI appointed him a knight of St 
Gregory, a tribute to his philan-
thropy.

The work of Nijad 
and Zeina Fares

AAEF’s first Arab 
chair was 
established in 1997 
at Houston’s Rice 
University

The end of the Patriot Act: The pendulum swings

Washington

F 

orty-five days after the 
September 11, 2001, at-
tacks, patriotism and 
fear dominated the Unit-
ed States. The US Con-

gress reflected this mood when it 
passed, and President George W. 
Bush signed, legislation to tighten 
security and enhance surveillance 
in the United States — euphemisti-
cally called the USA Patriot Act.

Security regimes of the Middle 
East and elsewhere felt smugly 
vindicated that the same United 
States that was criticising them 
for their surveillance, spying and 
infringing on the rights of their 
citizens was joining the club. They 
told their people — and especially 
their democratic opposition — that 
America, the paragon of democ-
racy, was no different from others 
when faced with reality.

It was not a good time to be a 
democrat in the Middle East but 
those who truly knew the United 
States argued that the American 
system was strong enough to self-
correct.  If the pendulum swung 
very far to the right, propelled by 
the horror of the attacks, it eventu-
ally would swing back to the cen-
tre, they said.

On June 2nd, that pendulum 
moved towards the centre, towards 
a balance between security and 
freedoms. Congress, after a very 

contentious debate, voted to push 
the pendulum back in reaction to 
the revelations by former National 
Security Agency (NSA) contractor 
Edward Snowden that the US gov-
ernment conducted a secret sur-
veillance programme involving the 
collection of bulk phone records of 
millions of Americans.

After letting the Patriot Act ex-
pire, the Senate voted 67 to 32 in 
favour of the USA Freedom Act, a 
bill that eliminates the NSA’s pro-
gramme of phone record bulk col-
lection and replaced it with a more 
restrictive measure that keeps the 
records in the hands of the phone 
companies. US President Barack 
Obama signed the act into law on 
June 3rd. Under the new law, the US 
government must obtain a warrant 
to collect phone metadata from tel-
ecommunication companies.

The new law was hailed as histor-
ic by some but others did thought it 
did not go far enough in protecting 
liberties. Obama formed an unu-
sual alliance with House Speaker 
John Boehner, R-Ohio, to ensure 
the bill’s passage. On signing the 
bill, Obama declared that it would 
“strengthen civil liberty safeguards 
and provide greater public confi-
dence in these programmes”.

But Senate Majority Leader 
Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., who tried 
to extend the Patriot Act or make 
amendments to the new bill, said 
he considered the new law a “step 
in the wrong direction”. He warned 
of its potential negative effects on 
US security, saying that it “under-

mines American security by taking 
one more tool from our war fight-
ers at exactly the wrong time”.

McConnell and other Republi-
cans who opposed the new meas-
ure pointed to recent arrests of 
people accused of trying to join 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and to the 
danger of “lone wolf” attacks in 
the United States. They argued that 
this is the time to increase security 
measures, not loosen them.

Civil liberty advocates argued 
that US security agencies had gone 
too far under the Patriot Act and by 
undermining the essence of what 
America is about and represents 
to the world threatened the United 

States’ future more than any po-
tential terrorists.

The American Civil Liberties Un-
ion (ACLU) considered the passage 
of the USA Freedom Act as a “mile-
stone”. Jameel Jaffer, director of 
the ACLU’s Center for Democracy, 
said, “This is the most important 
surveillance reform bill since 1978, 
and its passage is an indication that 
Americans are no longer willing to 
give intelligence agencies a blank 
cheque.”

But he warned that “no one 
should mistake this bill for com-
prehensive reform” because “it 
leaves many of the government’s 
most intrusive and overboard sur-

veillance powers untouched”. He 
challenged lawmakers to address 
“the larger project of bringing the 
government’s surveillance prac-
tices back in line with democratic 
values”.

Senator Rand Paul, R-Ky., a pres-
idential candidate for 2016, single-
handedly blocked the re-authorisa-
tion of the Patriot Act, causing it to 
expire. Paul emerged as a leading 
voice for protecting the privacy of 
Americans. He opposed the new 
bill because, he says, it did not go 
far enough to limit government in-
trusions. Speaking on the Senate 
floor, Paul said. “I believe that no 
section of the Patriot Act should be 
passed unless our targets are ter-
rorists and not Americans.”

The person who started this de-
bate, Snowden, is living outside the 
United States to avoid prosecution 
for his disclosures. He called the 
new law “a historic victory” and 
wrote in a New York Times op-ed 
that “the balance of power is begin-
ning to shift. We are witnessing the 
emergence of a post-terror genera-
tion, one that rejects a worldview 
defined by a singular tragedy.”

Does this all mean that Septem-
ber 11th and its consequences are 
behind America? That is hardly the 
case but the new law represents 
the beginning of an attempt to 
strike a balance between security 
and freedom.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Amal Mudallali

The National Security Agency (NSA) headquarters building in Fort 
Meade, Maryland.



17June 12, 2015

East   West News & Analysis

US Republican candidates vague about ISIS

F
or all their criticism over 
US President Barack 
Obama’s alleged failure 
to craft a comprehensive 
strategy to defeat the 

Islamic State (ISIS), the ever-
more-crowded field of Republi-
can contenders is also struggling 
for a winning formula — one that 
will appeal the party’s hawkish 
base but not frighten away 
independent and moderate voters 
in the 2016 general election.

What course of action the 
Republicans decide will be 
critical for the Middle East. 
Following May’s humiliating 
defeat in Ramadi, the United 
States may make a few tactical 
adjustments in the way it con-
ducts airstrikes and speed the 
delivery of weapons to Iraqi 
forces.

But it is also clear that the 
Obama administration has no 
intention to produce a new 
game-changing — much less 
game-winning — strategy to 
defeat ISIS. Basically, Washington 
is in a holding pattern, playing for 
time until Obama leaves the 
White House in January 2017.

So bring on the GOP. Absent a 
divine miracle in Baghdad or 
Damascus, the Republicans may 
well end up guiding — or strongly 

influencing — the course of the 
war after the November 2016 

election. And there’s no doubt 
that ISIS will still be around, and 
quite possibly an even greater 
threat if Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s government collapses.

When it comes to dealing with 
ISIS, however, the Republican 
presidential field, which numbers 
at least 15, is proving more adept 
on the “babblefield” than the 
“battlefield”. For the most part 
their message is clichéd, muddled 
and carefully parsed to make it 
seem like they are saying more 
than they are.

With few exceptions, no 
Republican White House con-
tender has offered anything like a 
detailed proposal on how to 
defeat ISIS that a) is distinctive 
enough from Obama’s, b) can win 
over a war-weary American public 
and c) has even the remotest 
possibility of success if imple-
mented.

Take, for example, remarks by 
George Pataki, among the latest to 
join the race. Pataki, who was 
governor of New York during 9/11 
attacks, called for a more robust 
US military presence in the 
Middle East. Then, however, 
Pataki quickly added he was not 
talking about sending “a million 
soldiers” and spending “a trillion 
dollars” on democracy projects. 
Instead, he would “send in the 
troops, destroy their recruitment 
centres, destroy the area where 
they are looking to plan to attack 
us here and then get out.”

Presumably he was not refer-
ring to ISIS “recruitment centres” 
in Britain, France or Belgium or, 
for that matter, in Minnesota.

On the hawkish end of the 
spectrum are Senator Lindsey 
Graham of South Carolina and 

former Sen. Rick Santorum. Each 
wants to send 10,000 US soldiers 
to Iraq and accelerate the bomb-
ing campaign. Santorum went so 
far as to tell a conservative 
gathering in February that if ISIS 
wants to establish a seventh-cen-
tury caliphate, “let’s oblige them 
by bombing them back to the 
seventh century”.

Bombing has made American 
wartime politicians feel good 
about their manhood since the 
Vietnam War because it makes 
them think they are doing 
something without risking big 
casualties of a ground war. So it’s 
no surprise that Senator Marco 
Rubio of Florida, Senator Ted 
Cruz of Texas and former Arkan-
sas Governor Mike Huckabee have 

all called for intensified air 
strikes. Never mind that generals 
in the Pentagon have said publicly 
air strikes alone will not beat ISIS.

Senator Rand Paul of Kentucky 
and others want more weapons 
sent to the Kurds and Sunnis, 
even though that could worsen 
the sectarian and ethnic tensions 
that in turn fuel ISIS. Wisconsin 
Governor Scott Walker, a foreign 
policy novice, and New Jersey 
Governor Chris Christie talk 
about how the United States must 
appear strong — with few specif-
ics how or even what that means.

Talking about Iraq has proven 
especially challenging for Jeb 
Bush, who is saddled with the 
legacy of his brother.

 The decision by president 
George W. Bush to invade Iraq is 
widely seen as the biggest US 
foreign policy blunder since the 
Vietnam War. So for Jeb Bush, the 
less said the better when it comes 
to Iraq.

Last month the former Florida 
governor tied himself in rhetori-
cal knots for days trying to defend 
his brother’s decision to invade 
Iraq, finally concluding it was a 
bad idea. He recently said the 
United States should embed 
troops with Iraqi units to train 
them and help identify targets. 
That is not much different from 
what US troops in Iraq are doing 
already.

Robert H. Reid worked as a 
journalist for the Associated Press 
for 45 years, much of it in the 
Middle East. He served as AP 
bureau chief in Cairo, Baghdad 
and Kabul, roving regional 
correspondent based in Amman. 
He lives in Washington

Robert 
H. Reid
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In Paris, a renewed determination to fight ISIS
Paris

B 

ehind closed doors there 
was clearly a feeling 
of frustration in Paris 
among members of the 
international coalition 

gathered to review their so far un-
successful strategy to defeat the 
jihadists of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
in Iraq.

The foreign ministers of 20 or so 
members of the coalition tried to 
assess what went wrong recently 
when ISIS claimed major victories 
in Ramadi, the capital of the Iraqi 
province of Anbar, and in the an-
tique city of Palmyra in Syria.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi took the opening shot. To 
those who were critical of the poor 
performance of the Iraqi Army, he 
replied saying that the defeat in 
Ramadi was a collective failure of 
the international community. He 
complained that the coalition was 
not doing much to help, notably 
by not sharing enough intelligence 
on its air strikes. Abadi also said 
the Iraqi Army needed more weap-
onry.

The anti-ISIS coalition renewed 
its commitment to support Iraqi 
troops with air strikes, training and 
equipment.

US Deputy Secretary of State An-
tony Blinken said Iraqi forces will 
receive anti-tank weapons. These 
should come in handy as one of 
the main problems facing the Iraqi 
forces is how to fend off suicide 
bombers, a tactic used by ISIS to 
wreck government defences.

“In a given month there are 400 
suicide bombers entering Iraq with 
their vehicles,” said Abadi, who 
asked that the coalition prevent 
the flow of foreign jihadists into 
Iraq and to disrupt ISIS sources 
of financing and revenues. Every 
drop of oil that is sold by ISIS, la-
mented Abadi, means more spill-
ing of Iraqi blood.

For its part, the coalition stressed 
that for its military strategy to be 
successful, a political and national 
reconciliation in Iraq between Sun-
nis and Shias should take place. 
Sunnis have been ostracised since 
the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s 
regime in 2003 and have no say in 
political or security matters.

The coalition endorsed an ambi-
tious “action plan” to regain Anbar. 
The plan was put forward by Abadi 
and had been approved by Bagh-
dad following the loss of Ramadi.

Key elements of the plan include 
the recruitment, training and 
equipping of Sunni tribal fighters 
in Anbar alongside Iraqi troops; the 
beefing up of Iraqi Army divisions 
in the province that have been de-
pleted over 18 months of fighting; 
the recalling and restructuring of 
the police force to hold territory 
that will eventually be regained; 
and ensuring that all forces taking 
part in the offensive to regain the 
area will operate under the con-
trol of the Iraqi prime minister and 
Iraq’s chain of command.

This plan will obviously need 
time and lot of money to be imple-
mented. French Minister of For-
eign Affairs Laurent Fabius, as well 
as Blinken, warned this would be a 
“long campaign”.

The situation in Syria was dis-
cussed but apparently only be-
cause ISIS, as Fabius stated, “is 
present in Syria and Iraq”. The 
French foreign minister said for 
success to be achieved in Iraq “a 
political transition was needed 
in Syria”. That transition he said 
should include “elements of the 

Syrian regime — but not (President 
Bashar) Assad — and members of 
the opposition”.

Participants addressed the suf-
fering of the civilian population, 
the protection of minorities and 
the cultural heritage of Syria and 
Iraq and a high-level meeting on 
key questions might convene in 

Paris next fall.
One key player in Iraq was ab-

sent at the Paris meeting, and that 
was Iran.

As for the Russians, one of As-
sad’s main allies, they have a role 
to play in the political transition in 
Syria, Fabius said.

In any case, political observers 

suspect that many more meetings 
of the coalition to review its strat-
egy will probably be needed in the 
course of the international coali-
tion fight against ISIS.

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

Frustration in the air. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (L) and French Foreign Affairs Minister 
Laurent Fabius during Paris meeting.

Ground high enough?
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Falling oil prices 
won’t curb GCC 
military spending
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

D
espite falling oil prices, 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar and 
the United Arab Emirates 
are set to continue their 
massive military spend-

ing, with Saudi Arabia projected to 
become the fifth biggest arms buyer 
by 2020 with an estimated annual 
defence budget of $60 billion, ac-
cording to a report by IHS Inc.

“Despite Saudi Arabia’s heavy 
exposure to oil price fluctuations, 
there have been very few signs of 
any severe reactionary adjustments 
to government spending trends,” 
said Craig Caffrey, principal defence 
budget analyst at IHS Jane’s Aero-
space, Defence & Security. “The 
kingdom has only cut defence and 
security expenditure once over the 
last 15 years.”

The report highlighted that Saudi 
Arabia’s defence budget has been 
expanding at approximately 14% 
a year over the last decade and ac-
celerated to a rate of 19% a year 
since 2011. While in the UAE, mod-
erate defence budget growth is ex-
pected over the short term before 
accelerating from 2017 as the pro-
cess of fiscal consolidation eases. 
However, the $5 billion in contracts 
announced at the International De-
fence Exhibition (IDEX) in February 
2015 suggests that significant mili-
tary funding is still available. Re-
garding Qatar, the report revealed 

that, although traditionally the mil-
itary has not been a priority for the 
government, the announcement of 
$23 billion worth of potential de-
fence procurement projects in 2014 
marked an unprecedented increase 
in military investment.

Analysts see regional security as 
the catalyst for the increase in mili-
tary spending. Saudi Arabia is lead-
ing a military coalition against the 
Iran-allied Houthi rebels in Yemen. 
However, according to Bloomb-
erg News, the drop in oil prices is 
starting to hurt the biggest Arab 
economy at a time when the king-
dom is undergoing sweeping politi-
cal changes at home and waging a 
regional war. The government is 
moving ahead with spending plans 
that will widen the budget deficit to 
20% of economic output, according 
to the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), fuelling speculation Riyadh 
will tap debt markets to plug the 
gap.

However, some other Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) members are 
trimming military spending. Bah-
rain, Oman and Kuwait are set to 
scale back on spending on defence 
for number of diverse reasons rang-
ing from the economic to the geo-
political.

“In reality, a lot of gulf coun-
tries have huge reserves or, if they 
haven’t got huge reserves, they 
have a lot of capital or resources 
they can borrow against.” Ben 
Moores, senior analyst at IHS Janes, 
told The Arab Weekly.

“In Bahrain they are diverting 

a lot of money away from defence 
to internal security. They are also 
more exposed to changing oil price 
than other GCC states. Bahrain 
does not need to spend money on 
defence; it needs to spend money 
on internal security and to keep its 
population happy and it doesn’t 
have the money it uses to have,” 
Moores added.

According to the security ana-
lyst, there are a number of factors 
involved in Oman’s defence budget 
cuts, which include the country 
reeling from the 2011 Sohar riots, a 
growing population and the declin-
ing health of its leadership, which 
was the driving force behind the 
country’s military spending.

“If you look at what’s been going 
on in Majlis al-Shura in the last cou-
ple of years, it has been quite inter-
esting to see the type of things that 
they are voting on, like alcohol and 
expatriate workers’ rights,” Moores 

said. “Given the opportunity, they 
are going to vote on things that 
make the government popular and 
not defence expenditure.

“Another problem Oman has is 
that the costs to extract their oil is 
much higher than its neighbours, 
so they have been impacted by the 
drop in oil prices.”

Kuwait’s motivations and cir-
cumstances differ from some of 
its neighbours in that “its defence 
spending is cyclical,” said Moores. 
“You get a big spike in spending 
then no spending for a number of 
years. If you look at the last time Ku-
wait bought serious arms is when it 
rearmed back in the early ’90s after 

the first Gulf war. So 30 years later 
these arms are exhausted, so they 
are now replacing them.”There is 
no denying that the spike in mili-
tary spending is a by-product of the 
“Arab spring”, which Moores says is 
ongoing and is comparable to Eu-
rope’s Thirty Years War.

“A number of regional actors are 
trying to influence the end outcome 
of the conflict, which, in turn, sucks 
in other regional actors who also 
want to affect the final outcome,” 
Moores said.

“The situation is massively com-
plex a number of people are trying 
to paint it a certain number of ways. 
The problem is even if there was a 
decisive conclusion today in one 
particular theatre of the conflict it’s 
going to pop up somewhere else,” 
he added.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Restructuring the oil sector in Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia’s Oil Minister Ali al-Naimi talks to 
journalists in Vienna, Austria, June 5, 2015.

C
hanges in leadership 
in Saudi Arabia after 
the death of King 
Abdullah in January 
have been rapid and 
extensive — two 

adjectives that rarely are used 
when talking about Saudi Arabia.

As a result, there has been 
speculation about whether the lat-
est changes in the oil sector mean 
that the young blood in the royal 
family is taking over an area that, 
until now, was seen as the domain 
of savvy technocrats, led by Ali 
al-Naimi, the hugely successful 
minister of petroleum and miner-
als for the past 25 years.

There have been three main 
changes in the oil policy structure 
of the kingdom:

First, Prince Abdul-Aziz bin 
Salman was promoted to deputy 
minister of petroleum and miner-
als with rank of minister. This 
may indicate that he would likely 
become full minister when Naimi, 
born in 1935, retires.

Second, the chairmanship of 
Saudi Aramco has been handed 
over to Khalid al-Falih, the former 
chief operating officer (COO) of 
Saudi Aramco and now minister of 
Health. 

This promotion implies that the 
chairmanship of Saudi Aramco no 
longer is the preserve of the Min-
istry of Petroleum and Minerals. A 
Saudi official even announced the 
ministry was no longer involved in 

the oil industry.

And third, Saudi Aramco was 
placed under the control of a 
Supreme Council for Saudi Aramco 
(SCSA), responsible for setting 
oil policy and supervising the 
activities of Saudi Aramco. The 
newly formed SCSA consists of ten 
members under the leadership of 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdul-Aziz, a son of Abdullah who 
also serves as minister of defence 
and chairman of the new Economic 
Council.

The SCSA replaces the Supreme 
Petroleum Council (SPC) and was 
expected to set oil policy for the 
kingdom. The SPC was led by 
the king and included the crown 
prince, the minister of foreign 
affairs, the minister of defence, as 
well as the technocratic ministers 
of finance, commerce, and petro-
leum and minerals.

 In practice, the members of the 
royal family involved in the SPC 
had very little time or technical 
knowledge to establish oil policy 
and, because of his extraordinary 
knowledge of the industry and the 
capacities of the kingdom, Naimi 
led the SPC and policymaking.

The establishment of the SCSA 
is not truly changing the system of 
oversight of Saudi Aramco because 
the company and policymaking are 
still dominated by professionals, 
engineers and technocrats; that is, 
non-royals.

The board of directors as well 
as the whole staff of Saudi Ara-
mco is composed of commoner 
technocrats. The new chairman is 
a dyed-in-the-wool Saudi Aramco 
alumnus, just like Naimi. The 
SCSA as a supervisory body is still 
influenced by the royal family in 
the sense that Prince Mohammed 
is its chairman.

However, the secretary-general 
of the new council, Majid al-
Moneef, is a former Saudi repre-
sentative to the Organisation of 

the Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) and a highly respected en-
gineer. The ten members include 
five members of the Saudi Aramco 
board, including the new chair-
man and the new chief executive 
officer, Amin Nasser.

It is likely that the prince, 
because of his other extensive 
responsibilities, will have to rely 
on the technocrats of the SCSA, 
and especially Moneef and Falih, 
just as previous kings to relied on 
Naimi under the SCP.

At the same time, since the Min-
istry of Petroleum and Minerals is 
no longer in charge of the oil in-
dustry in the kingdom, Abdul-Aziz 
Al Salman, even if he does become 
the next minister, will not be in-
volved in oil policy. Thus, rumours 
of the Al Salman clan taking over 
the oil industry are unfounded. It 
is very likely that the influence of 
the king and his kin will not be any 
more or less important that it has 
been in the past.

On the other hand, it seems that 
the establishment of the SCSA 
and the changes at the ministry 

will not change the supervision of 
oil production or the defining of 
policy, except perhaps in making it 
less bureaucratic than it had been 
in the past.

The present policy established 
by Naimi in 2014 aims to force non-
OPEC members to cut production 
in order to raise prices to a reason-
able amount, meaning less than 
$100 per barrel but more than $60 
per barrel, while leaving Saudi Ara-
bia as the lead market maker.

The main target of Saudi policy 
is most likely Russia, which has 
many inefficient and very high cost 
wells, rather than the shale oil pro-
ducers of the United States, whose 
costs are declining well below $50 
per barrel, making their production 
still profitable.

The Saudi policy of maintaining 
production of more than 10 million 
barrels per day does have a price: 
The Saudi budget deficit is balloon-
ing to $39 billion in 2015 for regular 
expenses, plus $80 billion for 
military expenses. However, Saudi 
Arabia does have access to over $1 
trillion in cash. This is three times 
more than Russia has and gives the 
kingdom a large stick to push its 
policy with non-OPEC producers.

It seems likely that non-OPEC 
producers will be forced to buckle 
under Saudi pressure sooner 
rather than later, provided Saudi 
Arabia, as it has hinted many 
times, matches their cuts, thereby 
allowing a relatively modest price 
increase.

The policy devised by Naimi in 
December 2014 is still the only one 
that makes sense for the kingdom 
regardless of the changes made in 
the overall management of the oil 
industry in Saudi Arabia.

Jean-François Seznec is a
non-resident senior fellow at the 
Atlantic Council in Washington and 
a Middle East analyst.

Jean-François 
Seznec
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Iran says end of 
sanctions could 
lift oil output

Oil down after 
OPEC meeting, eyes 
on Iran talks

Libya’s official
government says 
central bank now 
based in eastern HQ

Iran’s oil production could be lift-
ed by 1 million barrels per day (bpd) 
within six months of Western sanc-
tions being lifted, Oil Minister Bijan 
Zanganeh predicted.

Zanganeh’s forecast, delivered be-
fore a looming June 30th deadline 
to finalise Iran’s  nuclear power deal 
with world powers, was revealed at 
a seminar ahead of Organisation of 
the Petroleum Exporting Countries 
recent meeting.

Questioned about the Islamic 
republic’s oil output, he told del-
egates: “We believe that immedi-
ately, or after one month of lifting 
the sanctions, (we will achieve) half 
a million (extra) barrels per day, 
and after six-seven months we will 
achieve 1 million barrels.”

Iran currently exports 1.3 million 
bpd, against 2.2 million bpd before 
the sanctions were imposed about 
one decade ago.

“It’s fair we return to the level of 
the production (which Iran had) 
before the sanctions,” Zanganeh 
added.
(Agence France-Presse)

Oil prices fell after the Organisa-
tion of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) decided to main-
tain high output levels and trad-
ers weighed the possible return of 
Iranian supplies, which have been 
curtailed by international sanctions 
against Tehran, analysts said.

Analysts said investors were mull-
ing the long-term effects on prices 
after OPEC on June 5th defied calls 
to cut output to alleviate a global 
supply glut that has seen prices 
slump almost 50% in the past year.

Instead, they kept their collec-
tive target at 30 million barrels per 
day — where it has stood for more 
than three and a half years. OPEC 
countries are reported to be actually 
pumping more than 31 million bar-
rels a day, with the risk of more com-
ing on line.
(Agence France-Presse)

Libya’s internationally recognised 
government says the central bank’s 
headquarters has moved to the east-
ern city of Bayda, although it was 
not clear how the bank would con-
trol and process payments with its 
staff and computers still in Tripoli.

The Bayda-based government is 
struggling for control of state insti-
tutions with a rival administration 
in Tripoli and also says it plans to 
route oil revenues through the east, 
bypassing the capital. However, for-
eign buyers are still paying for oil 
through the Tripoli-based NOC state 
oil firm.

Libya has been engulfed by vio-
lence and chaos since Muammar 
Qaddafi was toppled in 2011 and in 
August a faction called Libya Dawn 
seized the capital, forcing the offi-
cial premier, Abdullah al-Thinni, to 
flee with his ministers to the east.

Ministries and state bodies in 
Tripoli remain under the control of 
Thinni’s rivals, who are boycotted 
by world powers.

The eastern central bank gover-
nor Ali Salem Hibri declined to say 
whether the Bayda bank would try 
to get oil revenues deposited in the 
eastern city instead of Tripoli.
(Reuters)

Briefs

Heba Hashem

Dubai

T
here couldn’t be a better 
time for the Islamic bank-
ing industry, with global 
assets expected to exceed 
$2.5 trillion in 2015 from 

$2.1 trillion in 2014, according to 
the Dubai-based AlHuda Centre of 
Islamic Banking and Economics. By 
2018, Ernst and Young’s Global Is-
lamic Banking Centre predicts this 
value could reach $3.4 trillion.

While the outlook may seem am-
bitious, the figures are certainly 
not far-fetched. During the past 
decade, Islamic finance assets have 
grown at double-digit percentage 
rates, rising from about $200 bil-
lion in 2003 to nearly $1.8 trillion 
in 2013, the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) reported.

Over the same period, Islamic 
bond (sukuk) issuance increased 
20-fold, reaching $120 billion in 
2013. As the industry broadens its 
base into new international mar-
kets, the trend in assets growth is 
anticipated to continue.

In about two weeks’ time, Ger-
many, Europe’s biggest economy 
and most populous country, will 
be getting its first Islamic bank. KT 
Bank AG, the new German subsidi-
ary of the Turkish lender Kuveyt 
Turk, is not only eyeing Germany’s 
4 million Muslims but plans to ex-
pand throughout Europe, where 
several markets have already em-
braced Islamic banking.

Indeed, the growing reach of the 
industry has extended into Asia 
and Africa, attracting considerable 
interest in sukuk from financial cen-

tres such as the United Kingdom, 
Luxembourg and Hong Kong.

“We see Islamic finance offer-
ing good potential to foster more 
inclusive growth by increasing ac-
cess to banking services to Muslim 
populations who may not be willing 
or able to use conventional banks,” 
Prasad Ananthakrishnan, deputy 
chief of the Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) Division at the IMF told 
The Arab Weekly.

“It has the potential for enabling 
easier access to financing for small 
and medium enterprises and pub-
lic infrastructure and it has the 
potential to improve financial sta-
bility, because Islamic finance is 
asset-backed, reduces leverage and 
requires risk sharing between bor-
rowers and lenders.”

This explains why Islamic banks 
weathered the last economic down-
turn better than their conventional 
counterparts, as indicated by the 
Islamic Financial Services Board 
(IFSB).

In its recently released Stability 
Report 2015, IFSB highlights that 
Islamic banks have consistently re-
mained well capitalised, surpassing 
the capitalisation levels of some of 
the global systematically important 
banks. This supported the indus-
try’s resilience during the global 
financial crisis of 2008-09.

“No Islamic bank had required a 
major government bailout as was 
the case for several large conven-
tional banks across North America 
and Europe,” the report read.

Vulnerabilities remain, however, 
particularly as sukuk move further 
away from their traditional profit-
sharing structures.

Sayd Farook, global head of Is-
lamic capital markets at Thomson 
Reuters, highlighted that sukuk 
will be exposed to the main risks 
of bonds — credit risk of the issuer 
— to the extent that the credit pro-
file replicates conventional bonds. 
Nevertheless, sukuk manage to 
have a better risk structure, as issu-
ers need to have a fair proportion-
ate amount of assets to issue sukuk.

“The  reality is that current Basel 
regulations compel Islamic finan-
cial institutions — the main con-
sumers of sukuk — to have fixed 
income instruments that replicate 
the credit profile of conventional 
instruments, without any recourse 
to the risk of profit-and-loss shar-
ing,” he said.

The only way to get out of this cy-
cle, according to Farook, is to move 
the system gradually, starting with 
bank deposits, to the profit-and-
loss sharing format in its purest 
sense.

“Malaysia has just implemented 
regulations through the Islamic 
Financial Services Act to prompt 
banks to distinguish between 
profit-and-loss sharing accounts 
and capital-protected deposit ac-
counts,” Farook said.

“The jury is out where the money 
will go, whether it goes to capital 
protected deposits (bank model) or 
to profit-and-loss sharing accounts 
(investment model). If we do see a 
sign of moving towards the invest-
ment model, then we can hope to 
see sukuk move towards profit-and-
loss sharing format.”

Inconsistency in applying stand-
ards by the different regulators is 
another challenge plaguing the 

industry. While specific standards 
have been developed by organisa-
tions such as the IFSB, the Account-
ing and Auditing Organization for 
Islamic Financial Institutions and 
the International Islamic Financial 
Market, regulatory frameworks in 
many jurisdictions do not cater to 
the unique risks of Islamic finance.

Moreover, regulations in each 
country are set by the individual 
regulator. “It is up to each regulator 
to decide on which standards they 
apply and enforce in their jurisdic-
tion,” Farook explained. To solve 
this problem, regulators need to 
enforce already-developed stand-
ards or develop adaptations of their 
own in each jurisdiction.

Islamic banking may have out-
performed conventional banking 
over the past decade but the indus-
try is relatively nascent and Islamic 
finance assets still represent less 
than 1% of global financial assets. 
Therefore, efforts must continue 
to strengthen supervisory mecha-
nisms, especially if Islamic banks 
were to sustain another financial 
crisis.

As the IFSB warned in its latest 
stability report, increased fragility 
of emerging financial markets and 
sharp decline of oil prices may neg-
atively affect the asset quality of Is-
lamic banks. At the same time, the 
monetary policy of Western central 
banks could induce yield volatilities 
and shake investors’ confidence in 
emerging markets’ financial assets, 
including sukuk.

Heba Hashem is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Dubai.

Islamic finance growing
Dubai International Financial Centre
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Teaching of colloquial Arabic divides Moroccans
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

A heated debate increas-
ingly divides Moroccans 
over the introduction of 
the local dialect of Arabic 
– Darija – into school cur-

riculums.
Moroccans speak Berber and Dari-

ja, a colloquial form of Arabic that 
mixes French, Spanish, Berber and 
classical Arabic, and varies from one 
region to another.

Among staunch supporters of ed-
ucation in Darija is advertising and 
communication magnate Noured-
dine Ayouch, founder of the Zakou-
ra Education Foundation.

Ayouch argues that teaching Dari-
ja will help resolve the crisis of edu-
cation as the dialect is spoken by the 
majority of Moroccans.

A report of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD) titled Universal 
Basic Skills: What Countries Stand 
to Gain revealed that Morocco is 
ranked 73rd in basic academic skills. 
The analysis was based on test 
scores of 15-year-old students in 
mathematics and science in 76 de-
veloped and developing countries.

The ranking is a sign of Morocco’s 
deteriorating educational system 
despite Moroccan King Mohammed 
VI’s call almost two years ago for im-
provement of the sector.

“The situation of the educational 
sector requires a halt for an impar-
tial test of conscience that will al-
low the evaluation of achievements 
and identification of weaknesses 
and dysfunctions,” the king said in a 
speech in August 2013.

Retired high school French teach-
er Ahmed Rissouni, who is against 
the introduction of Darija in educa-
tion, blames the government for the 
deteriorating educational system.

“The Moroccan government bears 
a huge responsibility for the situa-
tion. It’s a deliberate policy aimed 
at pushing Moroccans to put their 
children in private schools in order 
to save money spent on education,” 
Rissouni told The Arab Weekly.

A report from a group of Moroccan 
non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) in education denounced 
the closure of 191 primary and sec-
ondary schools in the North African 
country between 2008 and 2013.

The report pointed out that other 
public schools are threatened with 
closure, reflecting the decline of 
the government’s commitment to a 
free-and-quality education for all.

In a bid to improve education 
standards, the Higher Council for 
Education, Training and Scientific 
Research submitted to the king its 
strategic vision through 2030. The 
report calls for making pre-school 
education compulsory and encour-
aging the development of a non-
profit qualified private education.

The report also recommends that 
Darija be taught at the first pre-
school year. Darija supporters say 
the Moroccan dialect can easily sub-
stitute for classical Arabic in educa-
tion because it is being used every-
where, including the parliament.

“Moroccans talk daily in Darija. It 
is the language of creation par ex-
cellence whether it is oral or writ-
ten. We tend to believe that Darija 
should only be used orally. This is 
not true. It can be also used in the 
production of novels and plays. To-
day, Darija is widely developed in 
advertising, communication, thea-
tre and cinema,” Ayouch told the 
Moroccan NGO Marocains Pluriels.

Many companies have used Darija 
in advertising to promote products 
and services to a wider audience, 
while Moroccans watch Turkish and 
South American TV programming 
dubbed into the Moroccan dialect.

Abderrahim Youssi, professor of 
linguistics at the University of Mo-
hammed V, translated The Little 
Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry 
into Darija in 2009 in a bid to “eradi-
cate illiteracy” because, he argued, 
classical Arabic is a difficult lan-
guage to learn and master.

Students from Ibn Sina second-
ary school in Marrakech performed 
Antigone in Darija at Dar Attakafa-
Daoudiat theatre. But staunch de-
fenders of classical Arabic argue that 
teaching in Darija will destroy the 
language of the Quran and plunge 
education into the abyss.

“I am against Darija being taught 
at school,” said Ahmed Mansouri, 
director of studies at Jeanne d’Arc 
School in Casablanca. “Darija differs 
from one city to another and from 
one region to another. The question 
is which one will be used for teach-
ing,” he said, citing the example of 
how “carrot” can have different 
names in the North African country.

“There are no grammar rules for 
Darija. Furthermore, it’s very dif-
ficult to include Darija as a univer-
sal language because it simply has 
no basis unlike the classical Arabic 
whose words have their equivalent 
in other languages,” said Mansouri.

“Teaching Darija at schools would 
be a costly roller coaster as we need 
to establish new guidelines and let-
ters.”

Mansouri said he was against the 
recommendation of Darija being 
taught at the first pre-school year 
because it is against the country’s 
constitution, which stipulates that 
Arabic is the official language of 
Morocco. Nevertheless, Mansouri 

said that he would support a “clean” 
Darija, a version that is close to clas-
sical Arabic, to be taught at the first 
two years of primary schools.

He said that Arabic was not the 
problem behind Morocco’s 73rd 
ranking in basic academic skills.

“The problem is complex and 
involves many parties, including 
teachers, politicians, curriculum 
setters and parents,” Mansouri said.

“School curricula are too heavy 
for students to handle,” said Man-
souri.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Classical Arabic still dominates syllabus    (Photo: Saad Guerraoui)

   (Photo: Shams Facebook page)
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Tunis

W
hile homosexuality 
remains by a large ex-
tent taboo in Tunisia, 
a new Tunisian asso-
ciation was recently 

established to defend homosexual 
behaviour.

The association, named Shams 
(“Sun”), has set for itself as a main 
goal “the de-criminalisation of ho-
mosexuality in Tunisia”.

“The name of the association is 
inspired by Shams Tabrizi, the lover 
and mentor of Rumi, the spiritual 
leader of the Sufi. The purpose is to 
send a message of peace and love,” 
says Shams Vice-President Ahmed 
Ben Amor.

The association is considered le-
gally authorised since the deadline 
for objections by authorities elapsed 
in May. The government said it will 
monitor the group’s activities and 
reserves the right to withdraw the 
permit if Shams swerves from its de-
clared objectives.

While many in the homosexual 
community rejoiced at Shams’ crea-
tion, the announcement caused a 
stir in the country. Some praised the 
unprecedented creation of such an 
association but many more opposed 
it, highlighting the conservatism of 
Tunisian society.

The association defines itself as 
a non-profit organisation that aims 
to defend the rights of “sexual mi-
norities” in Tunisia as well as raising 
awareness about sexually transmit-

ted diseases and providing emo-
tional and social support for fragile 
youth.

“The organisation was created in 
the spirit of defending sexual minor-
ities. It started as a Facebook initia-
tive to face the terrorism of society, 
the social homophobia,” Ben Amor 
said.

One of the priorities of the asso-
ciation is to abolish the law that pe-
nalises homosexual acts. Article 230 
of the Tunisian criminal law punish-
es any homosexual act with a prison 
sentence of up to three years.

Critics of the new association 
pointed out the contradiction be-
tween the creation of such a non-
governmental organisation (NGO) 
and the provisions of the criminal 
code. A Tunisian NGO, the Associa-
tion of Young Tunisians Progression, 

filed a lawsuit calling for the imme-
diate suspension of the activities of 
the association because of that.

“The goals of the association con-
stitute a violation of the Tunisian 
criminal law since it calls for the 
abolition of Article 230,” said Mo-
hamed Amine Kouki, president of 
the association.

Shams says it aims to create sup-
port groups for young people who 
struggle with sexual orientation. It 
will also work on raising awareness 
about sexually transmitted diseases. 
Ben Amor pointed out: “Some Tuni-
sian homosexuals commit suicide 
because they cannot stand being 
gay in this society. They cannot face 
the abuse of their families. We try to 
help these people through our or-
ganisation.”

Religious figures opposed the cre-

ation of Shams saying it is antitheti-
cal to the principles of Islam. The 
Mufti of Tunisia Hamda Saied issued 
a statement in which he described 
homosexuality a form of deviance.  
He called on the government to re-
tract the permit accorded to Shams.

Ghofran Houseini, a spokesman 
for the mufti’s office called the de-
fence of homosexuality “an anom-
aly that could destroy the basics of 
human life in a time when we need 
moderation in behaviour and faith 
to face the threats that agonise us 
including terrorism.”

Opponents and defenders of the 
homosexual association cite the 
new Tunisian constitution to but-
tress their argument. The constitu-
tion adopted in 2014 guarantees 
individual freedoms and rights but 
also stipulates that Islam is the reli-
gion of the country.

Amid the controversy, the office of 
the Head of Government explained 
that the association is recognised 
to be in conformity with the law on 
NGOs. Shams, it said, was author-
ised because its goals did not con-
tradict the principles of the law on 
organisations. It also said authori-
ties reserve the right to object to any 
activities that violate the declared 
principles and goals of the organisa-
tion.

Tunisian film director Walid 
Tayaa whose recent film Boulitik 
(“Politics”), tackles the subject of 
homosexuality, expressed support 
for Shams and its intention to work 
for decriminalising homosexual be-
haviour.

“It is not acceptable that today in 
2015 we are still subjected to a law 

that violates personal freedom,” 
Tayaa asked. Chamseddine Bacha, a 
popular singer and dancer, opposed 
the creation of the association. “This 
is not the time for such an associa-
tion. Maybe a hundred years from 
now,” he said. Some in the Tunisian 
homosexual community are also re-
served about the creation of Shams, 
even if they support its principles.

“The idea is interesting but I think 
such initiative can make us a target 
for conservatives, which is not the 
point,” said a young homosexual 
who preferred to remain anony-
mous. Despite speculation that the 
association may see its activities 
suspended, the organisation says it 
is already conducting various activi-
ties publicly. Ben Amor, however, 
expressed concern over threats the 
organisation has received.

“We have received a number of 
threats. Some have even called for 
the killing of homosexuals,” the 
Shams vice-president said.

Shams will likely continue to be 
the subject of heated debate as Tu-
nisian society struggles between ac-
cepting homosexual behaviour as a 
personal freedom or considering it 
to be in stark contradiction with the 
law and the spirit of Islam.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Controversy in Tunisia over new gay association
Roua Khlifi
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Iraq’s media feed on sectarianism, ISIS violence
Nermeen Mufti

Baghdad

A
mid the sectarian war 
and violence by Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants, 
freewheeling media have 
emerged in Iraq and 

quickly climbed the ladder to be-
come a focal point in Iraqi politics.

While some Iraqis depend on the 
estimated 200 print, broadcast and 
online media outlets for informa-
tion, others consider them tools of 
lawmakers, religious leaders and 
cabinet officials to settle scores or 
make political gains.

Even wealthy business tycoons 
with specific agendas, such as hit-
ting at the government or under-
mining a certain cleric or politicians, 
have joined the chorus, directing 
their messages to influence public 
opinion.

For the Iraqi cabinet of Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi, however, 
the media are sources of trouble for 
highlighting the numerous setbacks 
suffered by his government in the 
war to end ISIS’s control of large ar-
eas of his country.

“In Iraq, there is a satellite TV 
channel for each citizen,” joked high 
school teacher Ahmed Talib. He was 
referring to the numerous satellite 
channels with diverse programmes 
on politics, economics, entertain-
ment, education, religious and chil-
dren’s cartoons and talk shows.

“It’s as if all the TV channels we 
have are working hard to confuse 
the Iraqis and have them doubt the 
truth,” Talib added.

To Nuha Darwish, a journalism 
professor at the University of Bagh-
dad, “the audiences are right”.

“The mass media, including satel-
lite channels, failed to adhere to the 
rules and ethics of the profession,” 
Darwish told The Arab Weekly. “Be-

sides, they neither have a philoso-
phy, nor a clear vision within the 
scope of modern media democracy.”

“These channels are competing 
with each other on the one hand and 
with the government on the other to 
bring unsubstantiated reporting to 
the public to satisfy personal agen-
das, ignoring the people’s right to 
know and to accurate and objective 
reporting,” she argued.

The Iraqi media have forced 
themselves into Iraq’s sectarianism, 
feeding on ISIS violence and the 
conflict between the country’s pre-
dominantly Shia Muslims and the ri-
val minority Sunnis, who see them-
selves sidelined since the ouster of 
Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein in the 
US-led war of 2003.

For example, “Sunni-dominated” 
channels label the Iraqi Army “the 
Abadi forces” — a reference to Iraq’s 
Shia prime minister. Others brand 
the army “the “Safavid forces”. The 
Safavid dynasty ruled Persia from 
1502-1736 and installed Shia Islam, 
rather than Sunni Islam, as the state 
religion.

Such sectarian terminology is met 
with worse descriptions by Shia-run 
channels, which mock historical 
characters revered by the Sunnis. 
Amid the clash of interests, Iraqis 
are losing track of the truth.

“The Iraqi media scene is be-
musing to a large extent,” said Ali 
Shalah, president of the Board of 
the Trustees of the Iraqi Media Net, 
which runs a handful of print pub-
lications and TV and radios states. 
Most popular among them is Al 
Iraqiya, a state-owned TV channel 
launched in 2003 and focuses on po-
litical programming with a massive 
audience across Iraq.

“There is a misunderstanding 
of the essence of the free media in 
the new Iraq,” Shalah told The Arab 
Weekly. He said journalists in Iraq 
“cannot differentiate between a re-
sponsible media freedom and what 
is causing chaos.”

He termed the language used 
by some presenters on various TV 
channels as “too low, sectarian and 
racist”.

Such channels have become, he 
said, “part of the problem, not the 

solution”. Shalah, a former law-
maker who headed the culture and 
media committee in the previous 
parliament, said, “unfortunately, 
the media terrorism could not be 
stopped through legislation.” He 
was referring to endless efforts in 
Iraq to restrain the media through 
stringent laws.

Iraq’s constitution protects free-
doms of speech and expression but 
authorities continue to use the 1969 
penal code to prosecute journalists 
for a variety of offences, including 
libel and defamation.

In 2010, the Supreme Judicial 
Council created a special court to 
prosecute journalists, despite a ban 
on the creation of such bodies in Ar-
ticle 95 of the constitution.

A law passed in August 2011 es-
tablished safeguards for free speech 
and provided benefits to journalists 
who are killed or injured. The legis-
lation also eliminated a stipulation 
that media workers must belong to 

the journalists’ union to be entitled 
to legal protections.

But even with the regulations, 
media are following their own 
course, troubling a government try-
ing to restore normalcy in the coun-
try.

In late April, Iraqi Interior Minis-
ter Mohammed al-Ghabban sum-
moned dozens of journalists to par-
tially blame them for security force 
setbacks amid the war against ISIS, 
laying bare the Baghdad’s govern-
ment sensitivity to criticism.

The meeting with Ghabban, who 
is in charge of Iraq’s police, came 
after the Reuters bureau chief left 
the country following threats from 
Shia militias over an article about 

abuses and looting in the wake of 
the capture of the largely Sunni city 
of Tikrit.

Ghabban also put blame on the 
media and the way it covered the 
collapse of Iraqi forces in Tikrit in 
summer 2014 in the initial onslaught 
by ISIS, which now rules large areas 
in Iraq and Syria.

“Most of the security collapses 
that took place were due to psycho-
logical warfare,” he told the journal-
ists. “The media have a major role 
in creating this feeling among the 
people.”

For Shalah, Iraq’s freewheeling 
media style is there to stay, at least 
for a while.

“As long as there are politicians 
who support the violating TV chan-
nels, nobody will adhere to the reg-
ulations,” he said.

Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad, 
has covered Iraqi affairs for more 
than three decades.

A confusing forest
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In Iraq, it’s a man’s world, after all

A
s a woman I’ve always 
been proud to call 
myself an Iraqi; proud 
to belong to the cradle 
of civilisation. I always 

considered myself the great-
granddaughter of the queens of 
Sumer, Akkad, Uruk and Babylon.

Iraq was the first Middle Eastern 
country to have its own television 
station. The first presiding female 
judge was Iraqi, along with the 
first government minister. This list 
goes on and on, which is why one 
would assume that Iraqi women of 
the 21st century would be continu-
ing the legacy of taking affirmative 
roles in society. To our dismay, this 
is not the world we live in today.

As this article is being written, 
Iraqi women are being traded in a 
sick and twisted tradition — Fasel 
settlement — in which the women 
from one tribe are married off to 
men from opposing tribes to settle 
blood feuds.

As a woman, I can easily imagine 
being forced out of my home and 
torn away from my family just to 
be given away to a man that would 

basically be raping me when-
ever he pleases. Just in May this 
horrible custom occurred with 

a group of 50 women in Basra. As 
much as all of this may seem like a 
story straight from a Grimm’s fairy 
tale, this is an extremely common 
institution among tribes.

The custom begins with a woman 
from one tribe being forced to 
elope with a man from a rival tribe. 
She is sent to live in the strange 
and unfamiliar setting of her new 
husband’s home where she would 
be treated horribly by her spouse, 
his family and even the entire tribe. 
To everyone in the tribe, she’d be 
considered Fasliyah; a house maid 
with benefits. She has no rights 
and absolutely no legal say in any 
matter, especially divorce. It’s only 
after she gives birth to a male heir 
that an annulment becomes a vague 

possibility. Once the son is born, 
the wife may plead to the husband 
for a divorce but then she would be 
forced to give up full custody of her 
child(ren) to the husband and never 
be able to see her offspring again.

This is not a religious practice; it’s 
a tradition that has been upheld for 
hundreds of years.

However frowned upon the Fasel 
tradition is, no action is being taken 
by officials. Although many seem 
to condemn it, actions still speak 
louder than words.

This blatant inaction perfectly 
exemplifies the weakness of the 
Iraqi government and its corrupted 
justice system. The Fasel tradition 
is a disgusting form of barbarianism 
that should not only be condemned 

but considered a major crime 
against humanity, punishable by 
law. But the government is clearly 
failing to implement one of the 
most important tenets of the Iraqi 
constitution: upholding basic hu-
man rights.

Unlike the central Iraqi govern-
ment, Kurds were very brave when 
they banned polygamy in Kurdis-
tan to protect their society (even 
though polygamy is a definitive part 
of the Islamic sharia law.)

It may be true that 25% of Iraqi 
parliament is comprised of women 
(along with a couple of government 
ministers) but this is clearly an 
orchestrated act since ultimately, 
women have no rights. To the 
majority of the male parliament 
members, “equality” means noth-
ing whatsoever. To them, women’s 
rights campaigns are only useful 
when needed: as gimmicks come 
election time.

The root of the problem is that 
the female population has gotten so 
used to not having rights that they 
believe they’ve been brought into 
this world only to serve and cater to 
husbands, fathers and brothers.

Until both the Iraqi government 
and society begin to comprehend 
that women are quintessential 
pillars of existence and deserve 
nothing but education, respect and 
fairness, nothing will change and 
Iraq will always remain a (cave)
man’s land.

Dalia al-Aqidi is an Arab-American 
journalist.

Dalia al-Aqidi

View point

Iraqi women are being 
traded in a sick and 
twisted tradition

A woman in a man’s world. Baghdad Mayor Zekra Alwach
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Rabat

A sexually charged per-
formance by pop diva 
Jennifer Lopez at the 
Mawazine music festival 
in Rabat prompted mem-

bers of the ruling Islamist Justice 
and Development Party (PJD) to call 
for the resignation of Communica-
tions Minister Mustapha el-Khalfi.

Lopez, 45 and a popular Ameri-
can performer, opened the 14th 
Mawazine festival on May 30th, 
performing a nearly two-hour 
long concert for a record crowd of 
160,000 while millions watched on 
state-owned television channel 2M.

The glamorous New York-born 
singer showcased scanty costumes 
and provocative poses as she 
donned seven different outfits, in-
cluding a white leotard, during her 
performance, which was slammed 
by many Moroccan media outlets, 
politicians and TV viewers.

Rather than issuing a public state-
ment like the government made 
about filmmaker Nabil Ayouch’s 
banned film on prostitution Much 
Loved, Khalfi took to social net-
works to condemn the broadcast.

He wrote on his Twitter account 
that broadcasting the concert on 2M 
was “unacceptable” and “against 
the law”.

But some PJD members called 
on Khalfi to resign unless he comes 
up with convincing arguments dis-
tancing himself from what they 
called an “outrageous and despic-
able” TV broadcast.

MP Abdelaziz Aftati said Khalfi 
must step down if he cannot clarify 
the limits of his responsibility.

“Public media has turned into 
merchandise to dumb-down and 
distract people. This is why the 
minister has to bear responsibility,” 

said Aftati. Another PJD member, 
Khalid Rahmouni, expressed dis-
gust at what he watched on 2M and 
called on Khalfi, as the one respon-
sible for media policy, to resign.

However, PJD MP Abdeslam Bal-
laji told The Arab Weekly that Khalfi 
does not have authority over public 
TV channels.

“It is the responsibility of the 
High Authority of Audiovisual 
Communication (HACA) to investi-
gate the matter following the min-
ister’s request,” said Ballaji who 
was the first MP from PJD’s parlia-
mentary team to ask Khalfi for an 
explanation for the concert.

In a message posted on his Fa-
cebook page, Khalfi, who is also 
the government spokesman, an-
nounced that HACA and the ethics 
committee of 2M would be inves-
tigated. Ballaji stressed that broad-
casting the US singer’s suggestive 
dance routine on a public TV chan-
nel was against Morocco’s constitu-
tion, values and media ethics.

“We are not against music festi-
vals that are ethically and morally 
acceptable,” Ballaji said, although 
he admitted that he only saw what 
he called the “shocking” pictures 
he received from infuriated citi-
zens.

The opening ceremony’s concert 
was broadcast a few hours after 
Moroccan King Mohammed VI do-
nated 10,000 copies of the Quran to 
authorities in charge of managing 
religious affairs in Guinea-Bissau.

“This TV show is only feeding ex-
tremism in Morocco,” Ballaji said, 
urging the king to intervene.

An online petition calling for the 
Moroccan monarch to withdraw his 
patronage from the Mawazine festi-
val quickly gathered more than 730 
of the 750 signatures needed.

The petition, which was posted 
June 1st on Avaaz Website, also urg-
es public institutions to end sup-
port for the festival, and calls on 
political groups, trade union organ-
isations or associations that serve 
the public interest to file a lawsuit 
against HACA, in accordance with 
Article 4 of the Law on Audiovisual 
Communications.

The concert by Lopez triggered a 
furious backlash, with viewers call-
ing on HACA to punish 2M officials 
for airing it. Thousands of view-
ers took to social networks to vent 
their fury, with some branding the 
US singer a “prostitute”.

Soukaina Ouafdi, a 25-year-old 
social worker, told The Arab Week-
ly that she could not believe the 
way Lopez and her dancers were 
dressed even though they knew 
they were performing in a con-
servative Muslim country. Angela 
Arigoni-Mesfioui denounced the 
American singer’s performance as 
irresponsible.

“J Lo was horrible. Scantily clad 
… the ‘F word’ coming out of her 
mouth … not once but several 
times,” said the American teacher 
who lives in Casablanca. “The US 
Federal Communications Com-
mission would have never let this 
concert be broadcast in the United 
States. 

The language that was allowed 
isn’t even allowed in the U.S … You 
don’t have to be Muslim or in a 
Muslim country to not want to see 
or hear that crap on TV,” she added.

However Emad Loudiyi, a British 
Moroccan concert producer disa-
greed.

“It’s not J Lo’s performance you 
scream about. It’s her style in dress 
and dancing. She had far more 
clothes on than a belly dancer you 
watch on TV flaunting her assets on 
many Arab films,” Loudiyi said.

Rachid RG, a computer science 
engineer, said people “are free not 
to watch the show.”

Culture

J Lo’s performance in Rabat provokes furore
Saad Guerraoui

The concert by 
Lopez triggered a 
furious backlash

Lopez opened the 
14th Mawazine 
festival on May 30th 
a record crowd of 
160,000
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For You Baalbeck: 
A tribute to Middle East’s 
oldest international festival
Samar Kadi

Beirut

U
nder the slogan of Ilik Ya 
Baalbeck — For You Baal-
beck — Lebanon’s world-
renowned Baalbeck In-
ternational Festival will 

take place at the majestic temples 
of the Roman acropolis, defying 
security challenges on the porous 
Lebanese-Syrian border, just a few 
kilometres away.

The 2015 edition of the oldest 
and most prestigious cultural event 
in the Middle East is scheduled to 
kick off July 31st with a special trib-
ute to the city. About a dozen in-
ternationally prominent Lebanese 
musicians, writers and composers, 
including Gabriel Yared and Abdel 
Rahman El Bacha, created original 
works dedicated to Baalbeck.

“It is a cultural battle that we have 
been waging for years,” Nayla De 
Freij, chairwoman of the festival’s 
committee, said in an interview 
with The Arab Weekly. “Challenges 
related to security and unpredicted 
developments in Lebanon have ex-
isted for many years. Nonetheless, 
we have always prepared the event 
with the mindset of holding it in its 
original venue, the temples of Baal-
beck.”

In the past two years, the spillo-
ver of border violence from neigh-
bouring Syria led to moving the 
festival from its majestic venue 
to the more secure premises of an 
old silk factory on the outskirts of 

Beirut. The festival was half way 
through in Baalbeck last year when 
a battle broke out in the adjacent 
border town of Arsal between the 
Lebanese Army and Syrian Islam-
ist rebels, in which 17 soldiers were 
killed and 27 taken hostage.

The festival’s ensuing shows were 
relocated to places nearer Beirut.

“We got used to facing and adapt-
ing to permanent challenges. It is 
not only this year… when there is 
a difficult situation, it is in all of 
Lebanon, not in Baalbeck only,” De 
Freij said, stressing that the festi-
val’s mission is to keep alive artistic 
endeavours, even in an unstable ge-
opolitical environment. “Our role is 
to put up a cultural resistance in or-
der to keep this city lively.”

Baalbeck Mayor Hamad Hassan 
sounded upbeat about the safety 
of the upcoming festival. “The se-
curity situation has significantly 
improved and the security threats 
which had prevented the organis-
ers from holding the festival inside 
the ruins in the past two years do 
not exist anymore,” Hassan said 
confidently.

“The (Syrian) Qalamoun area, 
from which a few rockets were fired 
at Baalbeck in the past, is now safe 
and secured by the Lebanese Army 
and Hezbollah, which means that 
there is no real or serious threat 
for the festival,” he told The Arab 
Weekly.

Syria’s Qalamoun region, which 
straddles the eastern border with 
Lebanon, was the site of recent 
clashes during which fighters of 
the Lebanese Shia group Hezbol-
lah beat back Syria’s Islamist rebels. 
The Iranian-backed Hezbollah, a 
staunch ally of Syrian President 

Bashar Assad, has been fighting 
on the side of the regime forces for 
more than two years.

“The fact that the festival will be 
held in Baalbeck is in itself a good 
indicator that the security situation 
is under control,” Hassan said.

Baalbeck Governor Bachir Khodr 
pointed out that exceptional securi-
ty measures would be implemented 
during the festival, which is sched-
uled for July 31st through August 
30th. “Security forces and the army 
will be deployed on the road lead-
ing into the city,” Khodr told The 
Arab Weekly. “We definitely do not 
need such high (security) measures 
but it gives extra assurance for visi-
tors during the festival.”

The festival was established in 
Lebanon’s “Golden Age” in 1956 
and has hosted a number of the 
greatest artists in the West and the 
Arab world, including Ella Fitzger-
ald, Nina Simone, Sting and Arab 
diva Oum Kalthoum, and saw the 
debut of Lebanese singer Fairuz. 

The concerts are normally staged 
in impressive, well-preserved Ro-
man temples dedicated to Bacchus 
and Jupiter.

From 1975, the festival was inter-
rupted as the country plunged into 
its 15-year civil war. It resumed in 
1997 but was dramatically disrupt-
ed in 2006 when Israeli bombard-
ments began on the night of the 
pre-opening performance that is 
traditionally dedicated for the peo-
ple of Baalbeck. It was the start of 
a 33-day war that killed more than 
1,200 people and devastated the 
Lebanese infrastructure.

Finding artists of international 
portfolio to perform in Baalbeck, 
a Hezbollah hotbed, has proved to 
be tricky. De Freij explained that 
the committee has developed a 
tendency to approach artists who 
have affinities or existing ties with 
Lebanon. 

“It is not only about Lebanon, you 
also have performers who prefer to 

stay away from the whole region,” 
she said. The festival’s 2015 edi-
tion is to feature jazz legend Rich-
ard Bona, Moroccan tango vocalist 
Hindi Zahra, oriental diva Mayyada 
el Hennawi and world-famous dis-
co and funk music band, the Earth 
Wind & Fire Experience.

Baalbeck’s residents are said to 
be looking forward to the event, 
which they hope will attract thou-
sands of visitors and tourists, who 
have been kept away by poor secu-
rity.

“We await the festival season 
each year with the hope that it will 
revive the economic activity in the 
city and compensate for slower 

days during the year,” said Ihab 
Raad, owner of a souvenir shop 
near the citadel.

To his neighbour, Mohammed 
Shouman who runs a tourism ser-
vices agency, the festival “will sure-
ly have a positive impact on the city 
and encourage the people to come 
to Baalbeck”.

On the eve of the 60th anniver-
sary of the Baalbeck International 
Festival, the Aix-en-Provence Festi-
val in France has scheduled a spe-
cial evening on July 6th to pay trib-
ute to the “resilience” of Baalbeck.

When the lights go up at the Tem-
ple of Bacchus on July 31st and the 
festival’s opening act of Ilik Ya Baal-
beck starts with the sounds of the 
Lebanese Philharmonic Orchestra, 
a collective show of joy and happi-
ness is the least one could expect.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.
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Sting performing at the 2014 Baalbeck International Festival. 

The Road to Mosul: Reporting from the frontline with ISIS

London

“T
he Kurds have grown up 
in war…. We are here to 
defend our people… We 
will smack the Islamic 
state’s religion out of 

their heads. Not a day goes by with-
out constant fighting.”

These comments by a Kurd-
ish peshmerga fighter on the front 
line with the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
northern Iraq, provide penetrating 
insight into the stalemate in the war. 
The comments are excerpts from 
a 45-minute, action-packed war 
documentary The Road to Mosul by 
Vice TV News reporter Aris Roussi-
nos, who was with the peshmerga 
as they held ISIS at bay in Sinjar and 
Keske junction, the Islamist group’s 
main supply line between Iraq’s 
Mosul and their capital of Raqqa in 
Syria.

The documentary, which inter-
sperses powerful background music 
and frequent gunfire, begins with 
comments by Roussinos, “Last Au-
gust, the peshmerga forces garrison-
ing in Iraq’s Sinjar range crumbled 
under an ISIS offensive leaving only 
a small force of fighters from Kurdis-
tan Workers Party (PKK) and Yazidi 

militias to defend the mountain.”
But now the peshmerga are back 

and have set their eye on recaptur-
ing Sinjar.

The first part of the film concen-
trates on the desolate Sinjar moun-
tain, showing pershmerga fighters 
in hilltop positions, watching ISIS 
supply convoys move through Sin-
jar.

“Everyone knows the final battle 
for Sinjar will be difficult and costly 
and until the Iraqi central govern-
ment in Baghdad begins to pur-
sue the war effectively the under-
equipped peshmerga volunteers 
will be stuck defending these posi-
tions for many months to come,” 
Roussinos says in the film.

A drive along the Syrian border 
road follows. “It is a long stretch 
of territory that the peshmerga re-
cently captured from the Islamic 
State and for the whole the road was 
punctuated with dozens of burned 
out vehicles. The [US-led] air strikes 
have had a significant effect on the 
ISIS strength. Everywhere they tried 
to make a stand, they have been de-
stroyed and the peshmerga have 
moved forward and taken more 
ground,” Roussinos explains.

In the village of Hadran, recently 
captured from ISIS, a 70-year-old 
man, pain etched on his proud 
face, shows Roussinos the ruins of 
his house destroyed by explosives. 
Thirty-eight members of his family 
are missing. Yazidi men from the 
village were executed and the wom-
en taken as sex slaves.

The documentary includes a 
gruesome visit to a grave site, one of 
many in Sinjar, discovered by pesh-

merga in January. “With the border 
with the Islamic State less than a 
mile away, international forensic 
teams are unlikely to excavate the 
site for a long time yet,” Roussinos 
comments. Asked if it will be diffi-
cult to live with Sunni Muslims in 
the future, the old Yazidi man retort-
ed: “Our people were killed because 
they are Yazidis. They slaughtered 
us. How can we live with them?”

The final scenes of the documen-
tary are from Keske junction. By 
capturing the strategic spot and for-
tifying the surrounding hilltops, the 
peshmerga have weakened ISIS abil-
ity to defend Mosul.

Roussinos talked to Abu Rish, the 
peshmerga commander in the Zer-
bani division, who called for arming 
the pershmerga. “The only issue we 
face is not having enough ammuni-
tion. Fighting is no problem,” Abu 
Rish said.

Introducing a discussion at Lon-
don’s Frontline Club, which hosted 
a recent screening of the docu-
mentary, Kevin Sutcliffe, the head 
of news programming for Vice EU, 
said he hoped the film would be a 
springboard for exchanging views 
about Syria and Iraq.

“It provides amazing insights and 
on-the-ground experience of two of 
the countries which now appear to 
be just a strange war zone,” he said. 
“We tried to understand what was 
about to happen in Mosul and Sin-
jar.”

Veteran Middle East correspond-
ent Patrick Cockburn, author of The 
Rise of Islamic State: ISIS and the 
New Sunni Revolution, applauded 
the documentary saying, “It is a 
very perceptive portraying of what 
is happening.

“What comes across is how tough 
ISIS is. They are not just a bunch of 

crazy, depraved gunmen. 
People are leaving the Islamic 

State because their children are be-
ing conscripted into the ISIS forces. 
Last year it was pretty obvious that 
ISIS could freely operate in an area 
from Aleppo to the Iranian fron-
tier.”

Anthony Loyd, roving foreign 
correspondent for the Times, 
warned that there is an acceptance 
in the West that the war is going to 
go on for a very long time. “Some-
how it is seen as an Iraqi and Syrian 
problem and it does not matter as 
long as we can protect Britain from 
terrorist attacks,” he said.

 “But time is not neutral when it 
comes to ISIS. The longer they are 
there, the more kids they take and 
train and the better they prepare for 
attacks against the West.”

Professor Toby Dodge of the 
Middle East Centre at the London 
School of Economics described ISIS 
as a military terrorist organisation 
that has grown as a result of the fail-
ure of the Iraqi and Syrian states.

“This has created deep pools of 
insecurity and resentment which 
has then driven ISIS recruitment. 
It has now dawned on the US that 
their policy of air power and prox-
ies is not going to work but the 
US can work with the status quo,” 
Dodge said. 
The Road to Mosul can be seen on 
Vice News website: https://news.
vice.com/.

Karen Dabrowski is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.

Karen Dabrowski

Legendary peshmerga commander Abu Rish.
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The ‘phantom forts’ of Oman
Muscat

F 

orts, watchtowers and 
citadels are landmark 
features of the Sultan-
ate of Oman. The coun-
try boasts more than 500 

such historical structures along its 
coast and inner regions with many 
forts still unknown and waiting to 
be discovered.

The existence of such a large 
number of bastions, which are 
perched on strategic mountain 
passageways and along the coast, 
testifies to the country’s tumultu-
ous history.

Invaders and occupants, includ-
ing Persians and Parthians in the 
past, and Portuguese and Otto-
mans in later eras, left their marks 
in stone monuments and the coun-
try’s mud-brick defensive architec-
ture.

The history of Omani forts is very 
well known and documented. The 
Bahla citadel in Dakhiliyah prov-
ince is a UNESCO World Heritage 
site dating to the pre-Islamic era. 
However, the country’s much older 
citadels are yet to be explored and 
brought to light.

At least five citadels, whose his-
tory is a mystery, are almost totally 
unknown for Omanis. Scattered 
along Al-Hajar (stone) mountain 
chain, which stretches some 300 
kilometres westward from the Gulf 
of Oman coast, these vestiges are 
crumbling into oblivion amid offi-
cial neglect.

“This is Ras al-Hosn,” Marhoun 
al-Halhali said as he pointed to-

wards an imposing structure 
perched on a mound in the craggy 
countryside in the middle of a can-
yon. “Nobody knows exactly when 
it was built and who built it or what 
is the history of it,” said the young 
Omani man hailing from Halhal, 
the closest village to the site.

It takes two hours to reach Ras 
al-Hosn, accessible only on foot, 
following an exposed mule trail 
that passes through an abandoned 
settlement and ends at the base of 
the imposing site. A staircase built 
from stones reached up one side of 
the citadel, built on a plateau right 
on the edge of a cliff that plunges 
several metres in a sheer drop to 
the wadi below.

The panoramic view that uncov-
ers the surrounding area and the 
single access to the fort made it 
clearly unassailable. “It is from the 
time of the old wars,” Halhali ex-
plained to The Arab Weekly. But he 
had no answer when asked which 
wars he meant and by whom they 
were fought.

The “phantom citadels” of 
Oman, are in remote areas, away 
from inhabited centres. Their his-
tory is still a riddle for most Oma-
nis.

Hosn al-Furs, Arabic for “Fort of 
the Persians”, is another such ves-
tige in the Al-Hajar mountains. It is 
built on a flat terrain on top of a hill 

at the junction of two canyons. It 
has a high fence around it because 
it is not protected naturally with 
cliffs and can be reached only by 
hiking on an old path, a 1-hour trek 
from Al Hijir, the nearest village 
reachable by car.

Here again, nobody could tell the 
age or the origin of the fort. “It was 
probably built by the Persians, as 
the name indicates,” commented, 
Mubarak, a policeman and resident 
of Al Hijir.

Another anonymous vestige is al-
Hadash fort, which is on a mound 
overlooking Wadi Mistal, around 
120 kilometres from Muscat. Sitting 
on the north side of Jabal Akhdar 
near the village of Hadash, the fort 
was reportedly explored by British 
soldiers stationed in Oman to sup-
port the sultan against a rebellion 
by the local population in the mid-
dle of the last century.

“Many years back, during the Ja-
bal war in the mid ’50s, some Brit-
ish soldiers found potteries with 
inscriptions dating before Islam,” 
said Mubarak, who’s last name was 
not given.

“These people never came back 
to our village since this discovery 
and the authorities never came 
here to excavate or do any research 
to find out more about the history 
of this site,” Mubarak added

Khaled al-Siyabi, an explorer and 
mountain climber, is among the 
few Omanis who have visited one 
of the country’s “lost forts.” “It was 
by pure coincidence during an ex-
pedition in the region that we came 
across one of the forts and had the 
chance to explore it,” Siyabi said.

Siyabi said he believed the gov-
ernment is aware of the sites but 

had failed to conduct any compre-
hensive study about them. “The 
government should give more at-
tention to those vestiges as part 
of its bid to develop archaeologi-
cal tourism. Oman is the charm-
ing land of ancient civilisations 
and this will help anchor it as one 
of the best archaeological tourism 
sites globally,” he told The Arab 
Weekly.

Hosn Hbeish, is yet another 
anonymous vestige at the foot of 
Jabal Shams, the highest mountain 
in Oman. Unlike the other myste-
rious forts, it has a popular story 
about it.

“According to the legend, Hbeish 
was a Persian man living in this 
place with his wife. He threw his 
brother from the top of the citadel 
because he had forced his preg-
nant wife to carry the stones he 
needed to build the fence of the 
fort,” Suleiman al-Abri, a resident 
of the nearby village of Al-Wijmah, 
recounted.

Obviously, the sheer abundance 
of Oman’s heritage of defensive 
monuments, built over centuries 
by different civilisations, makes 
conservation a daunting and costly 
prospect.

Khaled Abdel Malek is a Lebanese 
explorer and mountain climber, 
living in Oman and a regular 
contributor for The Arab Weekly.

The wall of Hosn al-Furs fort.

Part of the wall of Hosn al-Furs fort.

Part of the wall of Hosn al-Furs fort.

Khaled Abdel Malek

The existence of 
such a large number 
of bastions, testifies 
to the country’s 
tumultuous history

The country’s much 
older citadels are yet 
to be explored and 
brought to light

w w w . t h e a r a b w e e k l y . c o m

Agenda

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

Ghar el-Melh, Tunisia: 
Through June 13th

Ghar el-Melh, a coastal 
town in north-eastern 
Tunisia, hosts the ninth 
Ghar el-Melh Encounter, 
a photography event that 
brings together profes-
sionals and amateurs from 
Tunisia and all over the 
world to exhibit and share 
their experiences.

Marrakech, Morocco: 
Through June 30th

Considered one of the old-
est festivals in Morocco, 
The Marrakech National 
Festival of Popular Arts and 
Folklore showcases tradi-
tional music, dance and 
artisan clothing through 
the ages. Visitors have the 
opportunity to attend con-
certs and exhibitions, tour 
a traditional village made 
for the event and enjoy 
street performances.

Constantine, Algeria: 
Through July 15th

As part of Constantine 
Capital of Arab Culture 2015 
celebrations, the Univer-
sité Constantine 1 hosts an 
exhibition titled The 1001 
Inventions of the Muslim 
Civilisation.

Constantine, Algeria: 
Through October 20th

A tribute to Andalusian 
music. The Malek Haddad 
Culture Palace in Constan-
tine organises an exhibition 
titled Nouba. Every week 
during the event, a differ-
ent music master will be 
celebrated and new works 
will be exhibited.

Zouk Mikael, Lebanon: 
July 23rd through 
August

Set in a renovated old souk, 
Zouk Mikael, the annual 
Zouk Mikael International 
Summer Festival features 
Arab and international 
artists. Styles from classical 
and opera to blues and jazz 
performances are offered in 
the festival.

Batroun, Lebanon: 
August 1st-29th

The Batroun International 
Festival includes artistic 
and cultural activities in 
addition to the local and 
international concerts and 
shows. The programme is 
divided into the Main Stage 
Events and the Various 
Festivities Events. Famous 
singers such as Charles 
Aznavour are to be present 
in this year’s event.

Dubai: 
September 14th-20th

The eighth Dubai Inter-
national Dance Festival 
features performances, live 
entertainment, workshops, 
themed dance parties, 
dance competitions, in-
ternational guest DJs and 
more.


