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Macedonia is emerging as a prime gateway for refugees
trying to escape civil wars, terror and poverty in Iraq,
Syria and other Arab countries. Every day thousands of
migrants seek to enter the European Union’s visa-free
Schengen zone through the Balkan nation.
Since migrants are banned from using public
transport in Macedonia, many walk or bike the 175
kilometres from Macedonia’s southern border to Serbia
on its northern frontier before trying to enter Hungary.
To stop the migrant influx, Hungary announced
plans to build a 4-metre-high barrier across its border.
The move has inevitably evoked memories of the
Cold War-era barriers – including the Berlin Wall –
that separated communist Eastern Europe, including
Hungary, from the capitalist west.

he Islamic caliphate that
was proclaimed on June
29, 2014, in the Iraqi city
of Mosul defined what the
Islamic State (ISIS) is all
about: a new nation of Islam that
will expand, from blood-soaked beginnings, across Africa and Asia.
One year on, cadres dispatched
by Caliph Ibrahim — ISIS leader Abu
Bakr al-Baghdadi — are recruiting
in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Indonesia
and Malaysia, predominantly Muslim states, and in the unruly Caucasus on Russia’s southern doorstep where Islamic insurgents have
declared an emirate that has given
ISIS some of its fiercest fighters and
ablest commanders, such as the redbearded Omar al-Shishani, a veteran
of Russia’s brutal Chechen wars.
Baghdadi and 2,000 of his jihadists seized Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, in June 2014 in a blitzkrieg
assault that overwhelmed a greatly
superior Iraqi government force that
fled in disarray, abandoning vast
amounts of US-supplied weaponry
and equipment.
A month after the fall of the city of
2 million, the notoriously secretive
Baghdadi, whose family claims descent from the Prophet Mohammad,
appeared in public for the first time
to deliver Friday prayers at Mosul’s
Grand Mosque. Clad in black robes,
the bearded once-obscure Iraqi
cleric, urged Muslims worldwide to
“obey me as far as I obey God”.
It was a stunning moment that
was largely greeted with incredulity at Baghdadi’s insolence. Most
Muslim scholars consider the new
“caliphate” illegitimate. But whatever it is, it was a warning to the
Arab kings, princes and presidents
that if they thought al-Qaeda with
its jihadist aspirations was a threat
to their power and the dynastic
system on which it rests, they now
face something far more dangerous, dedicated and infinitely more
deadly. One year on, ISIS controls a

self-declared state that covers half
of Syria and one-third of Iraq and
seeks further conquests to sweep
aside the artificial borders drawn by
the British and French after the first
world war that have brought nothing but misery across the region.
The slaughter that ISIS has brought
in its wake, massacring non-Muslim
minorities who inhabited the region
since time immemorial, suggests
that misery will continue, probably
for years.
In recent times there have been
dramatic shifts in the geopolitical
landscape of the Middle East, and
most stem from the 2012 emergence
of ISIS, none more so than its bold
transition from an Islamic extremist
movement into a putative nationstate. That has thoroughly shaken
the regional equilibrium and “has
drawn in regional and global powers, redefining how they behave”,
observed George Friedman, head
of the US-based global intelligence
consultancy Stratfor.

The general view
across the Middle
East is that the
caliphate will not
survive
“While al-Qaeda might have
longed to take control of a significant
nation-state, it primarily remained
a sparse, if widespread, terrorist
organisation… It was a movement,
not a place. But the Islamic State,
as its name suggests, is different. It
sees itself as the kernel from which
a transnational Islamic state should
grow.”
The general view across the Middle East is that the caliphate will
not survive, surrounded as it is by
enemies, both Shia and Sunni. But
before its collapse, there will surely
be years of death and destruction.
Ed Blanche is the Analysis section
editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Will the ‘caliphate’ be around a year from now?
View poi nt

Claude
Salhani

I

t has been a year since Abu
Bakr al-Baghdadi, the
self-appointed leader of the
Islamic State (ISIS),
changed his name to
Ibrahim and declared
himself caliph of the Islamic
caliphate on lands belonging to
two established states — Iraq and
Syria. The franchise has since
expanded to many other places
in the region.
By ignoring international
frontiers, ISIS basically has
voided the Sykes-Picot agreement that established the
borders of the Middle East at the
close of World War I.
But then ISIS is trying to wipe
the region’s geopolitical slate
clean. It is establishing new
parameters in which all is
permitted, including removal of

borders and ethnic and sectarian
cleansing that tries to implement
a totalitarian and fanatical vision
of the world.
Until now, the various groups
fighting for power in the region
tended to respect old borders.
That is no longer the case. The
region’s map is being fundamentally challenged. States of the
region can lay claim to other
countries’ territories. Minorities,
too.
Before too long, they are all
likely to do so.
With very few independent
media reports coming out of the
region held by ISIS, it is difficult
to offer a precise idea of what
day-to-day life is like for those
living there.
The few reports that have
filtered out tell of horrifying

cruelty and atrocities, especially
against women and minorities. It
is incredible that such brutality
and backwardness can be
presented as a possible way of
life.
The leaders of ISIS claim they
are imposing the purest interpretation of Islam.
They are in reality trying to
impose an anachronistic and
vicious vision of the faith that is
rejected by the overwhelming
majority of Muslims, who yearn
for peaceful coexistence and
progress.
The Islamic caliphate selfservingly picks and chooses
what aspects of modern life it
can accept.
While it declares itself the
nemesis of modernity, it does not
shy away from using and abusing

ISIS is
trying to
wipe the
region’s
geopolitical
slate clean

the internet to shock and horrify
worldwide audiences and put
forward its nihilistic ideas. It
spends millions of dollars on the
latest cinematography equipment to depict its barbaric
behaviour.
In its propaganda videos, ISIS
shows prisoners being forced to
repeat the slogan “the Islamic
State is here to stay”.
Whether the so-called caliphate is around for a second
anniversary will depend on to
what extent the world faces up to
this threat. It will depend in
particular on the ability of
Muslims to deprive this dangerous phenomenon of all legitimacy and support.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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One year since ‘the caliphate’

ISIS caliphate endures, the abyss beckons
Ed Blanche

Beirut

O

ne year after the proclamation of the Islamic
State’s caliphate, there
are growing concerns
that the group is determined to expand its territory, which
spans a large part of Syria and Iraq,
and will unleash major attacks during the holy month of Ramadan, as
it has done over the last three years.
The biggest fear is that the Islamic State (ISIS) might seek to ignite sectarian warfare by bombing
Shia shrines crowded with pilgrims.
This barbaric tactic has been spectacularly successful in triggering
religious massacres in Iraq in recent
years, bloodbaths that send the jihadists’ recruitment soaring with
disaffected young Muslims from
across the Arab world and beyond
flocking in the thousands to the
militants’ black banners.
In the year since ISIS captured
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city,
by defeating an army garrison ten
times larger than its own force, the
group has largely held its ground
against the Baghdad government’s
operations, heavily supported by
US air power and Iranian-backed
militias.
ISIS has had to give some ground,
as in Syria in recent days when
Kurdish forces drove it out of the
strategic stronghold of Tal Abyad,
a key gateway to its Syrian “capital”
of Raqqa, it had held for two years.
ISIS also lost control of the Iraqi
town of Tikrit, Saddam Hussein’s
birthplace, in April.

ISIS has pioneered a
new type of jihad,
one that acquires
and holds territory
along with the
resources
The loss of Tal Abyad may have
showcased a new battlefield dynamic that could turn the tables
of ISIS’s undoubted military skills
— the combination of US-led air
strikes and a capable, well-led and
motivated ground force.
The air campaign against ISIS has

ISIS parade in Raqqa province, Syria, in June 2014.
caused immense destruction since
the jihadists’ lightning victory in
Mosul. But in Iraq, where the main
offensive against ISIS is centred, the
ground forces involved, particularly
the army and Internal Security Forces, have been woefully lacking in
motivation, so no major gains have
been achieved.
That may change in time. But ISIS
has endured, with grim and murderous determination, its military
staying power buttressing its ideological message that it will restore
the glory days of Muslim conquest
and drive out those they paint as
unbelievers and the Western crusaders, who have defiled Islam and
reduced it to a squabbling, undignified mess.
But the Islamic State must keep
enlarging the territory it controls to
prove the legitimacy of the new caliphate and to secure both recruits
and economic resources. For ISIS
has pioneered a new type of jihad,

one that acquires and holds territory along with the resources, such as
oil, that finance its operations and
sustain the population under its
control, as water does, for example.
One of the most troubling aspects
of ISIS’s emergence and its potential
power is that it may be the template
of a new order, one in which its control of oil and gas fields in Syria and
Iraq, the major dams (note how ISIS
advances are invariably along the
Euphrates and the Tigris), the kidnappings for ransom, plundering on
a gigantic scale, a throwback to the
great days of empire and conquest,
will have greater long-term importance than its military capabilities,
mostly provided by generals who
once served Saddam’s grotesque
regime.
This nightmarish vision is articulated in a new book entitled Warlords Inc.: Black Markets, Broken
States and the Rise of the Warlord
Entrepreneur, which offers new in-

sight into ISIS’s development and
how it could supersede Muslim nation-states.
US analyst Jay Ogilvy observed
that the authors of the anthology
“may be giving us a more accurate
picture of the Islamic State than
those who claim to be peering directly into the group’s dark and secretive interior”.

ISIS has endured,
with grim and
murderous
determination

He noted that “the central theme
is that a netherworld of drugs, kidnapping and the smuggling of people and other contraband is bound
to open up wherever the state fails
to deliver public good like health,
education and security…
“The distinctive property of the
new warlordism is the degree to
which it follows an economic logic

as opposed to the political logic of
prior insurgencies. There’s less talk
of colonial oppression and class,
and more talk of marketing, money
laundering and finance.”
So far, ISIS has moved from
strength to strength since it was resurrected in 2010 from the remnants
of al-Qaeda in Iraq, which was battered by US forces after the 2003
invasion that toppled Saddam, who
had kept the lid on Iraq’s internal
troubles.
What distinguishes ISIS from
Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda and
other jihadists is that it has become
a new territorial power that challenges Sunni regimes such as the
Gulf’s oil-rich states and Iran, the
Shia colossus, alike, and poses internal security threats to the West
and to Russia.
The gravest aspect of all this is
that no matter what action its members take, individually or collectively, the cost is likely to be immense.

ISIS’s year of sheer brutality
Baghdad

I

n the year since it declared its
“caliphate”, the Islamic State
group has become the world’s
most infamous jihadist organisation, attracting international
franchises and spreading fear with
acts of extreme violence. ISIS proclaimed its caliphate on June 29,
2014, urging Muslims worldwide to
pledge allegiance to its Iraqi leader
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, renamed Caliph Ibrahim.
Vowing to make “the West and the
East … submit”, ISIS has expanded
its territory throughout northern
and western Iraq and eastern and
northern Syria. The Islamic State
controls some 300,000 square kilometres, terrifying residents with a
gruesome brutality that analysts say
has become central to its existence.
“By not shrinking from extreme
violence … Daesh is implementing a
technique in which the psychological impact is more important than
the acts themselves,” said Karim
Bitar of the Paris-based Institute for
International and Strategic Studies,
using the Arabic acronym for ISIS.
“More than anything, it’s this psychological warfare that has allowed
Daesh to establish itself in the eyes
of the West as the incarnation of the
absolute threat.”
ISIS emerged from a one-time
Iraqi affiliate of al-Qaeda known as
the Islamic State in Iraq. The group
expanded into Syria with the coun-

try’s descent into wartime chaos
and, after a failed bid to merge with
al-Qaeda’s Syrian affiliate, began
gobbling up territory on both sides
of the border.
It grabbed headlines in mid2014 with a sweeping advance in
Iraq, seizing the city of Mosul and
swathes of Nineveh, Kirkuk, Salaheddin, Anbar and Diyala provinces.
In Syria the group controls nearly all
of Raqqa province and most of the
eastern Deir ez-Zor province, with
its rich oil resources.
In May 2015, ISIS seized the Iraqi
city of Ramadi in Anbar province

and also the famed ancient city of
Palmyra in Syria.
But it has also suffered setbacks,
losing the Iraqi city of Tikrit and the
Syrian border town of Tal Abyad to
local ground forces backed by USled coalition air strikes.
Where the “caliphate” has expanded, it has caused mass displacements, with people fleeing its
fearsome reputation for murder,
torture, forced conversion and even
slavery. Mass slaughter has become
one of its hallmarks, documented in
photos and videos shared gleefully
by its supporters.

Demonstrators wave ISIS flags in front of the provincial
government headquarters of Mosul in June 2014.

In June 2014, its fighters executed as many as 1,700 young, mostly
Shia, recruits from the Speicher military base near Tikrit.
In Syria, the group carried out
similar retribution against opponents including the Sunni Shaitat
tribe, murdering an estimated 700
of its members.
It also carried out mass executions of Syrian soldiers after capturing a base in Raqqa and has become
infamous for punishments including stoning women for “adultery”
and throwing alleged homosexuals
from building tops.
The brutality is broadcast in slickly produced videos showing the beheading of foreign aid workers and
journalists and the burning alive of a
captured Jordanian pilot.
Peter Harling of the International
Crisis Group think-tank said ISIS
was harnessing “a kind of ritualisation of violence, even a pornographic violence” to gain international attention.
But he added that the group had
shown an ability to be “pragmatic”,
noting that, for example, it had not
destroyed the ruins at Palmyra despite bulldozing antiquities in Iraq.
ISIS understood that Palmyra “is a
town on the UNESCO World Heritage list and destroying it would be
the best way to turn the local population against it”, he said.
In the year since it proclaimed the
caliphate, ISIS’s call for allegiance
has been answered by groups in

Libya, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Tunisia, Yemen and Pakistan. It has also
threatened attacks in the West and
claimed responsibility for an attempted shooting in Texas in the
United States in May.
While experts said that bid was
likely inspired rather than directed
by ISIS, the group has attracted a
steady flow of foreign fighters, with
men and women arriving in its territory in unprecedented numbers
from across the world.

In May 2015, ISIS
seized the Iraqi city
of Ramadi
Yezid Sayigh, a senior associate
at the Carnegie Middle East Center
think-tank, said affiliates were an
asset for ISIS, helping it “find recruits and pressure governments”.
But he said ISIS’s focus, for now,
remains consolidation in Iraq and
Syria.
The group has succeeded best in
predominantly Sunni areas “which
have suffered from neglect and marginalisation”.
It has focused on “providing civilian administration, as well as services and goods, fighting corruption
and providing justice in personal
and business affairs”.
“They want to say :’ We are a real
state and an alternative,’” Sayigh
said.
(Agence France Presse)
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The Islamic State:
A year of death and
destruction
Baghdad
The Islamic State jihadist group (ISIS) launched a sweeping offensive in
June 2014 that overran large regions in Iraq, led to thousands of deaths
and displaced millions of people.
These are key events in the conflict:

2014
JUNE
9th: ISIS-led offensive begins in Iraq’s second city Mosul.
10th: Mosul falls and the surrounding province of Nineveh
follows as multiple Iraqi security forces divisions collapse.
Nuri al-Maliki, then the prime minister, announces the government will arm citizens who volunteer to fight.
11th: Tikrit, another major city north of Baghdad, falls.
13th: Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, Iraq’s top Shia cleric, calls
on Iraqis to take up arms against ISIS.
ISIS claims it executed 1,700 mainly Shia recruits, releasing
photos showing the killings.
29th: ISIS declares a cross-border Islamic “caliphate” in Iraq
and Syria, headed by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.
AUGUST
2nd: ISIS launches a renewed northern offensive, driving
Iraqi Kurdish forces back and targeting minority groups with
mass killings, enslavement and rape.
Thousands of members of the Yazidi religious minority are
besieged on Mount Sinjar, drawing international concern and
calls for intervention.
8th: US begins air strikes in Iraq. An international coalition
follows suit.
14th: Maliki, whose policies helped fuel ISIS’s rise, steps aside
and is replaced by Haider al-Abadi.
19th: ISIS says it has beheaded US journalist James Foley, releasing a video of the killing.
Similar shocking beheadings take the lives of journalists Steven Sotloff, Kenji Goto, aid workers David Haines, Alan Henning and Peter Kassig and Goto’s friend Haruna Yukawa.
22nd: Shia militiamen gun down 70 people in an apparent revenge attack at a Sunni mosque in Diyala province.
SEPTEMBER
23rd: Anti-ISIS air campaign expands to Syria.
OCTOBER
25th: Abadi declares first significant government victory, in
the Jurf al-Sakhar area near Baghdad.
29th: ISIS executes dozens of Albu Nimr tribesmen. More
mass killings follow.
NOVEMBER
14th: Iraqi forces recapture the strategic town of Baiji, but
subsequently lose it.

2015
JANUARY
25th: Witnesses and Sunni leaders accuse Shia militiamen of
executing more than 70 residents in Diyala province.
26th: Staff Lieutenant-General Abdulamir al-Zaidi announces
Diyala has been “liberated” from ISIS.
FEBRUARY
3rd: ISIS video shows Jordanian pilot Muath al-Kasasbeh being burned alive in a cage after his December capture in Syria.
26th: ISIS releases video of militants destroying priceless ancient artefacts in a Mosul museum.
MARCH
2nd: Iraq launches massive operation to retake Tikrit from
ISIS.
5th: Iraq says ISIS has begun “bulldozing” the ancient Assyrian city of Nimrud. ISIS later releases a video of militants
smashing artefacts before blowing up the site.
31st: Abadi announces Tikrit has been retaken, a victory
marred by pro-government forces burning and looting dozens of houses and shops.
APRIL
5th: ISIS releases video of militants destroying artefacts at the
ancient city of Hatra, a UNESCO world heritage site.
MAY
17th: ISIS seizes Anbar capital Ramadi, which along with the
capture of Palmyra in Syria a few days later signal its most
significant victories in almost a year.
(Agence France-Presse)

All in the poster. Iraqi army armoured vehicle with a poster of Iranian Shia spiritual leader Grand
Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani patrol at the front line, northwest of Baghdad.

Failed US policy in Iraq
serves Iran and ISIS,
threatens American troops
Riad Kahwaji

Dubai

W

ashington’s efforts
to degrade and defeat the Islamic
State (ISIS) by building a strong and unified Iraqi army backed by national
guards made up of Sunni tribesmen
are failing due to an opposing Iranian agenda, which envisions Iraq
remaining weak and divided.
US officials have repeatedly said
they want the Iraqi government of
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to
pursue national reconciliation and
build a unified armed force to fight
alongside Sunni Iraqi tribesmen.
Ever since the US invasion of Iraq,
Washington has invested heavily
in building the Iraqi military, and
it now has redeployed about 3,450
US troops in the country to train the
Iraqi army and support its forces in
the war against ISIS.
However, US plans do not seem
to be going well largely due to the
effectiveness of Tehran’s strategy
aimed at weakening the Iraqi military and strengthening Shia militias
it has helped arm and train to be
more efficient fighting forces than
Iraq’s military.
Iraqi political parties allied with
Iran dominate the parliament and
have undermined all policies and
initiatives aimed at enhancing reconciliation with the country’s Sunni
and Kurdish minorities.

The alienation of
Iraq’s Sunnis has
greatly contributed
to the rise of ISIS
It is largely believed that the alienation of Iraq’s Sunnis has greatly
contributed to the rise of ISIS and its
ability to occupy one-third of Iraq.
According to US officials, who
asked not to be named, Iran “has
played a negative role” in Iraq’s
achieving national reconciliation.
“Iran wants to see Iraq stay weak
and divided and controlled by its allied Shia parties in order to prevent

Iraq from once again being a strong
foe on its borders,” one American official said.
Iran suffered severe losses in the
1980-88 war against Iraq and Tehran’s policy since then has been to
weaken its Arab neighbour.
Abadi promised US President
Barack Obama that he would end
the policies of his predecessor Nuri
al-Maliki that led to divisions within
the country and the subsequent rise
of ISIS.

US policies in Iraq
are undermining the
war on terrorism
However, Abadi has failed to fulfil
his promise of establishing a force
of national guards made up of Iraqi
Sunni tribesmen or build a unified
Iraqi armed forces. Instead a powerful Iranian-backed Shia militia
known as the Popular Mobilisation
Forces (PMF) has evolved.
The US-led international alliance
is even working indirectly with the
Iranian-led PMF in combating ISIS
by providing it with air support.
“The PMF is the only force fighting ISIS effectively on the ground in
Iraq,” said one US official, justifying
American cooperation with the Shia
militias.
It is worth pointing out that the
United States has sent mixed signals
about the Iraqi forces.
US Secretary of Defense Ashton
Carter on May 24th criticised the
Iraqi military by saying it showed
“no will to fight” in abandoning
Ramadi.
Two days later, US Vice-President
Joe Biden praised the Iraqi military,
saying it made “enormous sacrifices” and displayed “bravery” in
fighting ISIS. Shortly afterwards,
Washington decided to supply the
Iraqi military with 1,000 anti-tank
missiles and ordered the deployment of 450 additional troops to
Iraq to train its military.
Many analysts see the seemingly
contradictory US policies in Iraq as
evidence of rapprochement with
Iran ahead of the widely anticipated
deal with Tehran over its nuclear
programme. The Obama adminis-

tration seems to believe Shia Iran
is the best ally in the war on Sunni
extremists of al-Qaeda and ISIS.
However, US policies in Iraq are
undermining the war on terrorism
as well as the effort to unify the
country and could place American
troops in harm’s way. To some, it
looks as if the United States is siding
with the Shia in the current sectarian conflict in the region.
Many former and current US military commanders who served in
Iraq have asserted that the only way
to defeat ISIS is to arm and equip
Sunni tribesmen and have them
lead the fight against the terrorist
group.
Using Iranian-backed Shia militiamen in the war against Sunni
extremists will gain ISIS more supporters from Sunnis around the
world.
Investing heavily in the PMF
while neglecting the Iraqi military
and ignoring the Sunni tribesmen
will worsen the sectarian divide in
the country, prolong the war on ISIS
and consolidate Tehran’s influence
in the country.

US plans do not seem
to be going well
largely due to the
effectiveness of
Tehran’s strategy
If rapprochement with Iran fails
for any reason, the US troops in Iraq
will become hostage to the PMF’s
ability to target them, the same
way the Shia militias did before the
Obama administration withdrew
most of its forces nearly four years
ago. However, if detente with Iran
succeeds, US troops will become the
target of angry Sunni extremists.
Pledging more American troops
to Iraq before seeing the Iraqi government clearly commit to a policy
of true national reconciliation free
of Iranian influence is a recipe for
disaster.
Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief
executive officer of the Institute
for Near East and Gulf Military
Analysis (INEGMA) based in Dubai
and Beirut.
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Sniping a deadly weapon in Syria’s war
Younes Ahmed

Damascus

B

“

eware of Snipers” is an
expression that Syrians
have added to their lexicon as the devastating
civil war drags on into

a fifth year.
A deadly sniper war is being
waged in parallel to the conflict
on several fronts, especially on
the outskirts of Damascus and in
Aleppo, the country’s second largest city. Snipers are as much a cause
of fear and terror as indiscriminate
shelling and car bombs.
Travellers, arriving in Damascus
from the north, mostly from Homs
and the coastal cities of Tartus and
Latakia, regularly recount the terror
they face during their journey.

Hundreds of
civilians, including
students, women
and children are
among sniper
victims
“We are terrified just by the idea
that a sniper could be monitoring
our movement in order to shoot us,”
one of them said.
Mohammad Salem, a bus driver
serving the Tartous-Damascus
line, says he is used to the sight of
smashed vehicles and overturned
cars on the roadside in the suburbs
of Douma and Harasta. But, he said
he still “gets the chills” every time
he passes on what he calls “the road
of death”.
“When I look in the mirror, I could
see fear and terror on the faces of
passengers every time we passed on
that road,” Salem said, in reference
to the 13-kilometre stretch that is
mainly targeted by snipers from the
rebel group Jaysh al-Islam.
Troops erected tall sand barri-

ers in several spots to block snipers’ line of vision and prevent them
from disrupting vehicle movement
on the vital artery leading to the
capital.
Mahmoud Mouei, also a bus driver, said his vehicle was hit by sniper
fire on six occasions. “Every time,
a traveller was injured but, in one
incident, a woman was killed. She
was struck in the head by a sniper’s
bullet,” he told The Arab Weekly.
“All the incidents occurred in the
same spot, some 3 kilometres away
from Damascus, near the building
of the Ministry of Water Resources,”
he said. “The sniper holed up in
the area has obviously escaped the
army’s dozens of rocket barrages
aimed at silencing him.”
According to a police source, who
spoke to The Arab Weekly on condition of anonymity, four sniping
cases are recorded on average every
week in that spot. “In March some
20 sniping incidents resulted in the
killing of two civilians, injuring 20
others and damaging ten vehicles,”
the source said.
Opposition armed groups insist
they are targeting army vehicles
but their claims were refuted by a
medical source at Tishreen Military
Hospital near the road. “Hundreds
of civilians, including students,
women and children are among
sniper victims,” the source said on
condition of anonymity.
“The opposition’s allegation that
their sniper fire is aimed at the
military only is inaccurate,” said a
resident of Damascus who asked
to be identified by his initials, M.A.
“They are actually targeting civilian
buses owned by businessmen close
to the regime, causing many casualties among them.”
Ayad Obeid, a civil servant working in Damascus, travels once a
week to the central city of Hama to
visit his family. “Before departing,
I check the safety condition of the
roads with a friend of mine who
works with the police. Then I decide which ones to take, in line with

Free Syrian Army snipers dressed in camouflage train in Jabal al-Akrad area.
what he tells me.”
The army has worked on securing alternative side roads near Damascus, behind Qasioun mountain,
which overlooks the capital. Many
vehicles avoid such roads, however, because of tight security and
the large number of military checkpoints. It is also 35 kilometres longer than the normal route.
Lorry drivers transporting merchandise into Damascus make a
point of removing shields from
their trucks when they reach the
“danger zone” to indicate to snipers they are carrying non-military
goods.
In residential areas civilians are
coexisting with the daily threat of
snipers. Sand barricades and large
pieces of cloth hanging on poles are
used to block the view of snipers
on the frontline between the government-held Tadamon neighbour-

hood and Yarmouk camp, which is
controlled by Islamist rebels.
“Beware of sniping” banners are
found everywhere on the frontlines
of the northern city of Aleppo.
“Sniping has become a common
factor of terror for all the people
regardless of their political stances
and sympathies,” said Sumer Zakaria, 41, who lives in the Ashrafieh
neighbourhood adjacent to the
front line.
According to 55-year-old Jaber,
whose daughter was killed by sniper fire in Aleppo, both parties to the
conflict are using what he called
“the malicious weapon.”
“I don’t know who killed her. She
was on her way to the university. I
say to all: Enough killing… enough
bloodletting.”
As it came increasingly under
sniper fire, the Syrian military also
trained more snipers, who proved

to be “an effective” weapon in the
many-fronted war, according to a
military source who asked to remain anonymous.
In addition, the army has been
seeking to control of high-rise
buildings and hills for their advantageous sniping positions. The
army also brought down a 22-storey residential tower where Jaysh
al-Islam snipers were holed up.
While there are no accurate figures about sniping victims, monitoring groups on opposite sides
have reported a decrease in sniping incidents, largely due to the
fact that the areas controlled by the
various belligerents have become
more clearly delineated.
Younes Ahmed, a pseudonym
used for safety reasons, is an Arab
Weekly correspondent based in
western Syria.

Syrian factories relocating to coastal area
Younes Ahmed

Latakia

S

yrian factories are gradually moving out of the warransacked northern commercial province of Aleppo,
heading west to the Mediterranean coast under the apparent blessing and encouragement of
the embattled regime of President
Bashar Assad.
Aleppo was known for its ancient
souks, but they have been mostly
destroyed in the war. Many of the
province’s factories meanwhile,
which maintained their tradition
of manufacturing soap and textile
products such as cotton T-shirts,
socks and threads, moved to neighbouring Turkey.
Assad’s government accused Turkey of “stealing” them from Syria
and filed a lawsuit in a French court
seeking compensation from Ankara
and the return of the factories.
The regime-approved relocation
to western Syria though, according to the government, is meant to
protect the remaining local industries by stationing them in “safe areas” after at least two dozen Syrian
factories relocated due to fighting
between the army and opposition
groups seeking to topple Assad.
Syrian activists decried the move
as another ploy aimed at creating
industries in two coastal provinces
which they say Assad plans to transform into an enclave for his ruling
Alawite minority, an offshoot of
Shia Islam, before his regime crumbles.
The two designated provinces
are Latakia and Tartus, both on the
eastern Mediterranean bordering

Turkey in the north and Lebanon to
the south.
Both areas have been spared
the bloodshed of Syria’s civil war,
which began with peaceful demonstrations in March 2011 and descended into an all-out war that
has killed 313,000 civilians, rebels
and government forces, according
to the Britain-based monitoring
group Syrian Observatory for Human Rights.

Syrian factories are
gradually heading
west to the
Mediterranean coast

“This is another Assad gimmick to
lure national industries into his Alawite enclave,” said Ahmed Qassem,
head of the Independent National
Authority, a group of independent
and moderate Syrian activists in exile opposed to Assad.
“Assad wants to shore up the finances of his enclave and future
seat of presidency by inviting investments there to ensure its continuity and survival,” Qassem told
The Arab Weekly in a telephone interview from Turkey.
In Damascus, however, the Ministry of Industry said the repositioning was “temporary and the owners
of these factories can return to base
in Aleppo once confrontations are
over”.
The ministry said that factories
operating in any area witnessing
confrontations can “relocate to any
area in Syria”.
But ministry records obtained by
The Arab Weekly showed that most
of the factories that relocated were
from Aleppo and had moved to Latakia, Tartus and Homs, north of
Damascus.

According to the Syrian Chambers
of Industry, 109 factories moved out
of Aleppo in 2013 and 2014. Of the
total, 41 relocated to Latakia and 52
to Tartus, while the remaining 16
set up bases in Hisya Industrial City,
situated near Homs.
Sami Kiomejian, owner of factory producing electric cables, told
The Arab Weekly that the relocation
was “forced upon us by the violent
confrontations in Aleppo, which is
making it hard for us to continue
working there”.
He said power cuts, the dangers
posed to his factory’s workers in

Aleppo and the risk that his factory
may be vandalised or looted, forced
him to relocate to Latakia.
“But to say the move has political
ramifications or that it is planned by
the government is utterly untrue,”
Kiomejian insisted.
Abdul Qader Sabbagh, who owns
a factory manufacturing soap, told
The Arab Weekly that it cost him
more than $100,000 to relocate to
Tartus. “Work is going well here and
I’m selling my products in the local
market in Tartus as well as Latakia,
Damascus, Homs and Hama,” Sabbagh said.

He said he was also making use of
the Latakia port for importing raw
material for his factory and exporting the final product.
Another factor is the presence of
an estimated 1.2 million internally
displaced Syrians, who may opt to
buying his products.
“I won’t go back to Aleppo,” he
said. He stressed that he was “sure
that no armed confrontations will
reach Tartus because of its demographic makeup, which is loyal to
the Syrian leadership”.
Sabbagh said that some factories
in Aleppo were vandalised or looted
because their owners either supported the armed militias or were
loyal to the regime. “It was purely
political and had nothing to do with
the reality on the ground,” he said.
Another Syrian industrialist, who,
fearing security harassment, refused to be identified, told The Arab
Weekly that he turned down government incentives to leave Aleppo.
“Moving out of Aleppo is treason
for the unique status of the province
being the country’s commercial and
industrial hub,” he said. “Those who
moved out will eventually regret it.”
“I will leave my factory closed no
matter how long the war lasts,” he
said. He stressed he was not afraid
that his factory may be looted, saying he hired security guards to
watch over it.
But Khaled Sabouni, the owner of
a detergent company who moved
his business to Tartus, said most of
the factories that repositioned were
specialised in light industries.
“It’s too costly and very risky to
relocate heavy industries because
the machines would need a longer
time to be transported elsewhere,
exposing them to armed bandits,”
Sabouni said.
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US keeps low profile in Iraq but for how long?
Harvey Morris

London

A

nnouncements
from
Washington that the
United States is to send
extra military instructors to Iraq and set up
additional training outposts failed
to quash mounting criticism that
the Obama administration is not
doing enough to roll back the extremists of the Islamic State (ISIS).
Shortly after those reinforcements were revealed, the United
States’ top two defence officials
faced questioning in the US Congress over the administration’s allegedly weak and slow response to
the ISIS challenge.
It prompted a spat between US
Army General Martin Dempsey,
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, and US Representative John
Kline, R-Minn., who wanted to
know: “Where are we in Iraq today?
Are we winning? Are we losing? Is it
a stalemate? Is it a quagmire? What
is Iraq today?”

The Iraqi Army has
performed so poorly
after $26 billion and
nearly a decade’s
worth of training
Dempsey responded that it was
not up to “we”, the Americans, but
rather “they”, the Iraqis, to take the
lead in the fight against the jihadists. The sharp rejoinder may have
reflected not just current policy
but also frustration within the US
military and administration at the
Iraqi military’s poor performance
against ISIS since the group seized
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, on
June 14, 2014.

For, elsewhere in the congressional hearing, US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter said the challenge in the crisis was not lack of
US support for the Iraqi military but
rather insufficient local recruits.
“Of the 24,000 Iraqi security
forces we had originally envisioned
training at our four sites by this
fall, we’ve only received enough
recruits to be able to train about
7,000, in addition to about 2,000
counter-terrorism service personnel,” he said at the June 17th hearing.
Carter said he told Iraqi leaders
that the United States was open to
giving extra help to Baghdad, but
“we must see a greater commitment from all parts of the Iraqi government”.
Pushing the blame onto Baghdad
did not satisfy critics who say US
President Barack Obama has failed
to do enough to counter a threat
that stretches well beyond the borders of the territory that ISIS controls in Iraq and Syria.
Owen West, a commentator who
served two tours with the US Marines in Iraq wrote in the New York
Times that Obama’s plan to send
450 soldiers to join the 3,000-strong
training force already in Iraq was
doomed to failure.
Rather than living inside secure
bases — what Dempsey dubbed “lily
pads” — where they would train
Iraqi soldiers for a few weeks via
lectures and drill instruction, the
US advisers needed to head outside
the wire with their graduates to act
as frontline “combat multipliers”,
West said.
“Small teams of them vastly improve the performance of local
troops, at a sliver of the cost of deploying large American battalions,”
he suggested.
The Soufan Group, a US-based
intelligence consultancy, was simi-

larly critical of the idea that training
alone was the answer. It noted in a
mid-June briefing: “It is worrisome
that the fighters in the Shia militias,
the Kurdish peshmerga and even
the Islamic State have performed
well with spotty training and resources while the Iraqi Army has
performed so poorly after $26 billion and nearly a decade’s worth of
training.”

Pushing the blame
onto Baghdad did
not satisfy critics
Other critics of the White House,
such as US Senator John McCain,
R-Ariz., described the dispatch of a
few hundred extra trainers as “incrementalism”. Those opposed to a
more robust US intervention prefer
the term “mission creep”.
Despite what Obama’s critics see
as an inadequate response to ISIS,
the president who was elected in
part on a promise to get American
troops out of wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, has ruled out a renewed
combat role for US forces.
Further constraints include a
need to avoid civilian casualties
in bombing by US and other coalition air forces as well as caution
in supplying weapons that might
ultimately be used for purposes
other than combating ISIS or might
fall into the hands of the militant
group.
General Ray Odierno, the US
Army chief of staff who served in
Iraq during the war there, said deployment of the extra trainers did
not amount to mission creep.
Defining the challenge that faced
Washington and Baghdad, in an
appearance on MSNBC he told an
interviewer: “What’s happened inside of Iraq is you have a Shia army.
You have a Kurdish army in the
north. You have no Sunnis partici-

Fighters from the Badr Brigades Shia militia at the front line.
pating. And that’s the fundamental
problem.”
To get around that problem, the
United States will get directly involved in recruiting and supplying
Arab tribes, particularly in Anbar
province, the Sunni province that’s
become the main battlefield. But
that involves effectively bypassing
the Shia-dominated government in

Baghdad where many regard Iran,
not the United States, as the key
strategic ally.
Harvey Morris has worked in the
Middle East for many years and
written several books, including
No Friends but the Mountains:
The Tragic History of the Kurds
published in 1993.

Back to Iraq? No really,
these troops are just here to advise
View poi nt

Peter
van Buren

W

ords seem to
mean different
things in the
Middle East:
“Training” is a
new term for
“escalation” and “Iraq” seems
more and more like the Arabic
word for “Vietnam”.
The terms “slippery slope” and
“quagmire”, however, still mean
what they have always meant.
In 2011, US President Barack
Obama closed out the United
States’ eight-year war in Iraq.
Disengaged, redeployed, packed
up, departed.
Then America went back. In
August 2014, Obama turned an
emotional appeal to save the
Yazidis from the Islamic State
(ISIS) into a bombing campaign. A
tap was turned and arms flowed
into the region. The number of US
military personnel in Iraq zoomed
up to 3,100, quietly joined by
some 6,300 civilian contractors.
The reputed mission was training
— or whipping — the Iraqi Army
into shape.
After another inglorious retreat
by the Iraqi Army, this time in
Ramadi, the Obama administration on June 10th announced a
change: the United States will
send 450 more troops to establish a new base at al-Taqaddum
in Anbar province.

It is clear the United States no
longer believes the Iraqi Army
exists. What is left of it is largely a
politically correct distribution
tool for US weapons and a fiction
for the media.
The United States will instead
work directly with three sectarian
militias in their separate de facto
states. The hope is that the
militias will divert their attention
from one another long enough to
focus on ISIS.
It is, of course, impossible.
Everyone in Iraq — except the
Americans — knows ISIS is a
symptom of a broader civil war,
not a stand-alone threat to
anyone’s homeland.
This is likely only the beginning
of Obama’s surge. US Army
General Martin Dempsey, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,

outlined the establishment of
what he called “lily pads” — small
American bases scattered around
the country. Of course, they will
require hundreds more US
military advisers to serve as flies,
at risk of being snapped up by an
ISIS frog. Any attack on US troops
would require a response, a cycle
that could draw the United States
deeper into open conflict.
In sum: More troops, more
bases, more forward-leaning
roles, all operating at times
against the will of a host government the United States appears to
have lost patience with. The
bright light of victory is years
down a long tunnel.
We’ve seen this before. It was
Vietnam.
Some details are different. The
jumps from air power to trainers

“Iraq” seems more and
more like the Arabic word
for “Vietnam”
An American military trainer instructs an Iraqi soldier.

The United
States no
longer
believes the
Iraqi Army
exists

to advisers to combat troops took
years during the Vietnam War.
Obama reached the adviser stage
in just months
. The Iranians fighting in Iraq
share a short-term goal with the
United States in pushing back the
Islamic State but, like the Russians
and Chinese in Vietnam, ultimately have an agenda in conflict
with US policy.
Meanwhile, similarities scream.
As in Vietnam, a series of US-midwifed governments in Baghdad
have failed to follow Washington’s
orders. They have proceeded
independently amid incompetence and corruption. Both wars
are characterised as good versus
evil.
Despite the stakes, few allies, if
any, join in. In each war, the
titular national army — trained,
advised and retrained at great cost
— would not fight for its country.
In Vietnam, Americans were
caught between two sides of a
civil war. Iraq has at least three
but, once again, the United States
sits in the centre, used by all,
trusted by none.
One difference between Iraq
and Vietnam, however, is sharp as
a razor: The United States eventually left Vietnam. Disengaged,
redeployed, packed up, departed.
But unlike in Iraq, the United
States was not foolish enough to
go back to Vietnam.
Peter van Buren, who served in the
US State Department for 24 years, is
the author of We Meant Well: How I
Helped Lose the Battle for the Hearts
and Minds of the Iraqi People. This
commentary was distributed by
Reuters news service.
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The costs of violence mortgage
the future of the Arab world

A

new international report was not necessary to
realise that the Arab world is in dire straits.
Still, the 2015 Global Peace Index, published by
the Institute for Economics and Peace, revealed
the staggering cost of the crisis shaking the Arab
world as a result of the ongoing turmoil and civil
wars.

According to the report, MENA ranks as the world’s “most violent
region”, with Syria, Iraq, Sudan, Libya, Israel and Yemen the most
violent countries and Qatar, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates, Jordan
and Tunisia the least. The region accounts for 73% of global
terrorism-related costs. The Arab countries most affected by the
violence naturally incur more of the costs than others. And the
figures are shocking.
The overall cost of violence in Syria in 2014 is estimated to have
been $56 billion — 42% of gross domestic product (GDP). In Iraq, it
was $152 billon and 31% of GDP. In Libya, violence in 2014 cost the
nation $14.6 billion, 14% of GDP.
Since the civil war began, Syria’s estimated losses amount to
about $80 billion, 30% of GDP.
The economic costs of violence enumerated in the index do not
include indirect economic consequences, such as the decrease in
investments, trade, tourism and growth ratios.
Nor do these figures include the tragic human toll, the tens of
thousands killed and the millions displaced.
Another report, the US State Department’s Country Reports on
Terrorism 2014, notes that the number of terrorist attacks worldwide in 2014 increased 35% over the previous year.
MENA is particularly affected. “By a wide margin, the highest
numbers of total attacks, total fatalities and total injuries took
place in Iraq,” the State Department said. The flow of foreign
fighters to Syria (estimated to be about 16,000) was a “significant
factor” in the growth of terrorist incidents.
The economic cost of violence affects not only the present but
also the future of the Arab world.
Military and security expenditures come at the expense of sorely
needed development budgets. Unemployment and poverty remain
largely unaddressed. Thousands of young people who could be
receiving an education or learning a trade are either dying in the
battlefield or trying to emigrate.
The economic cost of violence also mortgages the destiny of
future generations who will be left with huge debts to pay and
widespread destruction of infrastructure and housing. When the
dust of battle settles, the people of the MENA region will find
themselves even further behind the rest of the world in terms of
development and growth.
Whatever the role played by foreign actors in causing the current
crisis, only the citizens of the Arab world can get their houses back
in order. It is they who are suffering the consequences of violence.
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The shame of Viktor Orban

W

hen it comes to
double standards
and blatant
hypocrisy,
Hungarian Prime
Minister Viktor
Orban wins the gold medal every
Martin Sieff
time.
Orban has never behaved more
outrageously. He is building a
4-metre-high barrier to keep
immigrants from Eastern Europe
out of Hungary. The fence is
primarily directed against Serbia.
He has defied the European Union’s
cherished Dublin III regulation to
allow the free movement of
migrants within EU territory.
Orban’s political calculation is as
clear as it is cynical and contemptible. The European Union has its
hands full with the eurozone crisis.
It is dealing with a far-left Syriza
party government in Greece, which
is threatening to pull that little
country out of the eurozone. Orban
knows major European leaders fear
that if Greece exits, Spain and Italy
could be tempted to follow.
What better time, therefore,
could Orban choose to treat Arabs
like dirt and stab suffering refugees
from across Orthodox Christian
Eastern Europe in the back. He is an
equal-opportunity insulter.
The closing of Hungary’s border
is particularly cynical. Orban would
like to claim that he is standing for
European civilisation, but the only
thing he stands for is his own
greed, hypocrisy, double standards
and selfishness. Any pretension to
defending Christian Europe is
turned into a mockery by his
treatment of Serbs, Russians and
Ukrainians displaced by previous
upheavals and by the civil war in
Ukraine.
Orban, it must be remembered,
started his political career in
Hungary’s Communist Party and
then threw that over when he saw
communism was collapsing in
1989. Over the next decade and
more, he wooed the United States
and the EU. During his first
term as prime minister
Orban has been
Hungary joined the EU and
He has never
especially shameless NATO.
revealed the slightest
interest in carrying out EU
in riding a wave of
and NATO obligations,
cheap anti-Arab
only in grabbing their
many benefits.
populism
US conservatives and
neocons fell for Orban
hook, line and sinker. The
New Atlantic Initiative and
the American Enterprise Institute
in Washington both showered on
him their highest awards. He
flourished from presenting
Hungary as a model democracy.
The truth was far different. He
has been a nationalist demagogue
at home and has revived the worst
traditions of Hungarian racism not

just towards Arabs but also the
many Orthodox Christian nationalities of Eastern Europe that the
Hungarians notoriously treated like
dirt when they ruled over them in
the period of the Dual Monarchy of
the Habsburg Empire from 1867 to
1918. Apart from his neocon
buddies, he doesn’t seem to like
Jews much either.
Orban has jumped on to every
liberal, democratic, American,
European and even neocon
bandwagon only to cynically throw
them over whenever they have
served their purpose.
And it works. Orban now leads
his third government. He has been
Hungary’s longest-serving prime
minister since it became a full
democracy after the collapse of
communism. His blend of populism at home and xenophobic
stunts abroad has played well with
the Hungarian people, even though
it makes a mockery of the cosmopolitan tolerance their diplomats
and PR hacks try to project in
Washington and Brussels.
Orban’s latest stunt is particularly obnoxious. He has defied the
wobbly European Union on its
cherished policy of spreading
immigrants across its 27 member
states. Hungary has benefited enormously from its membership in the
European Union, something Orban
himself achieved during his
premiership at the end of the 20th
century. Hungary has flourished
precisely from the freedom the EU
rules gave its people to work
throughout the union, especially in
its wealthy Western nations. The
European Union’s integrated
market and economy have allowed
investment to flow into Hungary,
too.
Thanks to the European Union,
the Hungarian people forgave
Orban the demagoguery and
excesses for which they voted him
out in 2002. Like Binyamin
Netanyahu in Israel, he has been a
Comeback Kid.
Orban has been especially
shameless in riding a wave of cheap
anti-Arab populism. He attended
the mass demonstration on
January 11th in Paris defending free
speech after the Charlie Hebdo
massacre. But he tried to use the
occasion to make offensive remarks
about Arabs. Yet he kowtows to
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi of
Egypt, seeking opportunities for
Hungarian business.
It’s time for Arab and Western
leaders alike to wake up to this
long-time favourite of the neocons
who is as shameless and sociopathic as they are.
Martin Sieff is a national columnist
for the Post-Examiner newspapers
and a senior fellow of the American
University in Moscow.
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Air power not enough to win war
Dubai

Riad

T

he air campaigns
waged by the US-led
international
alliance in Iraq and
Syria and by the
Saudi-led Arab
Kahwaji
alliance have failed to bring
about a decisive victory as was
the case in the air campaigns
the world witnessed during the
wars in Bosnia and the Gulf in
the 1990s.
This is prompting defence
strategists to question whether
air power alone is capable of
achieving decisive victories, or
if the nature of war has reduced
its role to ground support only?
Ever since World War I, air war
strategists have advocated the
notion of victory from the air.
But facts prove otherwise, with
the exception of the wars in
Bosnia and Kosovo when an
aggressive air campaign by
NATO compelled the Serbs to
surrender without a land
invasion.
Even in the Kosovo war, many
analysts say that it was the
credible threat of use of ground
forces by NATO accompanied by
a successful air campaign that
drove the Serbs to surrender.
Nevertheless, due to
major breakthroughs
Air campaigns can only in aviation technology
and the development
work if accompanied
of standoff weapons,
air forces worldwide
with credible ground
gained more relevance
and attention in the
offensives
late 20th century
onwards. Nearly half
of defence budgets in
most countries go to
the air force.
So what about the wars in
Iraq, Syria and Yemen?
Air raids on terrorist groups in
Iraq and Syria are taking place
without any threat of land
invasion. The number of daily
raids is too small to make a
significant impact on the war

against the Islamic State (ISIS)
that stretches over one-third of
Iraq and half of Syria.
Ground offensives in Syria are
led by weak and divided Syrian
rebel factions as well as demoralised Syrian regime forces,
while in Iraq a sectarian-divided
military backed by Shia militias
have led scattered, and mostly
failed, ground assaults against
ISIS.
On the other side, the Syrian
regime forces that are outnumbered by the rebel factions have
had to rely on their Soviet-era
air force to even the odds and
avoid an all-out defeat.
The US-led air campaign
managed to slightly degrade
ISIS capabilities and slow the
terrorist group’s expansion but
could not defeat the group or
even prevent it from launching
surprise attacks on its opponents in Iraq and Syria and gain
more territory, as in the case in
May with the occupation of
Ramadi and Palmyra.
Nevertheless, on some
occasions when allied air power
launched coordinated attacks
with ground forces against ISIS,
they scored major tactical gains,
like recapturing of Tikrit in Iraq
and repulsing an ISIS offensive
on Kobani in Syria.
In Yemen, a few Arab air
forces are waging daily attacks
against Houthi militias allied
with renegade Yemeni military
forces loyal to the former
president, Ali Abdullah Saleh.
The Arab alliance is providing
support to ground forces
comprising resistance militias
and Yemeni military units loyal
to the current president, Abd
Rabbo Mansour Hadi.
The Houthis and their allies
vastly outnumber their opponents on the ground. However,
they lack air power, which was
neutralised by the alliance in
the first week of fighting.
The Arab alliance has managed to enable Hadi’s forces to

regain momentum and capture
a few stretches of territory in
some provinces or at least hold
ground in others. The air raids
destroyed more than half of the
Houthis’ arms depots and
affected their communication
and logistical capabilities.
Still, the Houthis proved capable of launching cross-border
attacks on Saudi forces, even
though they were largely
unsuccessful. The Houthis even
managed to fire a Scud on Saudi
Arabia, although the missile
was shot down by Saudi antiballistic missiles.
The Arab alliance has failed to
mobilise a large ground force to
act as a credible threat to the
Houthis to compel them to
surrender. But the Arab air
campaign has foiled the Houthi
attempt to take over the country, and revived as well as
emboldened armed resistance
led by Hadi.
Steady airdrops by the allies
to Hadi forces have sustained
supplies while at the same time
the allies attempted to impose
an air, land and sea embargo on
the Hou- this to prevent the
flow of arms
to them.
But there
have

been reports of Iran managing
to break the arms embargo with
the help of Eritrean smugglers.
It should be noted that there
is an important difference
between the Kosovo war and
the current wars against ISIS
and the Houthis, which is in the
nature of the opponent. In the
former the opponent was the
government of Serbia — a state.
While in the latter, the opponents are non-state actors
posing as a government.
When the opponent is a
legitimate government, public
opinion and concerns about
national interests matter, but
when the opponent is a nonstate actor the survival of the
group and its ideology and
interests are what matter,
regardless of public opinion and
national interests.
Hence, air campaigns against
ISIS and the Houthis can only
work if accompanied with
credible ground offensives — if
diplomatic efforts fail to
produce results in the Yemeni
case.
Air power is vital to achieve
victory, but is not enough alone.

F/A-18 fighter jets take off for mission in Iraq from the flight deck
of the US Navy carrier USS George H.W. Bush.

Israel and Palestine:
Focus on the problem, not the solution

T

he Indian-American
philosopher Jiddu
Krishnamurti wrote,
“To understand any
problem, you must
give your full attention
to it and you cannot give your full
attention to it if you are seeking a
Mark Habeeb
solution.”
Since the signing of the Oslo
Accords in 1991, tremendous
energy has been devoted to
seeking a solution to the IsraeliPalestinian conflict — most
recently, the predictably unsuccessful mediation effort by US
Secretary of State John Kerry.
After 24 years of trying to find a
solution, perhaps it is time to
follow Krishnamurti’s advice and
devote our attention to the
problem.
Ask a range of people to define
the Israeli-Palestinian problem
and you will get a range of
answers:
“The Arabs’ refusal to
recognise a Jewish state.”
Do all 12.3 million
“Israeli colonisation of
occupied
territories.”
people deserve equal “Arab anti-Semitism.”
“Creeping Israeli aparthuman, civil and
heid.”
political rights?
“Islamic extremism.”
“The Jewish lobby in the
United States.”
None of these is the problem.
They are reflections of the
problem. But just as a tree’s
reflection in a pond is not the tree,
these reflections of the problem
are not the problem.
So what is the problem? Let’s

start by looking at where the
problem exists and who is affected
by it. The Problem Area (a more
neutral term than “historic
Palestine” or “Eretz Israel”) is the
land bounded by the Jordan river
in the east, the Mediterranean in
the west, the Lebanese and Syrian
borders in the north and the
Egyptian border in the south.
According to the CIA’s The World
Factbook, inside the Problem Area
live approximately 12.3 million
people. Of these, 6.1 million are
Jewish citizens of Israel; 1.7
million are Palestinian citizens of
Israel (Muslim and Christian by
religion); 4.1 million are Palestinians (Muslim and Christian) who
are not citizens of any recognised
state; another 400,000 or so are
neither Israelis nor Palestinians,
and live mostly in Israel (nonPalestinian Christians, African
immigrants, migrant workers,
etc.).
The problem is: How can the
12.3 million people who live in the
Problem Area structure their
political, economic, religious and
social relationship in a manner
that allows them to live in peace
with each other in a context of
justice for all?
Any proposed solution to the
problem must resolve this
question. If it doesn’t, it’s not a
solution. (I am ruling out as a
possible solution the removal or
transfer of any of the 12.3 million
people who live in the Problem
Area.)
Moreover, any solution with a

chance of resolving the problem
must be based on certain guiding
principles:
Do all 12.3 million people in the
Problem Area deserve equal
human, civil and political rights?
Do all 12.3 million people in the
Problem Area deserve equal rights
to safety and security?
Do all 12.3 million people in the
Problem Area deserve an equal
right to participate in providing
for security within the area?
Do all 12.3 million people the
Problem Area deserve equal
economic rights, including rights
to land and property and equal
access to resources such as water?
Do all religious groups in the
Problem Area deserve freedom of
worship, including free access to
and management of holy sites
(many of which are sacred to all
three of the major religions
represented in the Problem Area)?
Do those living outside the
Problem Area but who have
emotional and historic ties to it (in
particular, diaspora Jews and
Palestinian refugees) deserve
equal rights to immigrate into the
Problem Area? If not, should
restrictions on immigration be
imposed fairly and equally?
Anyone who answers “yes” to
these questions is ready to
contribute to formulating a
solution. Anyone who answers
“no” to any of these questions
must explain and justify why one
group of people in the Problem
Area deserves preferential rights.
For example, why would one

group — based on its national or
religious identity — deserve
preferential rights to build homes
on any piece of land in the
Problem Area? Or why would
another group deserve the right to
impose its religious practices on
everyone who lives in the Problem
Area? And why would one group
— again, based on national or
religious identity — enjoy preferential rights to immigrate into the
Problem Area?
The Rubik’s cube of Israeli-Palestinian peace will never be
solved unless these fundamental
questions and the principles they
are based on are addressed — certainly by the 12.3 million people
who live in the Problem Area but
also by those outside of the Area
who have an interest in a lasting
solution. Only then will we be able
to find a solution.
A number of possible solutions
— two sovereign states, one state,
a bi-national confederation —
could be compatible with a “yes”
answer to the above questions.
But trying to concoct a solution
without thoroughly assessing the
problem has been a proven failure;
to continue to do so will only
validate Albert Einstein’s definition of insanity: “doing the same
thing over and over again and
expecting different results”.
Mark Habeeb is
East-West editor of The Arab Weekly
and adjunct professor of Global
Politics and Security at Georgetown
University in Washington.
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Election fallouts from
secularist divisions
feared in Egypt
Amr Emam

Cairo

S

ecular political parties are
trying to form a unified list
of candidates to contest
Egypt’s next parliamentary
election in an attempt to
prevent a comeback of Islamists to
parliament.
The election date is yet to be
decided despite a delay of five
months. The unified list, which
was proposed by President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi, aims at grouping the
nation’s non-religious parties in a
unified front to counter Islamists,
including the Muslim Brotherhood
of ousted president Muhammad
Morsi and the Salafists.
At stake in the election are 120
parliamentary seats specified for
political parties and 448 seats allocated for independent candidates.
The president has the right to give
28 additional seats to figures of his
choice, according to Egypt’s election law. These seats usually go to
marginalised Christians, women
and disabled citizens.

Under Egypt’s new
constitution, the
formation of
political parties on
religious grounds is
banned
The parties have had several
meetings regarding mechanisms
for the formation of the unified list
but without success in accomplishing their goal, according to Amin
Radi, deputy chairman of the liberal Congress Party, who is participating in the negotiations.
“The aim is for these parties to
achieve coordination among them-

selves before the upcoming election,” Radi said. “This is an ideal
mission, and they need to have
more coordination as far as all parliament seats are concerned.”
Egypt has been without a parliament since July 2013 when the
army, backed by the nation’s political and religious forces, dissolved
the Muslim Brotherhood-dominated parliament, which was elected
in 2012.
Sisi is expected to continue holding the country’s legislative powers
until a parliament is seated.
Politicians and political analysts
are highly sceptical about the ability of secular parties to form a unified front, one capable of defeating
the Islamists, before the election.
“These political parties are weak.
Instead of discussing unity, they
will fight among themselves over
who will dominate which constituency,” commented Mamdouh
Qenawi, a veteran of Egyptian politics and the chief of the liberal Free
Social Constitutional Party.
Some politicians close to the negotiations acknowledge that conflicts among the parties on who will
take which seat have hindered the
formation of the unified list.
Qenawi said he advised Sisi five
months ago not to depend on political parties to help him create a
strong political situation in Egypt.
Instead of the parties, he told the
president to rely more on the youth.
Before the revolution, which
ousted longstanding president
Hosni Mubarak in February 2011,
there were fewer than 20 political
parties in Egypt. Today, the country of more than 80 million people boasts more than 100 parties.
Apart from some well-established
groups, most parties are not known
to the public and have few followers.
The apparent weakness of

What will the ballot box yield this time?
Egypt’s political parties makes Islamists’ domination over the next
parliament possible.
“This is particularly true for
Salafists, who receive tacit support
from the military establishment,”
said Hussein Abdel-Raziq, a leading
member of the leftist National Progressive Unionist Party.
Al-Nour, Egypt’s largest Salafist
party, deserted the Muslim Brotherhood after the public turned
against the Brotherhood in June
2013, and joined the army, other
political forces and the religious
establishment in backing Morsi’s
ouster a month later.
While cracking down on the Muslim Brotherhood, the military establishment is widely believed to
be tacitly supporting the Salafists,
in an attempt to disprove claims
that it has been acting against Islam.
With growing public support,
especially in southern Egypt and
in rural areas in the Nile Delta, alNour, which poses itself as a politi-

cal, not religious, party, is expected
to have a major share of seats in
the next parliament. Under Egypt’s
new constitution, the formation
of political parties on religious
grounds is banned.
“We have to admit the truth here:
Islamists will be present in the next
parliament because they have a
strong presence in the street,” Radi
said.

Secular political
parties are trying to
form a unified list
Al-Nour’s popularity has been
growing significantly since the
downfall of the Muslim Brotherhood. The party was represented
in the panel that drafted the postBrotherhood constitution and had
lobbied for it before, during and
after the January 2014 referendum.
During the presidential election
in May 2014, al-Nour supported
Sisi’s election. In addition to al-

Nour party candidates, secondand third-line Muslim Brotherhood
leaders can run as independents
in parliamentary elections, even
though the movement has been
designated a “terrorist” organisation and its political arm, the Freedom and Justice Party, dissolved in
December 2013.
While most top Brotherhood
leaders are in jail, facing charges
of involvement in violence and
murder, “the risk lies with secondand third-line Muslim Brotherhood
leaders who are not known to the
public,” Abdel-Raziq said, arguing
that people might vote for them
without being aware of their links
to the Brotherhood.
That is why, in the absence of a
united secular political front, many
experts fear a comeback of Islamists, be they from al-Nour or independent Muslim Brothers, in the
next parliament.
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Syrian refugees in Egypt have their success stories
Amr Emam

Cairo

W

“

hen you apply for
a job ten years
from now do
not be surprised
to discover that
most employers are Syrians,” an
Egyptian activist wrote on his Facebook page.
While writing the note perhaps he
did not seem to be fully aware that
Syrians are already taking the Egyptian market by storm.
Hundreds of thousands of Syrians
flocked to Egypt in the past four
years, fleeing death and destruction at home. In this country of
more than 80 million, some of the
refugees are not standing idle and
waiting for aid from humanitarian
organisations or charity from Egyptian donors. They are doing business, with more than a few of them
major successes.

Syrians like to work
and create their own
business model
Rakan Abul-Kheir, a 52-year-old
Syrian, arrived in Egypt three and a
half years ago after his cars were stolen by Syrian police and his house in
Homs destroyed by barrel bombs
dropped by regime fighter jets.
“I saw death with my bare eyes,”
Abul-Kheir said. “I had to leave and
start from scratch somewhere else.”
He opened a clothes shop in 6th
October, a sprawling new residential area in south-western Cairo and
then a second store where he sells

Syrian food such as salty olives, olive oil, spices, coffee, sweets and
cheese.
Unlike most countries harbouring
Syrian refugees, Egypt did not confine them in camps at the border.
They were, instead, allowed to live
in Egyptian cities and open businesses quickly, despite the malaise
generated by the fact that they were
taking away from the Egyptians part
of their subsidised commodities
and enjoying free services, including education and health care.
Out of the estimated 300,000 Syrian refugees in Egypt, 134,329 received aid from the United Nations,
according to the UN refugee agency
in Cairo.
“Egypt is a country that has its
own problems and the Syrians who
have come here do not want to place
additional burdens on the government,” said Tayseer al-Naggar, the
head of the Syrian Refugees Union,
one of many refugee associations
formed in Egypt in the past four
years .
“By their very nature, Syrians like
to work and create their own business model,” Naggar explained.
Abul-Kheir is a vivid example of
an entrepreneur refugee.
He sells all types of ready-made
wear at lower prices than most
Egyptian markets. Some of the
items, which he imports from China
and Turkey, are upgraded by Syrian housewives living in the same
neighbourhood with ornaments
and patterns, thus increasing their
value.
Abul-Kheir employs 65 Egyptians
and Syrians in his two shops and
delegates some of the work to Syrian women in the neighbourhood.
“Egypt is a huge market where

Thriving business
business success is almost certain
for anybody who wants to work
hard,” he said.
Not far away from Abul-Kheir’s
clothes shop, the successes of other
Syrian refugees turned business
owners are evident. Syrian restaurants and shops seem to be winning
the day, eclipsing their Egyptian
competitors.
A Syrian restaurant that serves
shawarma — a Levantine specialty
of grilled meat, rice, chicken — and
pizza, is becoming more popular
than an Egyptian one that serves
almost the same food just a few metres away.
“It is true that we sell the same
thing but we put extra effort in order to make our food more delicious, attractive and satisfactory,”
the owner of the Syrian shop said.
“I am sure Egyptian shops do not
apply the standards we apply here.”
There is no credible data about

the amount of capital transferred
to Egypt from Syria following the
eruption of the civil war but some
Syrian business leaders say their
countrymen brought tens of billions
of dollars with them in the last four
years. Abul-Kheir had $2 million in
his possession when he relocated to
Egypt.

Estimated 300,000
Syrian refugees in
Egypt
Salah Gouda, the head of local
think-tank the Economic Research
Centre, expressed hopes that more
Syrian businessmen like Abul-Kheir
would move to Egypt.
He said Syria’s top businessmen
have turned to Turkey and Jordan
rather than to Egypt in the aftermath of the war.
“They should have come here,”
Gouda said, blaming what he de-

scribed as “government red tape”
for the loss of “huge” Syrian investments.
He suggested the creation of more
partnerships between Syrian and
Egyptian businessmen, arguing that
such joint ventures would benefit
Egypt, given the Syrians’ vast expertise in a number of industries,
including textiles.
This is not to say that the Syrians’
presence in Egypt is all about business and financial profits. It has
been about suffering as well, especially when it comes to the tens of
thousands of refugees who did not
have capital to start businesses.
Two years ago, Syrians started to
fall from grace with most Egyptians
when refugees openly expressed
backing for ousted Islamist president Muhammad Morsi, who was
removed from office in July 2013
following protests against his government and the Muslim Brotherhood.
This had negative effects on apolitical Syrians, who became the target of hate campaigns that called
for their repatriation.
In recent months, more than
9,000 Syrian refugees who were
registered with the UN refugee office received yet another blow
when the agency removed their
names from its aid lists. Syrians
registered with the agency received
200 Egyptian pounds (roughly $26)
in aid every month; a little amount,
but still vital in the absence of any
other type of support.
Naggar warned that the UN measure left many refugees in the cold.
“Deprived of UN aid, these people are in bad need for support from
other agencies, be they local or international,” Naggar said.
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Maghreb experts wary of ISIS expansion
Yassine Halila

Tunis

M

aghreb experts see
a real danger in the
continuing
expansion of the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Libya,
but they offer different scenarios
for the future.
“In the space of two months,
the Islamic State in Libya was able
to recruit 3,000 additional fighters, expand west from Derna and
Sirte, get closer to the oil crescent
and threaten Tripoli, Benghazi and
Misrata,” noted retired Algerian
colonel Romdhane Hamlet on June
16th at a Tunis conference.
In early June, ISIS seized a power
plant and an airbase in Sirte as well
as the nearby city of Harawa.
Hamlet, who fought Islamist
insurgents during Algeria’s Black
Decade in the 1990s, warns that
ISIS expansion could have “disastrous consequences” for the region. ISIS’s task, he pointed out, is
facilitated by the conflict between
the troops of the internationally
recognised government in Tobruk,
led by General Khalifa Haftar, and
Libya Dawn Islamists.
Hamlet warns that Misrata might
be “the immediate military target”
for ISIS.

Some experts see the
European Union and
its Western allies
pushing for a swift
solution
Misrata, a town of 400.000 people 187 kilometres east of Tripoli, is
strategically important and played
a significant role in the 2011 uprising. The city hosts a steel production industry and an airbase.
According to Hamlet, the experienced battalions in the city could
be potential ISIS recruits.
“If Misrata falls, the Tunisian
south will be destabilised,” Hamlet
says.

Sheikh Farid al-Beji, a Tunisian
religious scholar and member of
the Tunisian Centre for Global Security Studies, says Tunisia is not
immune to ISIS, “a quasi-state with
military, intelligence, economic,
communication and preaching institutions”. Beji said he is worried
most by the draw of ISIS’s narrative, which seeks to “rattle society’s faith”.

If Misrata falls, the
Tunisian south will
be destabilised
“They were able to implant foreign ideas and terminology in our
daily lives, and some of our people
adopted it,” explains Beji, president of the Zeitouni Dar al-Hadith
Association. In addition to bolstering security capabilities, Beji says
Tunisia is in need of “a unified religious strategy” across the country
to safeguard “our religious faith
and doctrine”.
He sees a role for the country’s
Zaytuna scholars, saying, “If 300
Zaytuna figures spoke in one language, people would be less inclined to be swayed by extremist
thought.”
The Zaytuna, a Tunisian mosque
and centre of religious learning, has
been a source of moderate Sunni
thought even before the country’s
independence in 1956.
Hamlet said he was also concerned about the impact of ISIS’s
moves on Algeria’s security. “Libya
and Algeria share a 982km border.
It’s hard for any army in the world
to secure such a frontier,” he said,
adding that “it is way easier to
sneak in from the Tunisian-Algerian border than from the Libyan
south, due to geographical and social factors.”
Rafaa Tabib, a political anthropologist, sees things differently. He
says ISIS poses a minimal threat to
Tunisia. “The Islamic State can’t
stand against armies. ISIS troops
can fill vacuum situations and collapsed areas,” says Tabib.
Hamlet does not exclude an ISIS

Tunisian soldiers stand guard outside Sidi Bouzid hospital after terrorist attack claimed by ISIS.
offensive from Libya towards the
east. “They already have a strong
eastern front,” he said. “They will
seek to continue their advance and
erase borders with Egypt, with the
help of Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis in Sinai.”
Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis, a jihadist organisation that has claimed
responsibility for many attacks on
security forces in the Sinai, pledged
allegiance to ISIS in November
2014.
The emergence of ISIS in Libya,
experts point out, is tied to the
country’s internal dynamics. Tabib
offers an explanation: “ISIS has appeared in Libya as soon as talks of
a unity government started. Where
did it first appear? In Sirte, home-

land of the Qaddafi tribe.”
He points out that the militias
which are loyal to Qaddafi’s tribe
joined forces with ISIS and invited
it to Sirte in a “marriage of convenience”. The Qaddafi tribe seemed to
be acting based on the fear that any
post-conflict settlement would exclude them from any role in Libya.
This trend could repeat itself in
Libya adding to the potential of ISIS
expansion.
“Many militias that are unable to
sustain themselves will turn to the
Islamic State for funds and pledge
allegiance to them,” says Tabib.
“They won’t be part of the Islamic
State’s core, but they will form part
of its strategy.”
Some experts see the European

Union and its Western allies pushing for a swift solution to the problems in Libya because of their eagerness to curb the flow of illegal
immigrants, stop ISIS expansion
and ensure uninterrupted oil production. Tabib confides: “I was in
Libya a month ago. Foreign intelligence teams in the west and in
Fezzan were everywhere and have
already laid the groundwork.”
Tabib says that if the UN-brokered talks prove fruitless, a Western intervention is inevitable. “A
new government will be imposed
on the Libyans, with UN blue helmets if need be,” he said.
Yassine Halila is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Tunis.

The sinister aims of ISIS in Libya

View poi nt

Hatem
Ben Salem

F

ighters of the Islamic
State (ISIS) established
a foothold in Libya less
than a year ago, and
yet the group is
becoming the main
competition to armed Libyan
militias and the most formidable
fighting force in the region.
Made up mainly of Tunisian
nationals, with Egyptians,
Moroccans, Sudanese and a
patchwork of other nationalities,
ISIS forces possess the logistical
means to move swiftly. They also
possess modern weaponry,
including tanks and anti-aircraft
batteries, which gives them a
definitive edge over the Libyan
Islamist and tribal militias, who
are inexperienced, divided and
disorganised.
The establishment of ISIS in
Libya comes within the framework of a hegemonic strategic
vision that far exceeds the
boundaries of Libya. It would be
a serious mistake for the world to
ignore this.
The presence of ISIS in Libya is
rooted in the military stalemates

Lacking geopolitical
foresight, Europe does
not see the Libyan
conundrum as a threat

in Syria and Iraq. ISIS leaders in
the Levant may fear they will lose
control of foreign fighters, who
joined in the belief of a quick
victory over Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s army. Better paid
than the bulk of the local ISIS
fighters, these foreign combatants have become a burden and
are despised by the local population for their arrogance and ferocity. It is better for ISIS that the
troops join the Maghreb warfront.
ISIS is pursuing the same
strategy in Libya it has in the
Levant.
First, establish a presence in
regions where the local population is likely to be receptive.
ISIS’s easy capture of the city of
Sirte, former stronghold of
long-time Libyan leader Muammar Qaddafi, is a case in point.
Sirte has symbolic importance
for members of the former
regime, which the Islamic State is
trying to win over just as it did in
Iraq with Saddam Hussein’s
Ba’ath Party members. Sirte is
just 150 kilometres from the “oil
crescent” which, along with the
capital, Tripoli, is a priority
target. ISIS will not be able to
sustain its momentum without
significant funding, which
seizing Libya’s oil fields could
make possible.
If ISIS, which is unrelentingly
advancing towards the Tunisian
and Algerian borders, secures
control along the Libyan coast — a

very likely occurrence in the
coming weeks — the strategic
implications for the entire
Mediterranean basin will be
profound.
The Islamic State then will be at
the gates of Europe and will have
the capacity to destabilise the
region for years to come.
Euro-Mediterranean security
will largely depend on how the
military situation in Libya
unfolds. Yet, few seem to fully
appreciate the serious threat ISIS
poses in the Maghreb. The Libyan
factions are bogged down in
UN-sponsored negotiations
whose outcome will be impossible to implement on the ground
because of the continuously
changing balance of power.
Lacking geopolitical foresight,
Europe does not see the Libyan
conundrum as a threat. The
United States has assumed the
role of observer and picks its
targets as if the elimination of a
single jihadist leader could
change the course of events.
Libya is seen only through the
prism of migration, and yet it is
giving birth to a monster whose
strategic objectives are based on
an ideological and totalitarian
vision of the world.
For ISIS and its leader, Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi, the self-proclaimed
caliph, control over Libya opens
the road to militarily vulnerable
Tunisia and to politically unstable Algeria. ISIS does not recognise borders. The whole world is

The presence
of ISIS in
Libya is
rooted in
the military
stalemates
in Syria and
Iraq

its battlefield.
If ISIS wins in the Levant and
the Maghreb, Egypt and the Gulf
states will be caught in the vice
and likely the next targets of a
violent movement that wants
only to see its black banner flutter
over the territories without
borders of the sixth caliphate.
This is by no means a fantasy
scenario. All of ISIS’s literature,
from its poems to its songs,
highlights the glorious past in
order to motivate its troops and
lure new recruits.
ISIS military victories are
appealing to a growing number of
vulnerable and marginalised
Maghrebi populations, meaning
that the threat to countries in the
region can come from within.
ISIS’s victories are in large part
the consequence of a disturbing
absence of strategic foresight on
the part of the Mediterranean
states that do not cooperate
militarily and exchange very little
intelligence, a vital weapon in the
fight against terrorism.
The threat posed by ISIS is a
reality that can no longer be
denied. It presents a challenge to
people on both sides of the
Mediterranean and summons us
all to respond vigorously, decisively and soon.
Hatem Ben Salem is a former
Tunisia minister of education and
deputy minister of foreign affairs.
He is an international affairs
analyst and a legal scholar.
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Peace talks fail, situation escalates in Yemen
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

Y

emen’s future appears to
be up in the air as talks
between the exiled government and Houthi
rebels failed to yield results, with both parties accusing
the other of sabotaging UN-sponsored peace talks.
Tensions between negotiators
reached a dramatic zenith when
fights broke out at a news conference on the third day of the longawaited negotiations. A Houthi
leader was attacked by a shoewielding supporter of exiled Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Mansour
Hadi, which led to other shoes
being thrown and an all-out fight
among various participants.
In another twist, a member of the
Hadi delegation, Abdel-Aziz Jubari,
received news of the loss of his
home in Yemen, after Houthi rebels
loaded his property in Dhamar with
explosives and destroyed it.
Speaking at a news conference
after receiving news of the destruction of his home, Jubari said: “It
is regrettable that people’s manners and behaviours can reach this
point. Of course my house is not the
only house in Yemen. A lot of people’s homes and properties have
been targeted in an unbelievable
way.”

More than 2,600
people have been
killed in Yemen since
March
“I won’t beat around the bush.
There was no kind of agreement
reached,” UN Special Envoy for
Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed
said after the talks failed to produce results. He added that great
challenges remain unsolved due to
the war and that “everybody who

has gone through war knows that
people are entrenched in their positions, and it is difficult to get a rapprochement”.
Houthi rebel delegation leader
Hamza al-Houthi expressed disappointment saying: “We did everything to make the talks a success,
but there were too many obstacles,
especially the demand for a withdrawal.”

I won’t beat around
the bush. There was
no kind of agreement
reached
Secretary-General of the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) Abdul
Latif Al Zayani expressed regret
on the failure of the Geneva talks
and called on the Houthis and former Yemeni president Ali Abdullah
Saleh to give priority to the “the ultimate interest of Yemen”. He also
emphasised the GCC’s support for
Hadi and the implementation of UN
Security Council Resolution 2216,
which called for an end of the fighting in Yemen.
Following the end of talks, Arab
coalition forces launched more
than 20 air strikes on Houthi-controlled targets, while Aden residents reported raids on the Houthicontrolled international airport
as another bombing damaged the
Ottoman-era Seera castle.
Moreover, along Yemen’s border
with Saudi Arabia, residents in Hajjah province reported five air sorties on buildings housing Houthi
forces and their army allies, who
have repeatedly clashed with Saudi
forces in recent weeks.
Meanwhile, the United Nations
warned of a “looming catastrophe”
in Yemen, stressing the need for
$1.6 billion in aid relief. “Over 21
million people or 80% of the population are now estimated to be in
need of some form of humanitarian
aid and or protection,” UN spokesman Jens Laerke said.

A man is held during clashes at a news conference by Yemeni rebels at the Geneva Press Club on June
18, 2015 in Geneva.
According to a statement by UN
Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency
Relief Coordinator Stephen O’Brien,
the revised 2015 Humanitarian
Response Plan aims to provide essential protection and lifesaving
assistance including food, water
and shelter to the most vulnerable
families.
Relief agencies are scaling up operations to ensure the plan can be
implemented, increasing the number of staff and stockpiling supplies.
At the launch of the revised plan,
O’Brien welcomed an announcement of $244.7 million from Saudi
Arabia to support humanitarian response in Yemen and measures of

support from other countries.
“While this plan allows us to relieve the dire human suffering in
Yemen, it alone is not enough to
end the living nightmare faced by
so many families. Only a political
solution to the Yemen crisis can
end the unacceptable and intolerable level of suffering,” stressed the
global aid chief.
More than 2,600 people have
been killed in Yemen since March,
according to UN figures. The situation is particularly serious in Aden,
where residents have complained
of food and water shortages and
health officials warn of the spread
of disease.
A Saudi-led coalition launched

an air campaign against the Iranbacked Houthis in late March to
restore Hadi to power.
Hadi, was pushed aside last year
when Houthis advancing from their
northern strongholds overran the
government in Sana’a and went
on to capture lands to the south
despite the coalition air strikes.
Conflict in Yemen pits the Houthis
and their allies against an array of
forces, including southern separatists, local and tribal militias, Sunni
Islamic militants and forces loyal to
Hadi.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the
Gulf section editor of The Arab
Weekly.

Saudi cables suggest attempts at influencing media
Beirut

D

iplomatic cables, made
public
by
website
WikiLeaks, indicate the
Saudi government offered media outlets financial lifelines and other perks in
exchange for favourable coverage.
Examples of the alleged influence-buying include a financially
troubled Lebanese TV network receiving a $2 million bailout in return
for adopting a pro-Riyadh editorial
policy and a Guinean news agency
being given $2,000 and small publications across the Arab world raking in tens of thousands of dollars
in inflated subscription fees.

The Saudi
cables provide
behind-the-scenes
details of how it was
done
The leaked cables suggest an effort by the US ally to dampen
criticism, varnish its image and
strengthen allies in an Arab world
torn by religious militancy and sectarian tensions.
Many of the cables were linked to
the growing rivalry between Sunni
Saudi Arabia and mostly Shia Iran
over influence in the region and
point to Lebanon, an ethnically and
religiously diverse nation with a vibrant media, as a key arena in the
battle of wills between Riyadh and
Tehran.
“This is not specific to Saudi
Arabia, but Saudi Arabia took it to
a very high level,” said Jad Melki,
director of the Media Studies Pro-

gramme at the American University
of Beirut.
The authenticity of the cables
could not be verified by the Associated Press (AP), and the Saudi
government cautioned local media
against publishing the correspondence. However, officials did not
claim the documents were forged.
Buying the support or silence of
the media is not uncommon, especially in the Arab world, where
media institutions have long been
dependent on handouts or benefits
from governments or wealthy patrons looking to promote their interests.
The Saudi cables, though, provide behind-the-scenes details of
how it was done, complete with
names, dates and payout amounts.
In many ways, the cables paint a
picture of a Saudi Arabia taking advantage of media outlets struggling
to survive to champion its policies
or criticize its foes, including Iran,
Lebanon’s Iranian-backed Hezbollah or the regime of Syrian President Bashar Assad.
In some cases, the cables shattered the long-held notion of a
kingdom so awash in petrodollars
that media outlets need only knock
on the door to get a check. Instead,
they showed the kingdom’s leaders
making sure that money yields results for the country.
For example, in 2012, the late
King Abdullah bin Abdul-Aziz Al
Saud approved a $2 million bailout
for the Lebanese MTV network on
condition it countered “media hostile to the kingdom” and invited
“learned” Saudis as guests on talk
shows, according to a series of cables.
The payout was whittled down

Media, spin and politics
from an initial request for $20 million by the station’s director and
was less than half the $5 million
recommended by the Saudi Foreign
Ministry.

Many of the cables
were linked to the
growing rivalry
between Sunni Saudi
Arabia and mostly
Shia Iran
And tellingly, on a recommendation from Prince Saud al-Faisal,
the kingdom’s foreign minister for
nearly 40 years before he stepped
down in April, the money was dis-

bursed in four instalments over two
years, allowing Saudi authorities to
review every six months whether
MTV was living up to its part of the
deal.
MTV spokesman and news chief
Ghayath Yazbeck declined an AP
request for comment on the cables.
In another case, a cable from
Saud to the Saudi cabinet suggested two leading Saudi-owned dailies
— Asharq al-Awsat and Al-Hayat —
stop publishing editorials critical
of the kingdom’s chief ally in Lebanon, former prime minister Saad alHariri, a key Sunni leader. Another
recommended a halt to media attacks on Russian political figures to
help improve ties with Moscow.
The correspondence showed

Saudi officials offered or denied
free trips to the kingdom, home to
Islam’s holiest shrines, to secure allies in the media or to punish those
the government deemed critical.
For example, a prominent Egyptian TV talk show host, Wael elObrashi, was dropped from a list of
top Egyptian media figures treated
to an all-expenses-paid trip to Saudi Arabia because of “his repeated,
unjustified attacks on the kingdom”, according to one cable from
Saud.
Another cable from Saud recommended financial backing for a Lebanese centre to defend journalists
set up by May Chidiac, a prominent
anchorwoman who lost an arm and
a leg when a bomb exploded under
her car in 2005. Citing a recommendation from the Saudi Embassy in
Beirut, the prince said the funding
would allow the kingdom to use her
centre to promote Saudi policies.
“I did not ask for money and did
not get anything,” Chidiac told the
AP when asked about Saudi government contributions. “I have a foundation, and I am transparent. Those
who support me, I thank them.”
In Egypt, the Saudi ambassador
protested to Naguib Sawiris, founder of the privately owned ONTV
network, over the appearance of a
Saudi dissident, Saad al-Faqih, on
one of its talk shows, according to
a cable from Saud. The station said
it would not invite Faqih again and
asked the ambassador to appear on
the program at a later date.
Asked by the AP if the correspondence was in response to a
Saudi complaint to the station,
Sawiris said, “Not to my knowledge.”
(The Associated Press)
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Wuhayshi’s death strikes
blow to AQAP, benefits ISIS
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he death of al-Qaeda second-in-command Nasir alWuhayshi dealt a blow to
the international terrorist
network, which is already
finding its grip on global jihadism
challenged by the Islamic State
(ISIS), experts said.
Wuhayshi, who was head of alQaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
(AQAP), was killed on June 12th during a US drone strike in south-east
Yemen. His death was confirmed in
an online video by AQAP three days
later. Qasim al-Raymi was named
his successor as military chief.
The White House hailed Wuhayshi’s death as a “major blow” to
AQAP, al-Qaeda’s most dangerous affiliate, and to al-Qaeda more broadly, despite the fact that the CIA did
not know in advance that al-Qaeda’s
leader was among suspected militants targeted in the drone attack.
Wuhayshi was wanted by the

Al-Qaeda could face
increasing
“command-andcontrol problems”
United States for “approving targets, recruiting new [al-Qaeda]
members, allocating resources to
training and attack planning and
tasking others to carry out attacks”,
according to the US State Department. Washington had offered a
$10 million reward for information
leading to his capture.
Wuhayshi’s role within al-Qaeda
extended far beyond Yemen, and he
was viewed by many experts as be-

ing al-Qaeda chief Ayman al-Zawahiri’s right-hand man. Wuhayshi,
a former aide of Osama bin Laden,
had been al-Qaeda’s de facto operations manager since 2013, serving as
a vital messenger between the terrorist group’s various branches.
Al-Qaeda could face increasing

“The more al-Qaeda
is weakened, the
more jihadist
fighters join ISIS”
“command-and-control problems”
following Wuhayshi’s death, said
the Soufan Group intelligence consultancy, particularly with the advance of ISIS, which has come to
“dominate both the battlefield and
the media”.
“Al-Qaeda is in danger of becoming a loose affiliation of local
groups” that could transform from
“an underground terrorist movement to a collection of competing
organisations”, Soufan, a US-based
think-tank, said in an online posting.
US National Security Council
spokesman Ned Prince said, “Wuhayshi’s death removes from the
battlefield an experienced terrorist
leader and brings us closer to degrading and ultimately defeating
these groups.”
However, experts said that while
Wuhayshi’s death represents a setback for al-Qaeda, this does not necessarily translate to a blow against
global jihadism, with ISIS set to
benefit from any weakening in alQaeda’s position.
Mathieu Guidere, an expert on Islamic groups at France’s University
of Toulouse, told Agence FrancePresse (AFP): “The more al-Qaeda is
weakened, the more jihadist fight-

ers join ISIS. On the other hand,
the more ISIS is attacked, the more
there will be a return of fighters to
al-Qaeda.”
As for al-Qaeda’s franchise in
Yemen, it has already named a
new leader and could bounce back
quickly.
“His [Wuhayshi’s] death is no
doubt a big blow for AQAP, but it
seems to have been prepared for
this moment, swiftly naming another highly influential figure, Qasim
al-Raymi, to succeed him,” Islamic
group and terrorism analyst Murad
Batal al-Shishani told BBC Arabic.
“Compared to other al-Qaeda
franchises, AQAP is the one with the
deepest bench,” said Olivier Guitta,
managing director of security and
risk consultancy GlobalStrat.

Wuhayshi’s role
within al-Qaeda
extended far beyond
Yemen
Although Wuhayshi “is a loss” for
the branch, “it can rebound quickly”, he said.
AQAP has seen a resurgence
following the conflict in Yemen,
benefiting from escalating sectarian tensions in the southern Arabian peninsula state after months
of fighting between loyalists of the
country’s government-in-exile and
Iran-backed Houthi rebels.
AQAP has used the conflict to
consolidate its presence on the
central Hadramawt governorate,
including seizing the provincial
capital, Mukalla. The group appears
well organised and has been able to
overcome the deaths of other senior
leaders in recent months, including
religious official Harith al-Nadhari,
spokesman Ibrahim al-Rubaish and

Yemeni al-Qaeda chief Nasir Wuhayshi
military officer Nasser al-Ansi.
Despite this, ISIS is seeking to
challenge al-Qaeda’s presence in the
southern Arabian state, carrying out
attacks on Shia mosques in Sana’a.
At least 31 people were killed on
June 17th and dozens wounded in
five simultaneous bombings targeting mosques in the Yemeni capital.
The attacks came three months after 142 people were killed in similar
attacks in Sana’a.
ISIS claimed responsibility for
both attacks.
ISIS’s entry into the conflict in

Yemen could allow AQAP to present
itself as the more moderate jihadist
option in the conflict-riven state.
Some parties are viewing AQAP as
“moderate and can be dealt with
compared with the barbarism of
ISIS”, said Guidere.
The al-Qaeda organisation in
Yemen condemned the ISIS attack
on Shia mosques in Sana’a, issuing
a statement insisting, “We abide by
the instructions of Sheikh Ayman
al-Zawahiri to avoid targeting
mosques and markets … to protect
the lives of innocent Muslims.”

The problem with targeted killings,
or the 8-cent solution

View poi nt
Claude Salhani

I

n the murky world of
terrorism and counterterrorism, of espionage and
counter-espionage where
often life unfolds in various
shades of black and white
and grey, killing an enemy is
often given more “acceptable”
euphemisms. Rather than simply
saying “kill”, those in the
business of killing tend to use
different terminology.
For example, the phrase “terminate with extreme prejudice”
originated in the early 1960s as
part of the US Army and the CIA’s
campaign in south-east Asia as
the United States sought to find
an end to the Vietnam War. The
phrase was popularised in the
movie Apocalypse Now.
For the people ordering these
killings perhaps that makes it
somewhat easier on their conscience. However, no matter
what you call it, the killing of an
individual by a state remains an
assassination.
Richard Belfield, the author
of a book on political assassinations, writes that targeted killings
have been a standard method of
advancing foreign policy since the
beginning of time.
What also remains the same
is the outcome of such acts. For
the most part, targeted killings,
be they by a trained assassin,
a team of killers or by drones

Often, almost as soon as
the target is removed, he
or she is replaced

controlled from thousands of
miles away where the technician
at the control panel or joystick
may feel more like he is playing
some video game than actually
killing people, the results rarely
vary.
Often, almost as soon as the
target is removed, he or she is
replaced, usually within a very
short time and often by someone
more radical, more extreme and
more lethal.
In the history of revolutions and
counter-revolutions, possibly the
one exception of removing someone instrumental to the movement
was the assassination of South
American charismatic revolutionary icon Che Guevara by the CIA.
But as decolonisation movements began to evolve, the kneejerk reaction of colonisers was to
eliminate the leaders of those in-

dependence-seeking movements.
Rather than kill the movement,
this only helped fuel the flames of
the revolution.
When Algerian nationalists began their campaign for independence, French authorities initiated a
campaign to eliminate the leadership of the liberation movements.
While it certainly hampered the resistance, the end result remained
the same: Those who were assassinated were replaced and the revolution continued. The killings even
gave the movement a certain aura
of accomplishment and something
all revolutions need: martyrs.
In the 1970s and ’80s when the
Palestine Liberation Organisation
(PLO) was operating out of Beirut,
Israel’s intelligence network did
not hesitate to target and “terminate with extreme prejudice”
numerous high-ranking members

Also show business. Still photo from SEAL Team Six:
The Killing of Osama bin Laden.

Killing an
enemy
is often
given more
“acceptable”
euphemisms

of the group. Although many
higher-echelon PLO leaders were
killed by Mossad, the Israeli secret
service, that did not stop the PLO
from pursuing its objectives.
And this brings us to today
where the practice of targeted
killing has been used in Iraq by US
forces, and again we see that it has
not slowed the resistance, which,
to the contrary, picked up new
recruits while opposition to the US
presence in Iraq kept growing.
It was once said that assassination was an inexpensive method
of getting rid of an opponent,
with the average price of a bullet
estimated at about 8 cents. As the
preferred method has shifted from
the revolver to high-tech drones,
the price is now closer to $80,000
per hit.
The use of drones to kill suspected terrorists in Pakistan and
Yemen has become the policy of
the Obama administration. This
allows the United States to appear
to pursue terrorists while avoiding
putting boots on the ground.
At times, however, nations feel
that the killing of a particular rebel
leader will ease the collective ire
a country faces, such was the case
of killing of the leader of al-Qaeda,
Osama bin Laden, by US Navy
SEALs.
Some countries, rather probably all countries, feel the need
to justify vengeance, pure and
simple. For the United States, killing bin Laden at that stage had no
real strategic value. It did serve a
purpose: It demonstrated that no
matter how long it takes, if you act
aggressively against the United
States, it will track you down and
it will kill you.
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Alawite dilemmas in the Syrian civil war
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

S

yria’s Alawite community
has enjoyed a privileged
status since the mid-1960s,
when one of their own,
Saleh Jadid, seized power
in a military coup. He was followed
by another Alawite officer, Hafez
Assad, who took power in 1970
and promoted Alawites to high
positions in the military and intelligence services.
Assad also helped raise the socioeconomic status of the community
by ensuring that many Alawites became “business partners” to Sunni
Muslim merchants who benefited
from his “corrective movement”
that reined in the socialist excesses
of the mid-1960s.

The dilemma for the
Alawites is that
surrender is not an
option
Yet today, the Alawites are in
jeopardy of not only losing their
status but also their heads, as antiregime rebels, particularly those
associated with the Islamic State
(ISIS) or al-Qaeda, brand them as
heretics and routinely execute
Alawite prisoners. Many Alawites
blame Syrian President Bashar Assad for bringing them to this point
and for the deaths of their sons and
brothers in the battlefield but are
afraid to move against him because
the regime remains their ultimate
protector.
In 1947, historian Albert Hourani, who became an eminent scholar
at Oxford University, published a
book called Minorities in the Arab
World. In his chapter on Syria, he
described the Alawites, who follow an offshoot of Shia Islam, as
“an isolated, backward peasantry,

tenacious of its individuality, ruled
by feudal lords”. Given their poor
conditions, Alawites saw the military as their way to advance in society, and many of their young men
entered the military academies in
the post-World War II era.
Having reached the pinnacle of
power a couple of decades later,
the Alawites, once poor sharecroppers in the mountains of western
Syria and maids and servants to
Sunni Muslim merchant families
in the cities, made sure they would
not lose their new status. Hafez Assad, in addition to courting Sunni
businessmen, also made alliances
with Syria’s other minority groups
to broaden his support.
When Alawite rule was opposed
in the late 1970s and early 1980s
by the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, who fomented violence
against the regime, Hafez Assad’s
response was brutal, including levelling much of the city of Hama in
1982, resulting in at least 10,000
deaths.
His son, Bashar Assad, a political
neophyte when he came to power
in 2000, is not as cunning. The protests against him in 2011 morphed
into a civil war.
Unable to trust the Syrian conscript army whose many Sunni
Muslim soldiers defected to the
rebels, Assad and the regime have
had to rely more and more on
Alawite soldiers, or units that are
predominantly Alawite, to do the
fighting.
But this reliance on the community has taken a heavy toll. One
Alawite villager told a Western
journalist in April that “every day
there are at least 30 men returned
from the front lines in coffins”
and that the women dress only in
mourning black.
In addition, there are reports of
military recruiters raiding homes
in the predominantly Alawite
province of Latakia looking for replacements for the regime’s dwin-

A car bomb explosion, in April in the majority Alawite neighbourhood of Hay al-Arman, in Homs.
dling ranks. Many Alawites feel
squeezed between the rebels and
the regime.
The dilemma for the Alawites
is that surrender is not an option.
They fear the Sunni extremists will
massacre them, and they do not
trust overtures by extremist leaders. In a May 27th interview with Al
Jazeera, al-Nusra Front leader Abu
Mohammad al-Jolani stated that if
the Alawites “drop their weapons,
disavow Assad, do not send their
men to fight for him and return to
Islam, then they are our brothers”.
He added that the Alawite sect had
“moved outside the religion of God
and of Islam”.

Al-Jolani in essence was calling
for the Alawites to renounce their
faith, and perhaps, only then, will
they be spared. Confronted with
such extremist views, it is not surprising that many Alawites believe
they might as well fight to the bitter
end.
It has long been rumoured that
Alawite leaders may have a Plan B,
which is to retreat to their mountainous stronghold in Latakia if Damascus falls to the rebels. And the
reason why they keenly want to
hold on to the city of Homs in central Syria, according to this rumour,
is because it is on the land route
from Damascus to Latakia.

An Alawite mini-state in Latakia
would be far from ideal, but if the
Alawites can also control the coast
of Latakia, giving them access to
the Mediterranean, and can be assured of outside support, perhaps
from Iran and Russia (which still
has a naval base in Tartus in Latakia
province), then they might survive.
In this scenario, Syria, sadly, would
become even more of a broken
state than it already is.
Gregory Aftandilian is an associate
of the Middle East Center at the
University of MassachusettsLowell and is a former US State
Department Middle East analyst.

Fears of sectarian bloodbath in Syria
View poi nt

Gareth Smyth

Berlin

F

ormer Reuters correspondent Khaled
Yacoub Oweis, perhaps
the agency’s most
experienced Middle East
operator, is ensconced
in the swish offices of the Institute
for Security and International
Affairs, a German think-tank.
It’s Berlin but his wall has paintings by Syrian artist Fadi Yazigi
and his smartphone bleeps with
messages and calls from Syria, from
where he was expelled in 2011 as
acting Reuters bureau chief. Oweis
had lived in Damascus for six years
after spending 2003-05 mainly in
Iraq.
His research papers on Syria
cover local ceasefires, the effects
of the US bombing of the Islamic
State (ISIS) and the fractured opposition to President Bashar Assad.
Oweis is currently examining rural
Sunnis — the “backbone”, he says,
both of peaceful protests in 2010-11
and now of the anti-Assad forces —
but he also keeps an eye on Syria’s
minorities.
Oweis says Syria’s Christians and
Kurds have made themselves vulnerable by supporting the Alawiteled regime established by Assad’s
father, Hafez, in 1970.
“Take the Christians,” he said.
“At the start of the revolt, Michel

We haven’t seen a
sectarian bloodbath but
that doesn’t mean it won’t
happen

Kilo [Christian writer and political
prisoner] said: ‘All we have to do is
stay neutral, at least show a gesture:
If a protester dies, go to the wake’.
“But by and large, the Christians
didn’t do this. Many joined regime
militias and now, if the tide goes
against Assad, I don’t think the
Christians have a bright future.”
So far, Oweis argues, the backlash is muted. “You haven’t seen
large-scale massacres of Christians
or Druze — Alawites are a different
story — even by Jabhat al-Nusra,
the al-Qaeda branch. In Idlib [city
in north-west Syria captured by
rebels in March], there has been no
mass exodus of Christians. Given
the scale of the minorities’ support
for the regime, we haven’t seen a
sectarian bloodbath but that doesn’t
mean it won’t happen.”
The Christians’ predicament
results, says Oweis, from decades
of the Assad regime’s security
penetration of the church and its
involvement of Christians in corruption. “The Christians lost land
[to Alawites] in many places but
regime figures also often employed
a Christian banker or lawyer to help
with their ‘business’,” he said. “So
many Christians acquired wealth by
illegitimate means.”
Collaboration has been less
marked with the Druze. “I visited
Sweida [mainly Druze city near Jordan] in 2007. When I looked at the
Syrian artillery, it wasn’t pointed at
the border. It was pointed directly at
Sweida,” Oweis said.
The Ba’ath Party’s manipulation
of minorities makes Oweis impatient about talk internationally of
its rule as “secular”. “In the 1980s,
Hafez Assad killed and expelled
thousands of Sunnis but he also
purged leftists and secularists,” he

said. “Riad al-Turk, a secular Sunni,
spent nearly 18 years in solitary
confinement.”
Centrally, the regime has fostered
Alawite sectarianism. Oweis cites
Aref Dalila, an economist and political prisoner from 2002 until 2008,
as a brave exception, saying, “If he
had stayed they would have killed
him as they probably killed AbdulAziz Khayyer [an Alawite dissident],
who has disappeared.”
The Assad regime has also tried
to exploit the Kurds, particularly
through the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK) and its Syrian offshoot,
the Democratic Union Party (PYD).
The target, says Oweis, is Kurds
wanting to join the wider Syrian
opposition.
“When the revolt broke out,
[Kurdish dissident] Mashaal Tammo
said the Kurds should be part of an
inclusive, democratic Syria.
He told me the blood of a Damascene killed by the security forces
was the same as the blood of a Kurd
killed in Hasakah,” Oweis says. “He
joined Walid al-Bunni and Haitham
Maleh [both Arab Sunnis] in calling
the National Salvation conference
in 2011, which was to be held in

If the tide
goes against
Assad, I don’t
think the
Christians
have a bright
future

Syrian Orthodox Christian parade in
Damascus in April.

Qaboun [a district of Damascus] in
a wedding hall until the security
forces killed 14 people.
“The PKK, or PYD, was opportunistic. After Tammo was assassinated
in 2011, it took over Kurdish areas.
In exchange for the regime pulling
out, they cracked down on antiAssad demonstrations and expelled
non-PYD Kurdish activists. But the
PYD’s Kurdish ‘over-reach’, in a
mixed city like Ras El-Ain, prompted an invasion by Arab tribes. It also
helped ISIS gain Arab recruits and
the result was the displacement of
hundreds of thousands of Kurds to
Turkey or Iraqi Kurdistan.”
Oweis says progress in Syria requires agreement to remove Assad,
both to curb Sunni extremism and
persuade minorities to stop cooperating with the regime.
“The symbol of humiliation for
the Sunnis is Assad, and the longer
he’s there, the more there will be
militancy,” Oweis says. “Once the
minorities get a signal that the
international community wants
to remove Assad — for example if
President [Barack] Obama says,
‘One more chlorine attack or barrel
bomb and we’ll unleash our air
force’ — then they’ll stop supporting Assad.”
The one place left for a transitional government, says Oweis,
is Syria’s 3,000-year-old capital.
“If you preserve Damascus and
establish a central government with
money and support, people might
start switching. There may still be a
slim chance to save Syria,” he said.
Gareth Smyth has covered Middle
Eastern affairs for 20 years and
was chief correspondent for the
Financial Times in Tehran from
2003-07.
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Kurds assert identity in changed environment
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

H

istory has fed political
mistrust of Kurds at
home as well as of the
Kurdish diaspora outside national borders
for Turks, Arabs and Persians. With
their nomadic tribal roots, Kurds
have never been at peace, and their
aspirations for political freedom
and self-determination have proven difficult to achieve.
Kurdish history is etched with rebellion and uprisings against reigning powers: The last century saw
more than 20 Kurdish uprisings
and revolts in Turkey, Syria, Iraq
and Iran — all countries in which
Kurds have historically constituted
the largest ethnic minority group.
Rather than resulting in political emancipation, these uprisings
usually ended in even greater topdown enforced political isolation
and repression. But circumstances
may be changing as Kurds are propelled into the front line of developments in Syria and Turkey, as
well as Iraq, where they have effectively carved out an autonomous
island of stability in an increasingly
polarised state.

Kurds have come to
assume the role of a
pro-Western,
moderate ethnic
minority
Kurds have come to assume the
role of a pro-Western, moderate
ethnic minority whose motivation and reliability make them the
partner of choice in the war against
the Islamic State (ISIS) leading the
United States to reverse its policy
of banning direct arms transfers to

the Kurdish Regional Government
(KRG) in Iraq.
Alongside better arming the pershmerga against ISIS, the United
States is also hoping to curtail opportunities for Iran to deepen its
influence with Iraqi Kurdistan. Iran
is known to have developed close
relations with the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), the party of Iraqi
Kurdistan President Masoud Barzani. Bypassing Baghdad altogether, the United States is supporting
a multinational effort to arm and
train the pershmerga.

The United States is
supporting a
multinational effort
to arm and train the
pershmerga
The Iraqi central government
has been unwilling to comply with
KRG requests for weapons because
it no longer trusts a leadership that
cuts Baghdad out of oil receipts,
continues to entertain the idea of
state succession and has plans to
grab disputed territories — such as
Kirkuk — and absorb them into Iraqi
Kurdistan.
Kurds in northern Syria are carving out an autonomous region
modelled on the KRG in Iraq. Within months of the start of the uprising in Syria, government buildings
in Kurdish-dominated areas hoisted the Kurdish flag and Kurdish
parties formed committees to take
over governmental functions.
It is unsurprising that Syrian
Kurds are looking to emulate Iraqi
Kurds: The Kurdish Supreme Committee and its armed wing, the People’s Protection Units came into
being after Barzani brokered an
agreement between the Democratic Union Party (PYD), a left-leaning
Syrian Kurdish party affiliated with
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK)

Fighters carry Kurdish flags in Tal Abyad.
in Turkey, and the Kurdish National
Council, a coalition of Syrian Kurdish parties created with the backing
of Barzani as a Kurdish response to
the Syrian National Council.
Needless to say, Turkey is keeping a close eye on developments in
Kurdish-dominated northern Syria
that could threaten its peace process with the PKK, which warned
Turkey against intervening in the
Syrian Kurdish region, stating that
it was prepared to join the fight
alongside Syrian Kurds and spread
the fight deep into Kurdish areas of
Turkey.
Kurds in Turkey have been unhappy at the government policy
of reportedly supporting Islam-

ist groups such as al-Nusra Front,
which have fought Kurdish groups,
as well as not doing enough to support Kurdish fighters taking on
ISIS close to the Syrian-Turkish
border.
The targeting of PKK camps and
positions near the Syria-Turkish
border by the Turkish Air Force
demonstrated that the ISIS threat
will not alter the Turkish position
vis-à-vis the PKK and its activities.
But the surprise ascension of the
left-leaning Peoples’ Democratic
Party (HDP), which is essentially a
Kurdish party, to the Turkish parliament with 80 seats will bolster
the political position of Turkish
Kurds.

While intra-Kurdish rivalries and
disagreements on the future of the
Kurdish people are unlikely to disappear, the emerging environment
has provided Kurds a common rallying cause and an opportunity to
position themselves in Iraq, Syria
and Turkey to achieve as much of
their political demands as possible
locally and at the same time to support those of Kurds elsewhere.
Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai
and maintains a cross-disciplinary
focus in international security,
defence policy and strategic
issues. He is an alumnus of Royal
Holloway, King’s College London,
and Cranfield University.

The Druze quandary in the Middle East

View poi nt

Martin Jay

T

he Druze in the Middle
East are in a quandary.
Until now, they have
managed to stay out of
the Syrian war, those
in the country aligned
traditionally with the Assad
dynasty and had been loyal to the
present Syrian regime.
Yet the recent killing of 20 of
their people by an al-Qaeda
offshoot, al-Nusra Front, could be
a tipping point in both Syrian
President Bashar Assad’s grip on
the country and Druze neutrality,
with far-reaching implications in
the region, especially Lebanon.
The recent incident throws a
spotlight on a subject largely
ignored by Western media: the
rise of Nusra as a fighting force in
the complicated matrix-like Syria
war.
In recent weeks, a number of
small, but important, battles have
been won by “opposition”
fighters in Syria, sparking a
frenzy of speculation that the
Assad regime is slowly keeling.
It’s not just the battles lost
though. All over the country
posters urging men to join the
regime army are festooned on
walls, bus stops and public
buildings. But there’s one
element of the recruitment drive
being noticed by even Assad’s
most loyal followers: the lack
of minorities joining.

Christian and Druze
communities are feeling
more alienated

Christian and Druze communities are feeling more alienated.
Many Druze in Syria feel as
though their villages and mountains have become “no man’s
land” — as Assad recently failed
to protect them, concentrating
on fighting a new front he is
drawing up east of Damascus.
And so to be loyal to Assad, yet
remain unarmed by him, presents the Druze with a vexing
question: How many more lives
can be lost before they take up
arms, not only to defend themselves but to attack aggressors?
In Lebanon’s border regions
where isolated Christian communities faced a similar threat in
2014, it was Hezbollah who
armed them.
In the case of the Druze in
Syria, it will be the Shia movement’s most wretched enemy,
Israel, which might step forward,
largely due to historical loyalty
and the many Druze in Israel.
There are about 135,000 Druze
in Israel who have fought
alongside Israelis, serving in the
military, even aspiring to highlevel command positions. When
Israel took the Golan Heights in
1967, about 20,000 additional
Druze, residents of the area,
found themselves living in Israeli
territory. But, unlike their
Israeli-Druze brethren, most of
the Golan Heights Druze stayed
loyal to Hafez Assad’s regime and
refused to accept Israeli citizenship.
And so the Druze of Syria, it
could be argued, are at odds with
their cousins living in Israel, as
the latter’s regime indulges itself,
like Washington, in the simplified, naïve fable that Assad’s

removal is the solution to the
region’s woes.
Yet if Assad won’t arm Syrian
Druze, who are they to turn to?
Accepting arms and support
from Israel makes things terribly
complicated in a war that, at
times, confuses even those in it.
Despite Israel being the archenemy of Hezbollah in Lebanon,
the Shia movement is fighting in
Syria alongside Assad’s army, the
very same al-Qaeda outfit that
murdered the Druze: Nusra.
If the Druze formed an alliance

If Assad
won’t arm
Syrian Druze,
who are they
to turn to?

with Israel it would be very
tricky to steer through all the
sectarian hatred to reach the
common goal of hitting Nusra,
which, indirectly, is being
funded by Washington and
whose wounded fighters seek
help in Israeli hospitals in the
Golan Heights.
And here’s why the Druze
leader Walid Jumblatt in Lebanon chooses his words very
carefully, plays down the Nusra
attack in Syria and recently told
Druze leaders who met in Beirut
that they “don’t need Israel”. If
such an alliance was to be
formed and it was not approved
(informally) by Hezbollah, then
the Druze community in Lebanon would be in the firing line
from the Shia movement.
Essentially, it’s a nightmare
scenario for Jumblatt and his
people.
Recently, reports emerged that
he was finding a solution for the
Druze in Syria. One wonders if he
is alluding to Hezbollah providing them with arms — an act that
keeps them friends with Assad,
gives the means to fight Sunni
extremists but yet protects them
as well.
Jumblatt said earlier in the
year: “I warned them several
times that they only have two
choices: either join the revolution or isolate themselves. But
this is not working.”
Martin Jay is the Middle East
correspondent for the United
Kingdom’s Daily Mail based in
Beirut plus the English language
editor of the Lebanese daily An
Nahar. Follow him on Twitter: @
MartinRJay.
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Shaky Palestinian unity at risk?
Dominique Roch

Beirut

T

he resumption of peace
talks between Israel and
the Palestinians was not
the only item on the agenda of French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius in Ramallah
and Jerusalem.
True, Fabius wanted to know,
behind closed doors, whether the
Israeli leadership would accept international sponsorship for peace
talks, should such negotiations resume.
The Palestinians were not surprised by Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu’s rejection of
the French proposals, for the Israeli
prime minister has been a vocal critic of the relatively new Palestinian
strategy of resorting to the international community to diplomatically
fight the 48-year-old Israeli occupation of East Jerusalem, the West
Bank and the ongoing blockade on
Gaza.

Palestinian officials
in Ramallah suspect
the Israelis are
negotiating with
Hamas
“Clearly, [Netanyahu] prefers a
tête-à-tête with us that can drag on
forever and that will allow him to
impose his diktat without being reminded of the international law and
resolutions, such as the illegality of
the Jewish settlements in occupied
Palestinian land,” a Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO) official
said.
But Fabius did not leave the region totally empty-handed. Following his Ramallah meeting with
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, he declared that the next Palestinian cabinet would not include
parties that do not recognise Israel
or refuse to renounce violence, in a

reference to Hamas.
The satisfaction displayed by Fabius might sound awkward at a time
when there are reports of indirect
contacts between Israel and Hamas
aimed at strengthening the current
truce and softening the blockade on
Gaza. According to senior Palestinian officials, such talks are being
mediated by Qatar. A special Qatari
envoy named Mohammed al-Emadi
is shuttling between Gaza and Israel with the stated aim of helping
with the reconstruction of battered neighbourhoods in the Gaza
Strip. Some $500 million have been
pledged by Qatar in 2013 following
two previous wars on Gaza.
The contacts between Hamas and
Israel aim apparently at strengthening the ceasefire in Gaza. The Israeli blockade would be eased and
Israel would recognise de facto the
Islamist movement rule in Gaza, laments privately a senior Palestinian
official in Ramallah who spoke on
condition of not being further identified.
This, of course, would weaken
the Ramallah leadership, though
consolidating the Gaza truce is good
news for the strip, as donors were
reluctant to fund the reconstruction
of neighbourhoods that might be
destroyed by Israel in future fighting.
In any case, Palestinian officials
in Ramallah suspect the Israelis are
negotiating with Hamas an extension of the truce to the West Bank.
Hamas would have to stop all armed
actions there as well. This might
also give a say to Hamas in the West
Bank.
The news of such Israeli-Hamas
contacts, which weaken Abbas’s
authority, have irked the latter to
the point that he willingly accepted
a request by Prime Minister Rami
Hamdallah to reshuffle the existing so-called national unity cabinet with the aim of having national
elections within six months.
The latest resignation move by
the outgoing Palestinian prime minister — yet not officially confirmed

— was aimed at getting rid of a few
ministers he did not get along with,
starting with his finance minister.
Abbas, who wants to terminate the
relationship with Hamas, apparently accepted the resignation, but any
reshuffle might come at a high cost,
warn many Palestinian members of
the PLO Executive Committee, the
highest executive Palestinian body
to which Hamas is no party.

Abbas wants to
terminate the
relationship with
Hamas
They point out that Hamas has
threatened not to recognise any
new Palestinian cabinet that will
not be set with its approval. “This
reshuffle will be the last nail in the
coffin of Palestinian national unity,”
a senior PLO official said as the next
cabinet might be representative of
the West Bank only. The link with
Gaza — already separated geographically from the West Bank by
Israeli territory — would be severed
politically.
For the time being, the Palestinian political scene seems fragmented as other Palestinian organisations within the PLO, such as the
secular leftist Democratic Front for
the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP)
and the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), are
asking Abbas for a new national
unity cabinet that will also include
Hamas.
Abbas might also expect trouble
from the friends of Mohammed
Dahlan, his arch-rival within Fatah.
The former head of a powerful Palestinian security apparatus in Gaza
left Ramallah a few years ago for
the Emirates, after being charged
by Abbas of corruption among
other things. He remains popular
in Gaza, especially among Fatah
members of the Palestinian legislative council.
Despite the current potential for
inner political fragmentation, there

France’s Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius attends a joint news
conference with Palestinian Foreign Minister Riyad al-Malki.
is one piece of good news.
It is with the backing of all Palestinian parties that a delegation led
by Foreign Minister Riyad al-Malki
headed to The Hague to submit
three files of information to the International Criminal Court, hoping
it will decide to investigate alleged

Israeli war crimes regarding Jewish
settlements, the treatment of Palestinian prisoners and the 2014 war
against Gaza.
Dominique Roch is a regular
analyst and special correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

Tobacco prices up as smuggling tunnels are almost out
Saud Abu Ramadan

Rafah

A

bu Mansour spent the
night of June 15th hauling shipments of smuggled cigarettes and other
tobacco from a furtive
tunnel in the Gaza Strip.
The skinny, short man appeared
unfazed when gunshots and blasts
echoed from across the border.
The Egyptian Army has mounted
an extensive campaign to destroy
tunnels that act as lifelines for all
kinds of goods to the Gaza Strip on
the eastern Mediterranean. Private
homes and installations built in a
1-kilometre area on the Egyptian
side of the border have been razed
over the past two years to hamper
smuggling, which Egypt and Israel
say bolsters the rule of the militant
Hamas in the coastal enclave.
Trade through the tunnels began months after Israel imposed a
blockade following Hamas’ violent
2007 takeover of the Gaza Strip.
That caused severe shortages of
supplies, such as medicine, food
and fuel used to generate electricity.
Business through the tunnels
flourished after Egyptian president
Hosni Mubarak was ousted in 2011
but declined after his successor,
Muslim Brotherhood leader Muhammad Morsi, was removed.
Huge tunnels were once dug to
allow the passage of a variety of
goods, including food, fuel, refrigerators, television sets and even
bigger items such as tractors.
Militants also used the same
underground passages to bootleg
caches of weapons and ammuni-

tion. The tunnels being used now
are small, and the products are
packed into plastic tubes that run
from Egyptian territory to Gaza.
At least 10% of the existing “secret” tunnels are operational, while
the remaining 90% of the tunnels
have been destroyed, according to
sources in the business who insisted on anonymity.
Since cigarettes are heavily taxed
in Gaza, they have become popular
items to be smuggled into the enclave, where jobless youngsters sell
them on the street.
“Once upon a time, Rafah was a
hub for smuggling from Egypt to
Gaza,” sighed Abu Mansour, 40. He
used a pseudonym fearing retribution from Israel, which maintains
a tight grip on Gaza and its Hamas
rulers, who advocate Israel’s an-

nihilation. “But after the Egyptian
security campaign mounted, the
city of Sheikh Zowayed in the Sinai
peninsula, 6 kilometres east of the
border, has become the capital of
smuggling to Gaza,” noted the native of Rafah.

I know it’s a risky
business, but we
make good dough
In the wake of the crackdown,
smugglers mapped out new routes
and techniques to keep their businesses alive, he said. “We adapt to
all conditions by creating new tactics and tricks, either by digging new
tunnels or inventing new smuggling methods,” said Abu Mansour,
whose sole career has been smug-

Egyptian soldiers inspect a smuggling tunnel in the divided border
town of Rafah, along the border with the Hamas-run Gaza Strip.

gling cigarettes and other kinds of
tobacco.
Abu Mansour’s technique to cope
with the new realities is simple:
“We place a plastic tube in the tunnel with a narrow diameter, barely
enough to fit a pack of cigarettes,
so with its length, the tube can take
dozens of cigarette packs. Then, I
pull the tube out and collect the incoming shipment.”
On this night a friend of Abu
Mansour’s suddenly climbed out of
the tunnel, saying he had spent 12
hours inside awaiting a shipment.
The man, who declined to be identified, said he did not fear being in a
pit and that all he cared for was the
financial gain.
“The profit we make inspires us
to continue smuggling,” he said. “I
know it’s a risky business, but we
make good dough.”
But across Gaza, some merchants
complain that the destroyed tunnels, tightened Egyptian security
measures and the smaller underground passages from Egypt have
brought their businesses to a virtual
standstill.
Ahmed el-Hamms, a 40-yearold tobacco street vendor for more
than seven years, said he was barely
making ends meet these days.
“Cigarette prices doubled, compared with three years ago,” he said.
“When the tunnel business started,
we made a good profit, but after the
Egyptian security campaign, it all
dried up.”
Unemployment hit a record 43%
under the tight Israeli blockade after Hamas’ takeover of the enclave
from the moderate Palestine National Authority. Hundreds of Gaza
residents, who became jobless after
the Israeli siege that banned its inhabitants from working in the Jew-

ish state, turned to street vending,
mainly selling cigarettes.
“Selling cigarettes is no longer a
good business because prices are
expensive for both the vendors and
consumers,” said Hamms, as he lifted a box filled with smuggled packs
of cigarettes.
“I hope I can have a decent job
other than selling smuggled cigarettes.”
Local tobacco merchants said one
pack of smuggled cigarettes costs
them about $2.50 and it is sold at triple that amount. Before the Israeli
siege, a pack of imported cigarettes
sold at 33 cents.
Kamal Salem, a Gaza City tobacco
store owner, said “cigarette smuggling has never really stopped completely. It only goes through phases,
or difficult times, when Egyptian
authorities confiscate cigarette
shipments.”

I hope I can have a
decent job other
than selling
smuggled cigarettes
A senior Finance Ministry official
in Gaza said another hurdle in that
business was the hefty taxes collected by the Hamas government
“to ease its cash crunch”.
Economic expert Moeen Rajab
said merchants were also to blame,
adding, “They buy huge quantities of cigarettes and other tobacco
products at low prices and store
them until prices jump to maximise
their profit.”
Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza,
is an Arab Weekly correspondent
who has been covering the IsraeliPalestinian conflict for 28 years.
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One dove and a cast of hawks

US Republican presidential contenders stake out stances

Gregory Aftandilian

W

ith the exception US
Senator Rand Paul of
Kentucky, all of the
Republican
presidential contenders
for the 2016 election hold positions
on Iraq and Syria considerably more
hawkish than that of the Obama administration. However, only one
such contender has specified the
number of US troops he would introduce to the battle; the rest speak
in generalities, avoiding specifics
as they assess the winds of public
opinion.
Most of the Republican candidates have pounced on US President Barack Obama for being “ineffective” in addressing the threat
from the Islamic State (ISIS). They
have generally adopted a common
position: Obama should have kept
a residual US military force in Iraq;
he underestimated the ISIS threat;
continued instability in Iraq is allowing Iran to exert even greater
influence in Iraq; the US training
mission of moderate rebels in Syria
is inadequate; and Obama lacks a
real strategy.
The challenge for the Republican
candidates is to offer more than
criticism of Obama’s policies and
distinguish themselves from their
competitors for the party’s nomination.

The most hawkish of
the candidates is
Senator Lindsey
Graham
Although former Florida governor Jeb Bush has been scoring
rather low in opinion polls, he has
raised substantial donations from
the Republican establishment and
is considered by many pundits
to be the front runner. It is thus
no surprise that Bush’s Republican competitors were happy to

see him fumble when asked about
his brother’s 2003 Iraq war. In the
course of one week, Bush enunciated at least three different positions on that war, providing fodder
to his competitors to show that he
was out of his league when it came
to foreign policy.
After shaking up his campaign
staff, Bush is now trying to stay on a
consistent message
The most hawkish of the candidates is Senator Lindsey Graham
of South Carolina, who regularly
calls for US military intervention in
world crises.

Bush is now trying to
stay on a consistent
message
On May 18th, he said he would
send 10,000 US troops to Iraq, adding ominously that the longer ISIS is
“allowed to survive in Iraq and Syria, the more likely they are to attack
us here at home”. In June he said he
didn’t blame the Iraqi army for “not
joining us after we cut and ran on
them” — a clear swipe at Obama for
withdrawing troops from Iraq and
at US Secretary of Defense Ashton
Carter’s position that the Iraqi army
lacks the will to fight.
The most flamboyant Republican contender, businessman Donald Trump, avoided the issue of
US “boots on the ground”, saying
instead that he would use US air
power to “blast the hell out of that
oil” that ISIS is selling.
Other Republican candidates are
short on specifics. Governor Scott
Walker of Wisconsin stated in early
June that it was not necessary to
send US combat troops to Iraq now,
but he “would not rule out boots on
the ground” — even in Syria — in the
future.
Rick Perry, former governor of
Texas, says US troops on the ground
are needed to defeat ISIS, but he
hedges on the numbers. He also
claims that the United States “could

have stopped ISIS before they got
out of Syria” — another criticism
of Obama. Meanwhile, New Jersey
Governor Chris Christie backs a “coalition of the willing” to fight ISIS,
saying US allies in the region should
do more. Like Walker, Christie said
he did not think US combat troops
were needed at this time, but “you
can never rule anything out”.
Marco Rubio, the young senator from Florida, echoes this view,
saying he would keep all options,
including the use of US ground
troops, on the table.
Standing alone on these issues is
Paul, who long has been critical of
US military intervention abroad, a
reflection of his libertarian views.
On ISIS, he argues that there should
be “Arab boots on the ground” as
opposed to US troops because vital US national interests are not at
stake.
Paul’s comments drew a sharp
rebuke from Perry, who described
Paul as “ignoring the chaos that has
engulfed Iraq” and criticised him
for “drawing his own red line along
the water’s edge, creating a giant
moat where superpowers can retire
from the world”.

The majority of
Republican voters
are more in tune
with the hawks
Republican presidential contenders certainly are reading opinion
polls, some of which suggest that
a slight majority of Americans now
favour US military intervention to
fight ISIS. But Paul is counting on
other polls that suggest a majority
of Americans are fearful of being
dragged into another quagmire.
Although Paul is likely to win a
significant share of Republican primary voters, it seems unlikely that
he will win the nomination. The
majority of Republican voters are
more in tune with the hawks — even
if the hawks are vague on specifics.

The 12 Republican candidates who have thrown their hat into the
2016 US presidential race.

US Congress could cut funds for Syrian rebels
Amal Mudallali

Washington

A

Syrian rebel who goes
by the name of Abu
Qays recently called the
US programme to train
Syrian rebels “a drop in
the ocean” that would not make a
“mark on the ground in Syria”.
But even this drop in the ocean
could shrink if the US Congress approves a House intelligence committee proposal to cut funding
for the covert CIA programme in
southern Syria. The scepticism that
many Syrian rebels have about the
programme is shared by some in
Congress who question the administration’s overall strategy.
The timing of the proposed cuts
could not be worse for the Syrian
rebels, as the tide seems to be turning against the regime’s forces in
the south.
This was demonstrated when the
Southern Front’s 1st Army overran
a major regime position, Brigade
52, “the most important brigade in
Deraa”, according to Faysal Itani
of the Rafik Hariri Center at the Atlantic Council. “The rebels are now
well-placed to advance on Sweida
province to the east,” said Itani, and
“threaten the regime’s supply lines
to its remaining southern outposts
and eventually attempt to capture
Deraa and advance on Damascus.”
The proposed cuts were revealed
when the Washington Post reported that the House intelligence
committee, whose hearings and

actions are strictly classified, “voted unanimously to cut as much as
20% of the classified funds flowing
into a CIA programme that US officials said had become one of the
agency’s largest covert operations,
with a budget approaching $1 billion a year”.
Itani considered the CIA programme to be “successful strategy” compared to the “ill-conceived train-and-equip programme
against the Islamic State” and
advised that the United States increase support for a “coherent and
effective southern insurgency”.
But Congress, at least, is not buying
that argument.
US Representative Adam Schiff,
D-Calif., told the Post “there is a
great deal of concern on a very bi-

Classified scepticism

partisan basis with our strategy in
Syria”, adding that there is growing
doubt the United States will be able
to “help shape the aftermath” of
Syria’s civil war.
Oubab Khalil, chief of staff for the
opposition’s Syrian Foreign Mission
to the United States, told The Arab
Weekly “instead of cutting funding we need to double down and
increase the training portion. It
is working very well and it keeps
Daesh (ISIS) and al-Nusra out”. He
said that his office will try to persuade Congress not to reduce funding.
Jeff White of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy, who
closely follows the Syrian civil war,
said that funding would have an
operational effect, with less money

for weapons, salaries, training and
operations. But most importantly,
he said, “it will have effect on the
psychology of the rebels. It will
send a message to the rebels about
the US as a reliable partner.”

CIA programme is
incompatible with
the US Defense
Department’s
train-and-equip
programme
This is not the first controversial
issue related to the US training programme. At the end of May, the Daily Beast reported that about 1,000
Syrian rebels threatened to withdraw from the programme because
of US demands that their training
and weapons be used against ISIS
and not against the regime or its
ally, Hezbollah.
On June 17th, the University of
Birmingham’s EA Worldview reported that “foreign officials” in
Amman asked the Southern Front
Coalition to halt the assault on alThala airport because “of the possible sensitivity of the Druze community to a rebel entry into Sweida”.
The rebels reportedly complied.
White said the incident “reinforces the previous message that the US
is not a reliable partner”.
The House bill, which advanced
on a 247-178 vote, has been sent to
the Senate, which must approve it
before it is sent to the White House
for the president’s signature. Even
then, the cuts would not go into ef-

fect until the fiscal year that begins
on October 1st.
The often-mentioned concern
that the weapons might fall into
the wrong hands is overblown,
a congressional source told The
Arab Weekly. The more legitimate
concern, he said, is that the CIA
programme is incompatible with
the US Defense Department’s trainand-equip programme.
“We are funding two incompatible programmes,” he said. “We
have to reconcile these two programmes. We need to figure out a
way to do it. Our goal is not to cut
the programme itself but to make it
compatible.”
But the Defense Department’s
programme also has been subject to
harsh criticism for being slow, having difficulty getting recruits and
then graduating only a handful.
At least one member of Congress
has spoken out against the cuts. Eliot Engel, D-N.Y., said, “I am afraid
we might be making a big mistake.”
Engel added, “This bill is not the
right place for us to be making decisions that have a major impact on
our Syria strategy.”
During the Group of Seven summit in June, US President Barack
Obama said, “We don’t have, yet, a
complete strategy” for confronting
ISIS.
For the CIA’s programme or any
other one to succeed, it needs to be
part of a comprehensive strategy.
That elusive goal seems far away.
Amal Mudallali is a Washingtonbased contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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Sunny prospects for Middle East energy
Mona Alami
Beirut

A

bundant sunshine provides Middle Eastern
countries with a significant competitive advantage in the race for solar
energy. Fluctuating hydrocarbon
prices combined with surging energy demand in Arab countries and
cheaper solar energy production
costs are encouraging new solar
power ventures in the region.
Sunlight, like hydrocarbons, is
plentiful in the Middle East. Saudi
Arabia, for example, has one of the
highest irradiation levels on Earth,
according to the website NatureAsia.
Despite this enormous potential, only a few countries in the region have tapped into this infinite
source of energy, something that
might change as the energy sector
undergoes significant shifts.
“Solar power is gaining momentum in the Middle East, where
many Arab countries fall on the solar sunbelt,” says Yumna Madi, a cofounder of Egypt-based Karm Solar,
which was established in 2011.

Investment in solar
projects will reach
$2.7 billion in the
Middle East and
North Africa (MENA)
region in 2015
A major obstacle to the development of solar energy in the Middle
East has been easy accessibility to
oil and natural gas. This largely explains why, in 2013, there were more
solar power plants in the small European state of Slovenia than in the
entire Middle East, according to the
Middle East Solar Industry Association (MESIA).
Until recently, oil-rich Arab coun-

tries could afford to heavily subsidise the petroleum sector, even at
the cost of decreasing profits. Saudi Arabia alone could have made
$43.8 billion in additional oil revenues in 2013 if not for its growing
domestic consumption, according
to an article by Vicente Lopez-Ibor
Mayor, former commissioner of the
National Energy Commission of
Spain and chairman of Lightsource
Renewable Energy, a European solar energy power company.
But with domestic budgets spiralling out of control, inefficient
energy policies are becoming more
difficult to sustain. In Saudi Arabia,
oil accounts for more than 65% of
all electricity production; in Kuwait
71%; in Lebanon 94%; and in Yemen 100%, according to Mayor.
“The fact that oil is subsidised
puts a bigger burden on regional oil
importing countries such as Egypt
and Jordan and Morocco, which are
pushing for solar energy projects.
There is a lot of interest in other
countries such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar and the UAE, which is financing
the Masdar City project,” Madi said.
Masdar City, managed by a subsidiary of the Abu Dhabi government, is an energy-efficient community powered by a 22-hectare
field of solar panels.
Among other factors contributing
to the growing interest in renewable energy is instability in oil markets, which in the past two years
has seen prices fluctuate from $100
to $45 a barrel. Uncertainty has an
adverse effect on power plant operators who rely on fossil fuels, making solar power even more attractive, given that sunshine is a highly
predicable energy source.
The declining price of solar systems is a further inducement.
“The installation costs of utilityscale solar PV (photovoltaic system) power plants have fallen from
roughly $7 per watt in 2008 to less
than $1.50 per watt. This amounts
to more than a 75% cost reduction.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon at Shams Solar Power Plant in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates.
It means that for the same budget
as a 10 megawatt (MW) solar PV
power even with the 45% drop in
oil prices witnessed in 2014, solar
power remains competitive,” says
the MESIA report.
This means that the price of the
electricity from the second phase of
the Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid
Al Maktoum solar park in Dubai,
which is scheduled to be online in
April 2017, is equivalent to burning
oil priced at about $20 per barrel.
“The price of solar energy is becoming at par with fossil fuel,” agrees
Madi.
Investment in solar projects will
reach $2.7 billion in the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA) region in
2015, according to figures provided

by MESIA. ”Jordan is one country leading the way,” says Madi, in
part through its feed-in-tariff programme, which promotes investment in and production of renewable energy sources by connecting
private producers to the national
electricity grid.
Jordan also has issued tenders for
a number of ground-mounted solar
projects that are projected to generate 300 gigawatt hours of clean
electricity, enough to power nearly
1 million households.
Egypt’s Ministry of Electricity has
kick-started a programme to develop 2,000MW large-scale solar PV
power projects, Madi said.
Saudi Arabia also is joining the
solar foray. Saudi Aramco an-

nounced it will invest in solar in
order to diversify the kingdom’s
energy sources. Investments worth
more than $100 billion are in the
pipeline, according to Mayor, with
the goal of generating one-third of
Saudi Arabia’s electricity by 2032.
In economic terms, harnessing
solar energy is simply a means for
Arab countries to exploit an unparalleled competitive advantage.
Instead of being laggards, Arab
countries could become leaders in
renewable energy.
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.

New energies offer solution to Jordan
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

O

f all the economic challenges facing Jordan,
its energy predicament
stands out as the most
pressing issue it needs to
handle to avoid fiscal woes spiralling out of control.
Jordan says it has lost $4 billion,
partly due to an influx of refugees
from Iraq and Syria and the fallout of
the “Arab spring” uprisings that toppled four Arab leaders in 2011. The
biggest blow, however, was dried up
oil supplies from Iraq and gas from
Egypt at preferential prices.
Jordan lacks the oil and gas wealth
of neighbouring petroleum-producing Gulf nations and imports 97% of
its oil and gas, accounting for almost
20% of its gross domestic product
(GDP).
That figure forced the government
to reconsider policies to include renewable energy in the form of solar
and wind power to offset a rising
budget deficit.

Jordan to become a
hub for renewable
energy projects in
the region
A national energy strategy was introduced to spur renewable energy
use from the current 2% to 20% by
2020. The strategy envisages spending $18 billion, which would mostly
come from financing by the European Union and the United States
— to increase Jordan’s reliance on
domestic energy resources to 40%
by 2020.
Jordan is blessed with more than

330 sunny days a year. Daily average solar irradiance on a horizontal
surface ranges from 5-7 kilowatts
per square metre, one of the highest
figures in the world.
With these factors in mind, the
kingdom’s launching of construction on the Middle East’s largest solar-run power plant is allowing Jordan to become a hub for renewable
energy projects in the region.

Jordan cancelled a round of tenders seeking bids by international
and local companies to build renewable energy projects with a total
capacity of 800MW due to grid constraints. Amman said the move was
taken after it did not receive grants
pledged by Gulf countries in 2014 for
grid expansion.

97%

Jordan is blessed
with more than 330
sunny days a year
The building of the $170 million
Shams Ma’an solar plant, with a generation capacity of 52.5 megawatts
(MW), is part of a plan for renewable
energy projects with a total capacity
of 500MW, Haydar Qammaz, Jordan
Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources spokesman, said. The plant,
which will produce about 160 gigawatt (GW) hours per year, was developed by a consortium of Diamond
Generating Europe Ltd., a subsidiary of the Mitsubishi Corporation;
Nebras Power Q.S.C., a subsidiary of
the Qatar Electricity & Water Company; and the Kawar Group. It is expected to start generating power in
September 2016.
“Early next year, agreements for
several solar and wind energy projects will be signed. The government
is heavily focusing on the renewable
energy sector, which has a great potential,” Qammaz said.
At the end of 2020, Jordan is expected to have renewable energy
projects with a capacity of 1,800MW
connected to the grid, according to
Qammaz, who added: “We are on
the right track in becoming a leader
in the region in renewable energy.”
“We need to see more projects in

of Jordan’s
oil and gas is
imported

(Photo: Nader Daoud)

A wind farm near Irbid province, north of Amman, Jordan.
the near future. We can do more in
this regard,” said Maher Matalka,
chairman of the Board of EDAMA,
a Jordanian Business Association,
which seeks innovative solutions
for energy and water independence.
“I am optimistic and hopeful that
we will see several renewable energy projects soon in Jordan, which
was the first in the region to have
renewable energy-tailored legislation.”
With Jordan’s sunny days and
wind speeds of 7.5-11.5 metres per
second in hilly areas, the country is
working on upgrading its national
energy strategy to increase the share
of renewable energy, said Ghaleb

Maabreh, secretary-general of the
Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources.
The strategy, which seeks to reduce energy-related imports from
97% to about 60% in five years, entails increasing the share of renewable energy to 10% by 2020.
“Specialised teams are revising
the strategy at present. We believe
there is more room for renewable
energy projects, and the upgraded
strategy will entail a higher share of
these projects to the overall mix,”
said Maabreh, stressing that the expansion of the grid’s capacity is crucial for the expansion in implementing such projects.

Transmission capacity in the
country stands at 3,200MW. Jordan has announced plans to add
1,800MW of renewable energy capacity by 2020.
A new tender is expected to be offered soon after China’s Hanergy
pledged more than $310 million to
Jordan during May’s World Economic Forum. Hanergy announced plans
to build solar and wind projects in
Jordan with a capacity of 1GW at a
cost of $1.5 billion.
“We want Jordan to go more solar,
said Ahmad Kofahi, head of the Jordan Environment Society.
“This is a green, clean source of
technology,” said Kofahi, noting
that technologies to generate power
from renewables are advancing and
leading to lower energy costs.
“Even businesses, households,
small entities and embassies are
opting for renewable energy, which
greatly reduces the burden on the
energy bill,” he concluded.
Raied T. Shuqum, based in Amman,
has reported on regional issues
since 1999.
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Saudi stock exchange opens
for foreign investors

Briefs
Kuwait expects oil
prices to rise
Oil prices are expected to extend a
rebound thanks to improved global
growth, a drop in stockpiles and
fewer drilling rigs, Kuwaiti Oil Minister Ali al-Omair said.
“We have reached a stage where a
drop in oil prices is unlikely,” he said
in a report published by the official
KUNA news agency.
The Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC),
which in June left its output target
unchanged, has seen a decline in
excess crude supply in the international market, which will push prices up, Omair said.
There has also been a drop in rig
count and crude inventories, he
added.
As a result of a production glut
and a weak global economy, crude
prices plummeted more than 60%
from June 2014 to January before
recovering part of the losses. Prices
have recovered to about $65 a barrel
for Brent crude.
Kuwait, a member of OPEC,
pumps about 2.8 million barrels of
oil a day.
(Agence France-Presse)

Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

D

espite a lukewarm start,
analysts say they are optimistic about the longterm prospects of Saudi
Arabia allowing direct
foreign investment in the Middle
East’s biggest stock exchange, Tadawul.
The June 15th opening comes
when the kingdom is seeking an
economic boost amid low oil prices
and a war in neighbouring Yemen.
At the end of the first day of trading, however, the capital expected
to be generated had not materialised, with foreign investors purchasing shares in just five of the
kingdom’s publicly traded firms.
Analysts attributed the slow start
to numerous restrictions, designed
to keep out small-time investors,
set by Saudi Arabia’s Capital Market
Authority (CMA).
The kingdom’s regulator limited
access to institutional investors
with minimum assets of $5 billion.
Qualified Foreign Investors (QFI)
must be approved and licensed by
the CMA.

Valued at more than
$585 billion,
Tadawul has the
largest market
capitalisation in the
Gulf region
Additional restrictions include a
5% cap on ownership of any company’s stock by a foreign investor
and a maximum of 20% ownership
by all QFIs and their clients, who
also have to be approved by the
CMA, while foreign ownership of
any company cannot exceed 49%.
These conditions were met with
a wait-and-see approach by some,
while other potential investors
were simply locked out administratively, with the Wall Street Journal
reporting: “Some institutions that
applied for a license from the Saudi
market regulator to buy shares have
yet to get one, while many others
just stayed away on valuation concerns. A lack of clarity over some of
the new rules was also a hindrance.”
However, analysts told The Arab

Tadawul Saudi Stock Exchange, in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.
Weekly the restrictions should not
be viewed as a long-term problem
for the Saudi stock market and potential investors.
“If you look at the overall ownership in the Saudi market, the
amount or the percentages owned
by foreign investors is low; even
within these limits, there is a lot
of room available before it really
becomes an issue,” said Sachin Mohindra, a portfolio manager at Abu
Dhabi-based Invest AD.
“This is like a work in progress
for Saudi regulators, and probably
we will see some gradual liberalisation. But for now, even in the medium term, yes, there are limits,
but the overall foreign ownership
in the Saudi market is so low that it
should not be a matter of concern,
as of now.”
Mohindra went on to say that
most emerging markets would have
limits on foreign ownership, however, Saudi regulators included a
10% cap on total foreign ownership
of its market.
“I can only presume that this is
a part of the gradual process, and
they (CMA) are probably trying to
prevent volatile money from coming into the market,” he said.

Saudi market watchers see the
move as a step in establishing the
kingdom as a major global capital
market with some estimating that
foreign investment in Tadawul
could reach $40 billion-$50 billion,
while also improving transparency
and accountability of publicly traded Saudi firms.
“One of the biggest benefits of
this move is that Saudi companies
on the Tadawul Index will get a
monetary boost from foreign investors,” said Saad al-Zahrani, a
Jeddah-based stockbroker. “This
would particularly help non-energy
firms to grow if they are seen as an
attractive investment and in the
long run could help diversify the
economy.”
Al-Zahrani added that tying the
opening of Tadawul to foreign investment to falling oil prices would
be inaccurate because this step was
years in the making, adding, “However, you can say that the timing is
economically beneficial.” Chief Executive Officer of the Saudi Stock
Exchange Adel al-Ghamdi on the
first day of trading said he expected
the first Qualified Investor Licence
to be awarded straight away and
that rules on who could get them

would evolve regularly.
“We have six applications under
process from very large institutions.
The first transaction from a qualified foreign investor will actually
take place today,” he said on June
15th.
“As we evolve, there might be a
spike of involvement from foreign
investors over the next two or three
months, but that will stabilise as we
go forward.”

Saudi companies on
the Tadawul Index
will get a monetary
boost from foreign
investors
Valued at more than $585 billion,
Tadawul has the largest market
capitalisation in the Gulf region,
comfortably ahead of the UAE’s,
which is valued at $245 billion and
Qatar’s market capitalisation of
$200 billion. Global index provider
MSCI said in June it would seek
feedback on the market’s accessibility before considering Tadawul
for inclusion in the MSCI Emerging
Markets Index.

Palestinians turning to fish farming
Khan Younis

T

he Gaza Strip, with a
40-kilometre
Mediterranean coastline, was
always known for its seafood until Israel restricted
the fishing area. As a result, Palestinians have begun importing fish
and other seafood from Israel or
Egypt and building fish farms.
Israel imposed a blockade on
Gaza in 2006, after Hamas militants
captured an Israeli soldier, and
tightened the closure the following
year after Hamas seized control of
the territory.
Israel says the restrictions are

needed to prevent Hamas, a militant group sworn to Israel’s destruction, from smuggling weapons. The
sides have fought three wars since
the Hamas takeover.
At times of heightened tensions,
the fishing zone was barely 3 nautical miles. Today, it is 6 miles, still
half of the pre-blockade distance.
Fish farms have helped bring
down prices of the popular sea
bream. But another popular item,
shrimp, remains extremely expensive, costing up to $25 a kilogram.
Rezek al-Salmi, who worked at an
Israeli fishery for 20 years, is trying
to change this. He has built Gaza’s
first shrimp farm in Khan Younis in

In 2014, fish farms produced 220 tons.

southern Gaza. In 2014, Gaza fishermen caught only 2 tons of fish from
the sea, meeting a small fraction of
Gaza’s needs, said Walid Thabet of
Gaza’s Agriculture Ministry.

There are four
commercial fish
farms in Gaza
There are four commercial fish
farms in Gaza, most of them producing bream. In 2014, fish farms
produced 220 tons, Thabet said.
Other fish is imported from Israel.
Fish Fresh, the largest grower of
bream in Gaza, serves individual

buyers and restaurants. “This place
is a wonderful alternative to the sea
for fresh fish,” customer Ibrahim
Moussa said.
Rafah restaurant owner Abu elAmir Zurob said rough seas can
limit catches.
“Sometimes there is no fish for
five days, so there is nothing but
these farms to get the fish. They
helped us so much,” he said. But
not everyone is welcoming the
farms.
“When there is a lot of fish, when
the farms produce so much, its
price goes down,” said Sami al-Hessi, a fisherman.
(The Associated Press)

Peugeot to build
Morocco auto
plant
French automotive giant PSA
Peugeot Citroen said it will build a
$626 million automobile factory in
Morocco with an annual production
capacity of 90,000 units. The plant,
due to open in 2019 north of Rabat,
will cater for “the needs of the region and of Moroccan customers”, a
statement said.
The group said the plant “will by
2019 assemble engines and vehicles
in the B and C segments” — compact
and mid-sized cars, the mainstay of
Morocco’s automobile industry.
“With a capacity of 90,000 engines and vehicles to begin with,
this industrial unit will eventually
produce 200,000 units a year, when
demand requires,” it said. Industry
Minister Moulay Hafid El Alamy said
the new factory would create 4,500
full-time and provide indirect employment for up to 20,000 workers.
(Agence France-Presse)

UAE expects
strong economic
growth
The United Arab Emirates expects
strong growth in 2015 after its oil-rich
economy expanded 4.6% in 2014,
Prime Minister Sheikh Mohammed
bin Rashid al-Maktoum said.
“We expect to continue to achieve
strong growth in 2015,” Sheikh Mohammed, who is also the ruler of
Dubai, said in a note on the state of
the UAE economy issued June 20th.
He said the non-oil sector experienced positive growth in first quarter and highlighted a “continuing
rise in government spending and the
increase in government and private
capital”.
Sheikh Mohammed stressed that
the UAE, which is the world’s sixthlargest producer of crude oil, would
“adhere to its long-term strategy to
diversify its national economy”.
He noted that the non-oil sector
grew 8.1% in 2014 and that its contribution to the economy had reached
68.6%.
The financial sector posted a gain
of 15% in 2014, while tourism continued to grow with some 20 million
tourists visiting the country, he said.
The fourth largest OPEC supplier
was hit hard by the global financial
crisis, strongly dampening economic
growth, which averaged 1.5% a year
from 2007 through 2011.
(Agence France-Presse)
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The school marketplace mismatch

Arab education systems fail to prepare students for employment
Mona Alami

Beirut

U

nemployment in the
Middle East-North Africa (MENA) region is
among the highest in
the world, and many
observers consider the lack of economic opportunity — especially
for youth — to be one of the main
causes of the political upheavals
shaking the area.
In a 2012 paper, Masood Ahmed,
director of the Middle East and
Central Asia Department of the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
estimated youth unemployment in
MENA to be about 25%, exceeding
that of any other world region. A
paper published by Ahmed el-Ashmawi for the British Council estimated that unemployment costs
the region as much as $50 billion
per year.
And the situation could worsen:
The MENA labour force is growing at an average annual rate of
2.7%, with about 10.7 million new
entrants expected to join it in the
coming decade, the IMF says.
One of the main causes of persistent youth unemployment is Arab
educational systems producing
graduates with skill sets that often don’t meet the needs of the job
market.

Estimated youth
unemployment in
MENA to be about
25%
In the Middle East “unemployment tends to increase with
schooling, exceeding 15% for those
with tertiary education in Egypt,
Jordan and Tunisia. We have had
competencies and skills gaps for
years”, observes Sherif Kamel, professor of management information
systems and former founding dean
of the school of business at the

American University in Cairo. According to the IMF, the duration of
unemployment generally is shorter
for youth than for adults, reflecting the natural tendency of youth
to more frequently change jobs.
But the duration of unemployment
for educated youth often is longer
because they require more time to
find a good job suitable for their
skills and knowledge base.

Unemployment
costs the region as
much as $50 billion
per year
This plays out differently in
various MENA countries. “While
the Gulf states’ wealth and small
populations allow them to spend
their way out of the problem, other
countries with larger populations
and a less dynamic private sector,
such as Egypt and Jordan, find it
difficult,” says Rodger Shanahan, a
research fellow at Australia’s Lowy
Institute for International Policy,
who has studied the problem.
While most MENA countries
have made important strides in
providing basic education, entrepreneurs regularly cite prospective
employees lacking suitable skills as
a major constraint to hiring.
“Unless the curricula is changed
in terms of what the students are
taught, how they are taught and
the issues of critical thinking …
problem solving and entrepreneurship are promoted with a much improved focus on science, technology, engineering and mathematics,
the skills gap will still widen with
the growing population in the
years to come,” said Kamel.
In many Arab states the public
sector is seen as a stable source of
jobs. But it isn’t very dynamic and
does not place pressure on the education sector to change to meet labour market demands.
“This means that the whole system becomes somewhat ossified.
Much of the Middle Eastern edu-

Generating unemployment
cational system is based on rote
learning rather than critical analytical thinking, which brings its own
challenges,” says Shanahan.
The IMF report and the experts’
comments suggest education systems in the region fail to produce
graduates with needed skills, a
problem that cannot be solved
without revamping the education
sector and the relationship between large employers and educators.
“It is because of the missing link
between business/industry and
the education sector that the labour market problems are growing.

These are the issues that need to be
addressed. Bridges need to be built
between those sectors.
It is a multi-stakeholder approach that needs to be established,” advised Kamel.
Vocational training, which for
many is often associated with
school dropouts, also needs to be
increased.
Contrary to popular perception,
vocational training is an efficient
way of aligning labour supply
with industry’s demand for skilled
workers and could have positive
repercussions on the employment
rate.

“One of the critical success factors is investing in and appreciating vocational training and
changing the cultural [bias] that
led people to look down on it and
undermine its importance as compared to higher education,” Kamel
said, adding that teaching methods
and pedagogy also need to be improved.
Shanahan adds: “Apart from
that, policies that stimulate private
enterprise need to be developed
so that this sector, rather than the
public sector, becomes the driver
of the economy and the largest employer.”

Unemployment, poverty rise in Syria
Younes Ahmed

Damascus

W

ith the Syrian civil
war in its fifth year,
official unemployment hit a record
42% during the first
quarter, swelling the country’s poverty rate and exacerbating the hardships of one-third of a population
displaced inside the Arab republic.
The astronomical joblessness
rate puts added pressure on the
regime of President Bashar Assad,
which controls just four of Syria’s
14 provinces. The others are in the
hands of either armed rebels seeking to topple Assad or the Islamic
State (ISIS).
Aware that the bulk of his people
are famished, Assad hastened to
amend his social security laws to
prevent the private sector from dismissing more workers, but critics
said the change failed to bear fruit.
He also made cosmetic changes to
education law, hiring 75,000 newly
graduated teachers over three years
ending in 2014 in state-run schools
but that effort stopped when more
provinces fell out of state control.
As for the social security law, experts argue that additional changes
are needed to ensure that workers
would not be arbitrarily dismissed
and that those already fired must
receive indemnity retroactive to
the date they lost their jobs.
Syrian Labour Minister Khalaf
Abdullah said recently that a state

Displaced Syrians gather for food rations in Damascus.
committee deliberating the desired
changes in the social security laws
may need another six months to
complete its work.

At least 70% of the
unemployed are
young men and
women
With no immediate solution in
the offing, more Syrians are joining
the ranks of the unemployed.
According to the state Syrian
Commission for Family Affairs and

Population, nearly one-third of
Syria’s population of 19.8 million
is displaced internally. It said the
displaced fled from conflict zones
to the four provinces under government control: Latakia and Tartus on
the Mediterranean coast, Damascus
in the south and Al-Hasakah in the
north-east. The four, however, fall
outside the jurisdiction of commercial hubs, such as the northern
province of Aleppo.
“Because of the lack of work opportunities in the adopted homes
of the displaced who fled the hardships of war to safer areas, unem-

ployment jumped to a record high,
unprecedented in the history of
the Syrian Arab Republic,” Hadeel
Asmar, the commission’s director,
said in an interview. Akram al-Qash,
a commission board member, said
joblessness shot up to 42% from
8.4% prior to crisis, which began
with peaceful demonstrations on
March 17, 2011, and escalated into a
full-scale war.
“At least 70% of the unemployed
are young men and women,” Qash
pointed out. He called for “ambitious strategies” to find them jobs
in the private sector.
Qash said the closure of an estimated 50,000 private sector factories and institutions, each employing between five to 100 workers, “is
the main reason for the unemployment, which threatens our social
fabric and the lives of thousands of
families living under the poverty
line”. According to the state General
Establishment for Social Insurance,
more than 600,000 Syrians working
in tourism, hotels, travel agencies
and banks were laid off arbitrarily
during the past four years.
A 44-year-old Syrian, who identified himself as Salem, worked at a
trade firm in Deir ez-Zor province,
which is under ISIS control. “Three
years ago, my boss fired me without
paying my indemnity for my ten
years of service in his firm,” Salem
said.
He has been looking for a job
since but said, “There are 130 others
like me who worked in the firm and
are jobless now.”
“I blame our situation on the

shortcomings of the labour law and
the corruption in the social insurance system.”
Another worker, 49-year-old
Suleiman, who was employed at a
plastic factory in the Damascus suburb of Jobar, said the amendment to
the social insurance law “came late
and is useless to me”.
“I worked for 21 years in the factory and when I was laid off, I didn’t
receive any compensation because
the social insurance law did not protect me,” he explained. He pointed
out that even the amended law does
not protect him because “it is not
retroactive and would only serve
new cases”. For economist Suleiman Saloom, the public sector is
Syria’s “weakest link”.

42%

is the official
unemployment
ratio during the first
quarter of 2015

“There are 65 state factories that
shut down and the education sector
was heavily damaged because hundreds of schools were closed since
they fall outside the state’s jurisdiction,” Saloom said.
“Prior to the crisis, the education
sector was of significant importance
because it absorbed the bulk of the
newcomers to the workforce,” he
maintained. He said at least 50,000
new graduates used to be hired in
government schools annually.
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Underage Syrian
refugee girls wed
older Jordanians
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

N

asma Adel, 16, was wed
privately to a 67-yearold Jordanian man, who
promised to have her
12-member family leave
a tented encampment for Syrian
refugees straddling the northern
border with Syria and resettle in the
nearby city of Mafraq.
The couple married on May 25th
in the presence of Adel’s family,
without relatives or friends of the
groom, who is only identified by his
first name, Mahmoud.
“She is the fourth woman I marry,
but I adore the most because she
loves me and takes care of me,”
Mahmoud said in a telephone interview.

Poverty is the main
reason behind these
marriages
He refused to be interviewed in
person, or have his bride speak to
The Arab Weekly. He also refused to
have pictures of the couple taken,
saying that may hurt his standing in
the community, where friends and
neighbours were told that the bride
was 30 years old.
But a Syrian refugee teenager,
17-year-old Alia from Homs, who
was married to a divorced 58-yearold Jordanian grocery store owner
with six children on March 10th,
said her marriage “is going well”.

“Initially, I didn’t love him, but
I wanted him to employ my three
brothers in his store to provide for
our nine-member family,” she said
in a telephone interview from her
residence in Jordan’s northern city
of Irbid. She said her brothers were
hired days before her marriage.
An influx of Syrian refugees to
Jordan and Lebanon provided Syrian girls an opportunity to escape
poverty and deteriorating living
standards. For men in both countries, it allowed them to marry —
often girls half their age or younger
— without worrying about the high
price of dowry offered to brides of
their nationalities.
Jordanian child relations expert
Najat Abbasi said there were scores
of young Syrian girls wed to Jordanians but who were divorced after
satisfying the men’s carnal needs.
“It is devastating,” Abbasi said,
pointing out that some young Syrian girls were advertising on social
media networks that they are willing to wed for a onetime payment
of 100 Jordanian dinars ($140). The
phenomenon forced the Jordanian
government last year to instruct legal marriage officers, known in Arabic as Maazouns, that any marriage
contract outside the Islamic sharia
court is illegal. It warned that the
groom would bear the legal repercussions.
According to Jordanian government figures, 8,402 marriages were
registered in Jordan’s Sharia court
for girls who were between 15 and 17
in 2013. There was no breakdown for
the number of Syrian girls among
them, although officials estimated

Tough lives in refugee camps
that 80% of the married girls were
Syrian.
UNICEF, the UN children’s agency, said early marriage among Syrian refugee girls in Jordan showed a
sharp rise from 25% in 2013 to 31.7%
in the first quarter of 2014.
“Poverty is the main reason behind these marriages,” Abbasi said.
She said parents think that wedding
at an early age will “protect their
girls, but the reality is that they are
throwing them into the unknown”.
In May, Jordanian rights activists
handed Western embassies in the
kingdom petitions signed by more
than 100,000 people seeking support for ending child marriages in
Syrian refugee camps in Jordan.
According to the London-based
Girls Not Brides (GNB), a global partnership of more than 450 civil society organisations from more than 70
countries, young brides are exposed

to health hazards, such as complications in pregnancy and childbirth
and HIV/AIDS.
GNB said that every year more
than 15 million girls worldwide are
married before they reach the age of
18, a flagrant violation of childhood
rights to education, health wellbeing and personal improvement.

8,402 marriages
were registered in
Jordan’s Sharia court
for girls who were at
least 15 but not older
than 17 in 2013
The Washington-based Population Reference Bureau, an entity
specialising in population, health
and the environment, said the percentage of women who married
before their 18th birthday was espe-

cially high in Arab countries.
It said the highest percentage was
52% in South Sudan. The figure was
32% in Yemen followed by Iraq at
25%, the Palestinian territories 19%,
Egypt 17% and Jordan 8%.
Amman lawyer Saed Hyasat
said underage marriages are often
marked by abuse. He cited a recent
case of domestic violence involving
a 15-year-old girl who was married
to a 23-year-old man. “The husband
was beating her so badly that she
once was admitted to the hospital
with a broken jaw,” Hyasat said.
According to the Ministry of Social Development, there were more
than 33,963 cases of domestic violence reported in Jordan in 2013,
compared with 39 cases in 1998.
Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan,
has been covering cultural issues in
Jordan for more than two decades.

Souk al Tayeb: A melting pot of flavours
Sadika Kebbi

Beirut

C

an food bring people together, especially in a turbulent region such as the
Middle East? Lebanese
entrepreneur Kamal Mouzawak was driven by the strong belief that it can be a means to cross
cultural barriers and borders when
he established Souk al Tayeb, Arabic
for “Market of the Tasty”, 11 years
ago shortly after the end of Lebanon’s civil war.
Farmers and villagers from various religious communities and
parts of Lebanon travel twice a
week to Souk al Tayeb in Beirut to
sell organic produce and homemade food items to a loyal clientele. Every Saturday and Tuesday,
the souk offers a colourful array of
booths displaying fruit and vegetables and rural delicacies in two of
Beirut’s most urban areas, the city’s
downtown and the main shopping
centre of Hamra.
The souk’s brouhaha carries the
friendly exchange between visitors
and farmers to the ears of passersby attracting them to explore the
scented premises.
“It is a way to celebrate food and
the long-lost common human ethics,” Mouzawak said.
Souk al Tayeb is definitely a market with a twist. Over the years,
farmers have developed strong
bonds and identify themselves as a
big, happy family.
Um Ali, a housewife in her 70s,
has been part of the market since
it began. Visitors queue up outside her stand where she prepares
traditional “Lebanese pizza”, or
mankoushe, a breakfast favourite,
and sells home-made products, in-

The stand of Atyeb Zaman offering traditional Syrian dishes
prepared by Syrian refugees.
cluding cheeses and jams. Daughter
of a Shia farmer from the southern
Lebanese village of Majdel Zoun,
she recalled that she used to tour
the country with her father, travelling from one village to another to
sell their produce.

Food celebration has
proven to be an
excellent solution to
bring people
together
“We used to sleep over at the
houses of villagers who came from
different religious backgrounds —
Christians, Shias, Sunnis, Druze

— you name it,” she said. “When I
joined Souk al Tayeb, memories of
my childhood came back to me, and
I realised what I have missed for so
long, namely the diversity of the
Lebanese community.”
“Souk al Tayeb has become my
family. We are closely bonded,” she
added.
In recent years, the souk’s family tree extended its branches to
Syrians and Palestinians who were
given the chance to sell their traditional food specialties. The marketplace became an area where the
famous Lebanese Tabbouleh salad
met the renowned Syrian Fattet
Makdous, a Damascene delicacy
mixing meat-stuffed eggplant and

yogurt, and the popular Palestinian
chicken dish of Musakhan.
Nahrein Edbel, a Syrian housewife participant in Atyeb Zaman
(Arabic for “delicacies of the past”)
project for Syrian refugees, has
become active in investing in her
cooking skills. “When I enrolled in a
cooking course under the patronage
of Caritas (a charity organisation), I
didn’t expect at all to be involved
in a project where we are asked to
cook our traditional food and sell it.
What best could a person ask for?”
she said.
Mariam Chaar, a Palestinian who
heads the Women’s Programme Association in the Palestinian refugee
camp of Burj al-Barajneh, a southern suburb of Beirut, said Souk al
Tayeb has helped the group conduct catering and food processing
projects, involving 20 widows and
divorcees from the camp.
During the six-month empowerment programme, participants
developed solid friendships, Chaar
said. They started a “WhatsApp”
group to exchange ideas and experiences and organised outings
together. “It wasn’t only about the
project; it was also about therapy.
Their involvement brought them financial and psychological relief and
gave them a purpose in life,” Chaar
said.
“They felt responsible and empowered, which is very important
in such underprivileged and deprived localities, such as the Palestinian camps. In addition to that,
the women who sell their goods in
the souk always feel welcome and
part of one big family.”
Food, heritage and cultural celebration seem to be a successful way
to breach the gap between religious
groups, political parties, races and
the sexes. Migrant domestic workers from Africa and Asia also found

a platform in Souk al Tayeb to introduce their exquisite dishes and
share their exotic flavours with the
Middle Eastern people.
“Through their fine cuisine,
those people communicated their
heritage, culture and history to the
Lebanese and the neighbouring
peoples of the Middle East,” said
Mouzawak.
Driven by the motto “Let’s make
food, not war”, he says he follows
Ghandi’s example, stressing that
“when you believe in something
you should live it”.
The middle-aged Lebanese entrepreneur says that, hand in hand
with each member of his team, Souk
al Tayeb was able to redraw the map
of Lebanon, Syria and the Palestine
territories through traditional food.

The souk’s family
tree extended its
branches to Syrians
and Palestinians
His main goal, he said, is to bring
people together to celebrate al
Tayeb, meaning the good that is
an innate human trait. “It is not a
country that holds us together but a
land which sustains us. The souk is
a place where people don’t have to
fight for their existence but where
they can celebrate the fruit of their
labour,” he said.
Mouzawak said he did not look
at Souk al Tayeb as a business enterprise, adding, “All I care about is
to look beyond our differences, find
our similarities and breach the tremendous gap which has been created between humans because of
their diversity.”
Sadika Kebbi is an English
instructor, writer and public
speaker. She lives in Beirut.
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The danger of extremist fatwas

T
Cairo

Shawki Allam

he process of
issuing fatwas
— the primary
role of the Dar
al-Ifta — is
integral to the
process of
countering
radical fatwas
and providing pragmatic guidance
to everyday Muslims.
Muslims today are faced with
ever-changing circumstances and
subjected to precedents that were
not tackled by earlier scholars. That
being said, Muslim scholars are
faced with the challenge of rising
up to the duty of holding tight to
the spirit of the scripture and at the
same time being aware of the surrounding reality with its fast-paced
changes.
In effect, fatwas and muftis
represent the bridge between the
long-standing intellectual-legal
tradition of Islam and the contemporary world. They are the link
between the past and the present,
the absolute and the contingent,
the theoretical and the practical.
Unfortunately, many in the Western world have come to identify
the fatwa with some unfortunate
pronouncement of political or
self-appointed religious leaders.
But fatwa-giving is, in fact, one of
the most important institutions
for properly understanding the
relationship between Islam and
the modern world. In an attempt to
provide Muslims with authoritative
guidance about their religion, muftis look not only to the vast legal
tradition but must also
conduct a proper examination of the lived
reality of Muslims.
When each and
every person’s unqualified opinion is
considered a fatwa, we
lose a crucial means of
preserving a balanced
understanding of Islam. We may point to

Extremists depend
on the apparent
meanings of the
primary texts

Separating Islam from extremism
any number of declarations posing
as fatwas from extremists and terrorists as examples of how grave the
consequences are, of not following
the historical Islamic example of
differentiating between those with
scholarly standing and authority
and those without.
In recent years, unqualified and
illegitimate personalities have

exploited technological means to
proclaim themselves Islamic scholars and leaders and have issued
opinions to justify everything from
attacking churches, exercising violence and denigrating women. True
Islamic scholarship and leadership
stand firmly against such explorative positions, which are merely
politics in the guise of religion.

This eccentric attitude has led
to opening the door to baseless
extremist interpretations of Islam.
Needless to say, none of these
extremists have studied Islam in
an acknowledged institution of Islamic learning. Rather, they are the
producst of troubled environments
and have subscribed to distorted
and misguided interpretations
of Islam. Their aim is to achieve
purely political gains that have no
religious foundation. They only
seek to wreak havoc and spread
chaos in the world.
In their approach, extremists
depend on the apparent meanings of the primary texts without
genuinely understanding them,
ignoring the rules of legal extrapolation, scholarly opinions or compiling legal evidences. They ignore
the objectives and purposes of the
shariah for which the rulings have
been legislated and which achieve
interests and ward off harms in this
world and in the hereafter. This
produces ideological extremism
and deviation from the straight
path that inevitably leads to extremist behaviour.
Thus, it has been incumbent
on Egypt’s Dar al-Ifta to rise up
to this global threat and to wage
an intellectual war and to engage
in an ideological battle against
the ill beliefs and warped understanding along with the sickening
interpretations of scriptural texts
that are being largely twisted and
highly distorted due to the abrupt
decontextualisation of the revealed
Quranic verses and prophetic traditions.
The responsibility of deconstructing the intellectual flaws of
terrorists taken upon by Dar al-Ifta
has taken many forms; some are
electronic and others are in forms
of published books and articles
along with attending many international conferences to combat
the deviant ideological flaws of
extremists.
Shawki Allam is the Grand Mufti of
Egypt.

Current crisis was caused
by spread of Salafism

Mazen Cherif

I

ncreasingly, Islam appears
to be in crisis. Our religion
is constantly under the
spotlight and implicated in
acts of violence. This
crisis, however, is not a
crisis of Islam as such, but
rather a retreat from the
traditional, Sufi understanding of the faith and its
replacement with a relatively
modern aberration called
Salafism.
In many ways, Salafism is the
antithesis of Sufism and Islam as it
has been historically understood
and practiced.
The differences between Sufism
and Salafism are fundamental in
every sense of the word.
Sufism starts with the individual
and his relationship with the divine, seeking his refinement and a
nuanced understanding of faith and
religion.
Salafism starts not with the individual believer and his moral and
spiritual well-being but with the
state, seeking to impose a political order based on austere diktats
that do not cultivate spirituality,
but rather impose a form of shallow observance in which spiritual
improvement is supposed to spring from
the forcible imposition
of state-sanctioned
observance.
As an essentially political project, Salafism
is focused on political
identity, constructing
a bipolar vision of the

In many ways,
Salafism is the
antithesis of Sufism

world that lacks human nuance.
The Salafi world is reduced to
binary absolutes: us versus them,
good versus evil.
Naturally, we find only those
dedicated to the Salafi political
project in the “us” camp of absolute
good, referred to as the jama’a, or
partisans. Everyone else on Earth,
including those Muslims who
understand the Quran differently,
belong to the “them” camp of absolute evil.
Naturally, those who are outside
the true religion are legitimate
targets of violence. It is therefore
religiously permissible for the
representatives of absolute good
to eliminate the representatives of
absolute evil by destroying what
they love, dispossessing them and
ultimately exterminating them.
The implications of such thought
for religiously inspired terrorism
in service of a political project are
obvious for anyone who follows the
news.
Sufism, on the other hand, does
not split humanity into tribes,
instead seeing God’s creation as
essentially good. Obviously, Sufis
proselytise Islam but do so in terms
of reason and honest advice.
By focusing on their own relationship with God, Sufis hope to
inspire genuine devotion in others,
not impose a shallow observance.
Sufis follow what they see as the
true path of the Prophet: the path
of love, compassion and gentleness.
These values are expressed in many
ways from refined music and spiritual listening to elegant language,

none of which is compulsory.
A natural concomitant of cultivating spirituality and inspiring
genuine devotion is a striving to
understand the word of God in its
totality, with particular attention to
context to uncover the intention of
a verse.
In Sufi thought, the seeker is
constantly engaged in a struggle
against himself to reach higher stages of achievement. This is not to say
that Sufis have not been involved in
religiously justified armed struggle,
but this has been strictly defensive
in nature and not part of a militarily aggressive attempt to impose a
religiously inspired political order
upon others.
There is no better illustration of
this militarily defensive Sufism than
Sufi Salah ad-Din al-Ayoubi, better
known to the West as Saladin, who
was influenced by Master Uday Ibn
Musafir and Master Abdul-Qadir
Gilani and his order.
In contrast to the rounded textual
reading of Sufism, the Salafi approach gives particular attention
to those verses calling for jihad or
on verses describing the erroneous
ways of the non-believers and the
devious ways of the hypocrites.
Believing themselves to be representatives of absolute good, Salafis
take each verse describing a virtue
or jihad for justice as applying to
them and reserve each verse talking
about a vice or licentiousness for
their enemies.
In addition, the verses are
stripped of their context and
taken literally, without concern

for original intent. This essentially
ahistorical, decontextualised use of
Quranic verses forms a cornerstone
of Islamist terrorism.
The current crisis of the Islamic
world is a direct result of the spread
of Salafist thought at the expense of
traditional Sufi interpretations. The
morally improving quest of Sufism
is an anathema to oversimplification and ready-made solutions on
which Salafi-inspired terrorism relies. Unfortunately, few hear about
the virtues of Sufism, and its teachings remain entombed between the
covers of books or confined to small
circles of practitioners. Salafism,
meanwhile, is propagated and
spread via a vast and well-financed
global network, giving it an unparalleled global reach and influence.
Sufism must be promoted as
ubiquitously as its Salafi rival or the
violence concomitant with Salafi
thought will not cease.
Sufis strive to bring out the best
in their followers, making them
spiritually refined and sensitive human beings. Salafis use their followers as fuel for a totalitarian project.
Sufis are the true practitioners of
the Prophet’s instructions when he
said: “Those who are merciful will
be shown mercy by the merciful.
Be merciful to those on the earth
and the One above the heavens will
have mercy upon you…”
It is an instruction that all must
heed if we are to have a prosperous
and peaceful future.
Mazen Cherif is a Tunisian security
analyst.
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Ramadan in Lebanon, enjoyed by all communities
Samar Kadi

Beirut

H

“

appy Ramadan, welcome,”
exclaimed
Rania Sleiman, as she
received her guests
shortly before sunset. Although it was on the second
day of the Muslim fasting month of
Ramadan, Sleiman, a Sunni Muslim,
had invited her friends to a “happy
hour” at home. At the same time,
her neighbours in the eight-storey
building in Aisha Bakar, a mainly
Muslim neighbourhood of Beirut,
were preparing for iftar — the meal
to end the daily Ramadan fast.
“I do believe in God but I am not
a practicing Muslim,” Sleiman said.
However, Sleiman makes an effort
to be discreet about not fasting. “I
personally don’t smoke in the car
during Ramadan, though I am a
heavy smoker. I prefer to be discreet
out of respect for those who are
fasting, not because I am obliged
to,” she said.
Ramadan in Lebanon is different
than it is in any other Arab country.
This is largely due to the country’s
multi-sectarian social fabric and the
intermingling of different cultures
and communities.
“Being a mixed society makes

Ramadan in Lebanon
remains free of
restrictions
a big difference in Lebanon,” observed Maha Samara, a Christian
living in the mixed quarter of Ras
Beirut. In Ramadan, not all Lebanese Muslims fast. Many don’t, be
they Sunni or Shia, she said.
“Lebanon is made up of a group of
confessional minorities. Christians
observe a different type of fasting
at a different time of the year. The
Druze also fast in their own way and
Muslims during Ramadan… and
they tolerate each other,” Samara
added.

Unlike in other Arab countries,
not much change in people’s daily
lives occurs during Ramadan in
Lebanon. Restaurants, cafés and
pubs remain open and serve regular
meals throughout the day. Many offer three meals a day in addition to
iftar dinners.
“No special rules or restrictions
are imposed. If you are eating or
smoking in the street during Ramadan, no one eyes you in a bad way…
Commenting on that, Sunni Muslim
cleric Sheikh Hassan Diab, said behaviour during Ramadan is a matter
of ethics and mutual respect, rather
than a religious duty.
“In the past, non-Muslims and
non-fasting people were more discreet, as they used to avoid drinking or smoking in front of those who
were fasting out of mutual consideration,” he said. “But today even
Muslims who don’t fast are not attentive to such delicate behaviour
and are blunt about it.”
Although Lebanon has a considerable degree of tolerance and
freedoms in personal choices, it
has been influenced by the growing
trend of Muslim extremism that has
been sweeping the Arab world for
several years. According to sociologist and university Professor Mona
Fayad, Arab societies in general,
and Lebanon in particular, were
much more tolerant and permissive
in the 1960s and 1970s than they are
today.
In certain areas of Lebanon with a
Muslim majority, the focus on Islam
is stronger, she said. In northern
Lebanon’s main city of Tripoli, the
mayor asked people to be discreet
and avoid eating in the streets, a
matter that spurred outrage among
civil society.
In Sidon, another mainly Sunni
populated city, being blunt about
non-fasting is not welcomed. “This
did not happen at all in the past,”
Fayad observed.
But Ramadan festivities are enjoyed by all communities and they
are not restricted to Muslims only.
Charities, civic organisations and

A vendor carries traditional sweets called Qatayef during the month of Ramadan in Sidon.
businesses host iftar dinners for
fundraising purposes to which
guests from various religious communities and denominations are
invited.
“It is more of a social and humanitarian manifestation,” Nader Sraj, a
sociology researcher and academic,
commented.
“At iftar dinners, you have Muslims and non-Muslims, those who
fast and those who don’t sitting
next to each other. There is compromise from both sides, in the sense
that the peculiarities of those who
fast are being respected, and at the
same time there is tolerance for
those who don’t,” Sraj said. Ramadan has also become an opportunity
for some to make money, he argued.
Sweet shops, restaurants, entertain-

ment centres and cafes compete to
offer the best products and services.
“In Christian areas, for instance,
you have restaurants serving iftar
meals at competitive prices in order
to draw a bigger number of clients.
Also, big money is being invested in
the making of television series prepared specially for Ramadan,” Sraj
said.
An annual iftar dinner is held at
the presidential palace in which all
community leaders and religious
figures participate. Ramadan, like
Christmas in Lebanon, is regarded
as a national occasion as well.
But in the past, Ramadan was
simpler and less of a fanfare, Samara recalled. “It was not as advertised as today. People went out of
their way to help others.

Friends from all religions were
invited over for iftar meals. And
though we are Christians, I remember that my parents used to host
one iftar meal at our house for the
neighbours.”
Sleiman also remembers how different Ramadan was. “I used to
fast in the past because there was
a ‘Ramadan atmosphere’ and we
used to enjoy eating together, the
whole family reunited around the
iftar table.”
Regardless of how it has changed,
Ramadan in Lebanon remains free
of restrictions, Sleiman said: “We
are a mixed country. It makes a lot
of difference.”
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

In Turkey, politics adds spice to Ramadan meals
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

A

s the sun set on the first
day of the holy month
of Ramadan, volunteers
in Istanbul placed newspapers on the pavement
of a pedestrian area near the city
centre, creating an improvised table cloth of about 30 metres long.
Several hundred people, many with
bread, olives and other food as well
as plastic water bottles, sat on the
pavement along the paper strip to
break the fast together.
“Dinners on the Ground”, as
events such as this in Istanbul are
called, offer a down-to-earth alternative to glitzy five-star Ramadan
feasts in fancy hotels and banquet
halls. But there is more. For organisers of “Dinners on the Ground”, the
nightly get-togethers mark a return
to Islam’s messages of inclusiveness, solidarity and humility. The
dinners are also political statements
and symbols of the anti-government Gezi protest movement that
shook Turkey two years ago.
The first “Dinners on the Ground”
this year were in the central Istanbul neighbourhood of Tunel and in
a metro station on June 18th in Ankara. The recent one in Istanbul was
near the site of the biggest “Dinner”
so far, which convened on the city’s
main shopping street Istiklal Caddesi shortly after the Gezi riots of 2013,
drawing 15,000 people.
In a country with a predominantly Muslim population, celebratory
iftar meals at the end of each day
during Ramadan are part of the na-

People prepare to break their fast near Taksim Square in Istanbul,
Turkey.
tional culture. Turkish municipalities and charities sponsor iftar tents
to provide free meals to the poor
and organise fairground attractions
in the hours after the daily breaking
of the fast.

Ramadan is big
business in
Turkey
The “Dinners on the Ground” also
provide a new and somewhat counter-cultural take on an old tradition.
In their stripped-down approach,
they also challenge what organisers
say is a sell-out of Islamic values by
a religiously conservative government.
Ramadan is big business in Turkey. Television stations feature

highly rated shows with prominent
theologians, one of whom was reported to have received the equivalent of $220,000 from a station
during Ramadan in 2014. Big companies produce special commercials
to be shown during the holy month
while newspaper readers get expert
advice about a healthy diet.
Since 2002, when the Justice and
Development Party (AKP) of President Recep Tayyip Erdogan came to
power, iftar meals have also become
state affairs in this secular republic.
Erdogan broke the first fast during
this year’s Ramadan with veterans
and relatives of soldiers killed in
battle.
Erdogan and the AKP are champions of a new middle class of observant Muslims. Their rise has
boosted demand for elaborate iftar

dinners that can cost $300 for a
family of four in luxury hotels, almost the country’s monthly minimum wage for a worker.
Not everyone likes the extravagance. Ozcan Deniz, a well-known
singer and actor, posted on Instagram that 2015’s Ramadan would
again have rich people downing
five-course meals and “hotels and
restaurants throwing away the leftovers”. In contrast, supporters of
the “Dinners on the Ground” stress
simplicity. Water and homemade
bread and other food take centre
stage.
There is no corporate sponsor
and no elaborate entertainment
programme. Dinner guests are expected to gather waste and leftovers
after the meal.
“You won’t find flambéed fruit
here,” said Gamze Saglik, who has
taken part in the organisation of
“Dinners on the Ground” in Istanbul. Organisers stress that guests do
not have to be pious Muslims to attend. “People of all kind are here,”
Islamic theologian Ihsan Eliacik
said as he sat down for the “Dinner on the Ground” on June 18th in
Istanbul. “There are believers and
non-believers.”
Eliacik is a co-founder of “Dinners on the Ground”, which started
in 2011, and a leading thinker of the
group Anti-Capitalist Muslims that
has been organising the dinners. It
and Eliacik are opposed to the Muslim conservativism and pro-business stance displayed by Erdogan’s
AKP, which lost its parliamentary
majority in June 7th elections.
The “Dinners on the Ground” became a focal point for discontent
directed against Erdogan in 2013,

when they received wide support
from many members of the Gezi
movement. That year, Erdogan ordered security forces to come down
hard on the wave of protests kindled by government plans to build
a shopping mall in Gezi Park in central Istanbul.

The nightly
get-togethers mark a
return to Islam’s
messages of
inclusiveness,
solidarity and
humility
Although the Gezi movement was
mostly secular, Eliacik says that was
no problem as far as the iftars on
the pavement were concerned. “It
is not closed to anyone but open to
everyone,” he told the Cumhuriyet
newspaper. “You can call it a coalition of the street.”
Organisers and supporters of the
“Dinners of the Ground” accuse
Erdogan, who in 2014 moved into
a lavish palace in Ankara, and the
AKP of betraying Islamic principles
by seeking grandeur and wealth, by
favouring capitalism and by alienating all groups that do not share their
own views.
“The meal where believers and
non-believers, Turks and Kurds,
Alevis and Sunnis, rich and poor,
celebrities and unknowns are equal
is Allah’s meal,” said a statement
posted on the Anti-Capitalist Muslims’ website.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Istanbul.
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The Iraqi Colors
of Selma al-Allaq
in Washington
Najwa Margaret Saad

Washington

F

or her seventh solo show
opening — this one at
the Iraqi Cultural Center
(ICC) in Washington —
Iraqi-born painter Selma
al-Allaq wore an ensemble that
seemed to spontaneously emerge
from the vibrant palette of her
paintings. The exhibition Iraqi
Colors showcases al-Allaq’s figurative and abstract compositions of
architecture, landscape and textile elements as well as portraits of
children and horses.
Al-Allaq’s preferred colours are
shades of blue, from turquoise to
darker hues, complemented by oranges and reds, often with white
doves, an occasional rooster or a
crescent moon.

Al-Allaq paintings
are her triumph over
tragedy, a
celebration of her
Iraqi heritage
The Iraqi Colors collection’s
spectrum of cool and hot began
with the blue-infused d’après Mark
Chagall contemplation of doves
in windows and the sketches of
white horses galloping on a blue
ground. With flourishes of her
brush, al-Allaq deftly captures the
equine musculature and powerful
momentum. In warming shades,
she paints bright orange and red
woven rugs with fringes. Geometric, realistic and more mystical
elements are present. Besides its
cultural relevance and nostalgic
patriotic romance, her work could
delightfully illustrate folk tales.

Rendered in pastels, a triptych
of quietly curious children — one
carrying a dove — was praised by a
former US diplomat as “timeless…
[The figures] could be from any
era”.
Al-Allaq has a welcoming presence, yet her smile seems a bit reserved, perhaps wistful. Her paintings are her triumph over tragedy,
a celebration of her Iraqi heritage.
She lives in California and divides
her time between the United States
and Prague where her husband,
Moyad Al-Haidari, also a painter,
is a broadcaster with the Iraq Service of Radio Free Europe. They
will both exhibit this fall at a show
about art from the Islamic world,
sponsored by the Czech Foreign
Ministry.
When asked about her early
days as an immigrant in the United
States, she said: “[We} started with
a very hard feeling, but life must go
on. It’s enough to live in very dark
circumstances… I don’t need my
paintings to be so dark.”
Asked about her inspiration, she
said: “I do my painting as I wish for
my country, a kind of hope. I can’t
live without painting.”
Al-Allaq restrains her typically
flamboyant colour palette in only a
few of her paintings, such as a pair
— in browns and beiges on a white
ground — depicting Antoni Gaudistyle architectural compositions
of leaning archways, windows and
balconies as may be found in older
tightly clustered village buildings.
Unfortunately, the installation
itself offered neither titles nor
background. Signage and interpretive remarks would have been
helpful to illuminate al-Allaq’s significance as a contemporary Iraqi
artist.
Attendees at the May 30th opening were almost exclusively Iraqi
and the atmosphere was more hafli
than art appreciation. Given the

Selma with multiple dove wall
ICC’s intent to “make this centre a
cultural touch point between Iraq
and the US [and to] encourage as
much participation as possible
from Americans and Iraqis residing in the US”, to discourse on science, arts and culture, it is baffling
they did not promote the event.
Certainly, the gathering
offered Iraqis
a
pleasant
cultural communing
but
given the free
entry,
beautiful exhibit and
generous Arabic
food, the show’s
invisibility sacrificed what could
have been an ideal
public diplomacy
opportunity.
Nevertheless, ICC Director Mohammed al-Tourahi, was delighted
with the happy buzz and turnout
of about 75 guests, including Iraqi
Ambassador to Washington Lukman Faily and his wife, Lameis.

Tourahi recited a poem about
Baghdad with an emotional earnestness, yet his words didn’t
always carry since many guests
did not suspend their conversations to listen — surprisingly, not
even
to remarks by the artist
herself.
The most remarkable
visitor was a young Iraqi who said he drove
7 hours from upstate
New York to attend.
Ahmed al-Swiedi
walked around quietly with his camera. A bit shy, he
was
impressed
with the “highlevel people” in
the crowd. Swiedi graduated with a
bachelor’s degree in English Literature from Basra University and
emigrated to the United States
with his brother in 2012, leaving
their parents, who are educators
in Basra. He expressed his new
American patriotism saying, “Hey,
America deserves respect, too,”

and photographed the event for
his Facebook page.
Al-Allaq has always been a painter and was a well-established artist
for decades in Iraq. A graduate of
the Fine Arts Academy of Baghdad, she also studied in Germany
and, since 1975, has participated
in international exhibitions in the
Middle East, the Czech Republic,
United Kingdom and France.

I do my painting as I
wish for my country,
a kind of hope
Her show at the ICC ran from
May 30th through June 8th.
The ICC is a non-profit cultural
institution affiliated with the Iraqi
Ministry of Culture.
It features a variety of cultural
events throughout the year and
also posts the Iraqi Cultural Red
List of Stolen Arts.
Najwa Margaret Saad is a
Washington correspondent for
The Arab Weekly.

Modern-day Iraqi tragedy on stage
Nermeen Mufti

Baghdad

A

young actress enters to
the stage to sing, dance
and lure back her lover,
who deserted her to militants ruling their city.
She never stopped. Even after the
group killed her, the woman’s spirit
continued trying to win him back.
Interview has been a hit play in
Iraq since it opened in October 2014,
audaciously tackling controversies,
such as the Islamic State (ISIS) and
women’s freedoms in patriarchal
societies.
The theatrical piece sheds light
on how life has turned for the worst
in the wake of the 2003 US-led invasion with mounting militant violence and sectarianism shattering
a country that yearned for freedom
following long years of dictatorship
under Saddam Hussein.

Interview has been a
hit play in Iraq since
it opened in October
2014
Actress and playwright Alaa Hussein performs as a dancer, while her
lover in the play, Saad Mohsen, is a
sculptor.
“In the play, I was defending myself and all Iraqi women against a
society that marginalises us professionally and culturally,” Hussein
said in an interview.

Implicitly referring to ISIS without naming it, Hussein insisted that
debating the issue of militants publicly needed “courage”.
The 90-minute play features a televised interview, in which Hussein
and Mohsen speak live on camera
about their love story. It then breaks
into scenes of dancing, singing and
dialogue. The interdisciplinary performance uses elements of choreography, drama and multimedia.
Hussein’s play is based on the
Arabic-language version of the
book Eyes of Inana — Anthology of
Iraqi Female Contemporary Writers,
which is a collection of poetry and
short stories by 19 contemporary
Iraqi women discussing their survival in a state of war and violence,
their dreams and suffering. The
book was translated into German
recently and an English edition is
expected soon.
Surprisingly, women, not men,
wrote about the horrors of their
lives, such as bombings and abductions, random arrests and torture,
contract killings and checkpoints
in the streets. The works delve into
abrasive topics, such as the stench
of military boots, the perfume of
women drivers and the more emotional issues such as the loss of
loved ones and the pain of those
who outlive them.
But the gist of the play revolves
around criticising the effects of conservative, patriarchal Arab traditions and cultural practices against
women, such as violence and the
lack of equality.
“My freedom is what matters,”

Scene from Interview. (Photo: Interview’s Facebook page)
screamed Hussein on stage, when
militants detaining her asked her to
choose between abandoning dancing or being taken to the gallows.
No names were used on stage, including those of the actors, the militants and the city they controlled.
The play centres on a woman artist who sings and dances. Her sculptor friend is deeply in love with her.
One day, militants capture the city.
Her lover deserts her, grows a beard
and joins the battle against his own
people. As the militants quickly impose their strict law in the city, theatres, music shops and art galleries
are forcibly closed.
But the daring woman ignores the
practices and continues preparing
for a dance performance in her city,

setting a date for it. On that day she
goes covered to the theatre so that
she would not be recognised. When
the curtain goes up, she realises
that nobody showed up, clearly out
of fear of the militants.
She does not give up and puts up
more posters announcing a new
date for the show. When the curtain
goes up the next time, she figures
out that the audience members are
armed militants. They take her to
the “slaughtering square” to face
her destiny.
After she is killed, her spirit keeps
returning to her lover to persuade
him to leave the armed group and
return to his normal life.
“You’re not a terrorist. Look what
they have done to me,” the actress

yells at her lover in an emotional
scene that draws loud applause
from the audience.
Hussein said this was her first
playwriting experience, in which
she focused on how women’s rights
and freedoms “are being confiscated by the powers acting in the name
of Islam”.
Under Saddam’s now collapsed
regime, Iraq’s theatre flourished
with cultural, musical and dancing
performances, but political satire
was not in the cards. In the years
that followed the US-led invasion,
theatre came to a virtual standstill because continuous roadside
bombs confined people to their
homes. The blasts still occur, but
people are trying to adapt.
Iraqi theatre star Muqdad Abdulridha praised the theatre in
Saddam’s era, saying that actors had
“challenging moments” influencing
the public opinion.
“But now, we continue to think of
bullets, even in our sleep.”
Hamed al-Maliki, a renowned
writer, said that Iraq’s theatre was
doomed.
“Who can go to the theatre these
days, to open his mind and to accept
the ideas that could bring about the
desired change?” he asked.
To cope with the internet era, Maliki suggested “short plays of three
to four minutes on the road to draw
public attention.
“We can call them ‘Tweet plays’.”
Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad,
has covered Iraqi affairs for more
than three decades.
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Sufi shrines still play role in Tunisia
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

t the Sufi shrine of Sidi
Mehrez in the old city of
Tunis, the hall is marked
by a serene silence as
visitors cross the threshold. Some stop to drink from the
shrine’s well, believed to bring
blessings. Others, inside the mausoleum, read verses from the Quran
and pay their respects to the saint.
Women holding candles sit near a
fence surrounding the tomb praying
to God and asking for the blessings
of the saint.
“Sidi Mehrez is the saint protector
of the Medina. He is called the ‘Sultan of the Medina’. I cannot possibly pass by this street and not visit
his tomb and read Al-Fatiha on his
soul,” said Naima, a visitor at the
shrine.
Sidi Mehrez is one of the many
renowned Sufis in Tunisia whose
shrines are much-venerated by Tunisians. Sidi Belhassen al-Chedly
rests on the hill top overlooking the
Djellaz cemetery.
A home for the Sufi brotherhood
of Shadhiliyya, the shrine receives
visitors from many countries as he
has a strong following across the
Maghreb. Sidi Bou Said el-Beji, the
mentor of Sidi Belhassen, rests on
the hill overlooking the sea in the
northern suburb of Sidi Bou Said.
Believed to protect Tunis from attacks from the sea, he was called
“The Master of the Sea”.
Lella Manoubia, a Sufi woman
known for her social activism, was
laid to rest in a shrine on the western side of Tunis. The city is believed to be protected by the saints
Sidi Mehrez, Sidi Belhassen, Sidi
Bou Said el-Beji and Lela Manoubia
from different corners.
“Tunisia is geographically fashioned by the presence of the saints.
We cannot think of the impact of
Islam without thinking of the architectural space that Sufis occupy

in the country. These places are
deemed sacred due to the sanctity
of these Sufis,” said Lotfi Aissa, a
historian specialising in the history
of Sufi saints in the Maghreb.
Al Chedhly ventured on a trip
across the Maghreb from his home
in Morocco to retreat to a cave in a
hill in Tunis. Sidi Bou Said el-Beji
found retreat in a mosque near Beb
Bhar where he devoted his time to
prayer and contemplation before he
moved with his disciples to contemplate at a minaret in Carthage.

In 2012, Islamist
radicals destroyed
more than 40 Sufi
shrines
“A Sufi is, by definition, someone who leads a hermit life where
they often retreat from public life to
meditate on the teachings of their
religion before choosing their companions and starting their brotherhood,” said Aissa.
He added: “Sufism is about altruism and generosity. A Sufi is someone who gives to others even when
he is in need, someone who accepts
the difference of other people.
The importance of these shrines
does not only consist in spiritual
and religious dimensions but also in
their social role. A shrine is a home
of a Sufi and Sufis are only considered as such when they prove their
commitment to the faith by proving
their generosity and providing comfort and peace to people. “In addition to companionship, a Sufi is to
feed the people in need. Anything
can be postponed but food. The
Sufis have this saying, ‘If it wasn’t
for bread, there will be no prayer or
faith.’ These Sufi shrines still feed
the poor today. Saints are believed
to protect people from misery,” said
Aissa.
“The shrines save people from
the pain of hunger and also provide
shelter.
Tunisians revere the sanctity of
the Sufi shrines and continue to

(Photo: Hassen Dridi)

Sidi Bou Said shrine
celebrate the rituals of the shrines
despite recent attacks by religious
extremists. Whether in their daily
talk or everyday habits, Tunisians
swear by the saints and ask their
blessings when encountering obstacles. “It perpetuates a form of faith
in Sufis. It is a question of equilibrium and safety as long as it brings
about peace and helps us live peacefully. The Sufis help asking the right
questions: What is life? What is
death? What is madness? This is the
dynamics of this life. These shrines
bring peace to people who find in
these places the answers,” said Aissa.
In 2012, salafist radicals destroyed
more than 40 Sufi shrines, claiming
the Sufis and their followers are infidels who do not respect Islam.
“These Islamist groups think of
the Sufis and their followers as infidels since Sufi rituals do not comply

with strict religious teachings, but
these are rituals one believes in to
find peace with the idea of death.
How do you expect someone to live
knowing this life has an end, an end
that is inescapable?” asked Aissa.
“They need to exorcise the anxieties of the unnamed questions that
we cannot express. It is not about
religion as much as about the spiritual tradition.”
As she leaned to drop the candle
of the floor of the tomb of the Sufi,
Zina whispered something then
read Al-Fatiha.
“I visit these shrines as part of the
rituals. It does not mean I believe
in them more than God. I believe
and pray to God first but I respect
and venerate these Sufis so I come
here to give them offerings once in
a while. It is a peaceful place to be,”
Zina said.
Many others, like Zina, seek se-

renity in such shrines after coming
from far-away towns and villages.
They spend the night at Sidi Belhassen or Sidi Bou Said during annual
or monthly rituals. They travel for
hours to take part in circles of religious chanting.
“Tunisians visit shrines in pursuit
of this inner happiness and peace.
Shrines suggest the idea of communion. They chant and sing to become one spirit. It brings us together and creates a common identity: a
feeling of belonging,” said Aissa.
He added, “Sidi Bou Said el-Beji
said that the happiest man is one
who gives expression to any feeling. These rituals are an expression
of feelings and that is happiness for
these people.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor for The Arab
Weekly.

Palestinians break their isolation through culture and music
Nida Ibrahim

Ramallah

A

s event manager Tariq
Shadid puts the final
touches on preparations
for an upcoming cultural
and musical event, he
faces a usual uncertainty: He can’t
be 100% sure that The Egyptian
Week in Palestine will take place as
planned.
Eleven Egyptian musicians, poets, singers and media personalities, some of them coming for the
first time, will take part in a series of
activities over a week, starting June
18th in the West Bank and, possibly,
in Nazareth — a predominantly Palestinian city in Israel proper.
With an eager audience and good
ticket sales guaranteed, Shadid’s
dilemma is whether his Egyptian
guests will be allowed to show up.
Israel, which controls all border
outposts in the Palestinian territories, has turned back scores of visitors to the West Bank, especially
pro-Palestinian activists. Some are
delayed or denied entry without
explanation.
However, Shadid was confident
that he will overcome the hurdles.
He recalled when Egyptian poet
Hisham al-Jakh was delayed for
hours at an Israeli crossing point
into the West Bank and almost
missed a February 12th performance.
“Still, he arrived a few minutes
before the show, freshened up and
performed but that was a little later
than planned,” Shadid said. “Palestine has a special charm that makes
people forget the pain they suffer
coming in.”

Having few celebrities of their
own, and unable to see performances at home, Palestinians are
fascinated when they meet their
idols. When celebrities are in town,
social media buzz with news on
their whereabouts. Often, Palestinians just want to get a once-in-alifetime quick peek at the celebrities in person.
The phenomenal win of Gaza
Strip artist Mohammed Assaf in a
pan-Arab singing competition has
undoubtedly given Palestinians a
sense of pride in a star entertainer
of their own. When voters chose
him as “Arab Idol” in 2013, hundreds in the West Bank and Gaza
took to the streets, honking and rejoicing over a rare sense of victory.
Thousands attended Assaf’s free
concerts, while others paid at least
$120 per ticket to attend his private
parties in the West Bank.
“Happiness is resistance and we
want to show the world that we
can live and enjoy life despite the
political hardships,” says Mustafa,
a 30-year-old Ramallah resident
who says he often goes to parties
in town. “This, on its own, is a success.”
Palestinians and their political
leadership have often called on fellow Arabs, celebrity or not, to dare
break an Israeli siege by visiting
them.
However, some Arabs refuse to
go to the occupied West Bank, citing their objection to encouraging
normalisation with Israel. They
consider Israel’s authority at Palestinian entry points as a tacit recognition of its military rule of the
West Bank.
By the same token, the Arabs’
declared support for the Palestinian boycott of Israel is adding to the

isolation of West Bank residents because, when it comes to concerts,
not many can afford or are allowed
to travel abroad to attend them.
Shadid, who set up Fikra Advertising Services company in 2006,
following the end of the second
intifada, said travel of performers
is arranged by the Palestinian Authority (PA). “If it wasn’t for their
help, we wouldn’t be able to obtain
permission for the artists to come,”
he said.

The Arabs’ declared
support for the
Palestinian boycott
of Israel is adding to
the isolation of West
Bank residents
The special permits, which the
PA coordinates with Israel, are not
visas but Israeli entry approval for a
specific artist.
The process to obtain them is
lengthy and arduous, involving
stringent Israeli security checks.
Israel’s Hebrew logo is not usually stamped on artists’ passports
to spare them questioning when
entering Arab countries, some of
which reject such stamps in passports by an enemy country.
Jordanian singer Adham Nabulsi
said he was detained for four hours
at Beirut’s airport in June and ultimately denied entry into Lebanon.
He said he had no Israeli stamps in
his passport but that he was barred
entry because he had performed in
the West Bank.
Boycott activists pushed to stop
a performance by a Jordanian band
after it was known that it had entered the West Bank with an Israeli

Supporters of Mohammed Assaf in the West Bank city of Ramallah
July 1, 2013.
visa and planned to perform at an
Israeli bar.
The move was in line with a boycott regulation, which stipulates
that artists can only perform in the
Palestinian territories, not Israel.
For Shadid, what could be a temporary solution is simple.
“We must have a Palestinian dispatched to Jordan to accompany
Arab artists coming to visit,” he explained. “He can deal on their behalf

with Israeli soldiers at the bridge.”
Shadid said performers are often
ecstatic when asked to perform in
Palestinian territories.
“Is this something I can say
no to”? he recounted the answer
he received from Egyptian actor
Mahmoud Abdul Aziz.
Nida Ibrahim, based in Ramallah,
has been covering Palestinian issues
for nearly ten years.
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Travel
Agenda
Constantine, Algeria:
Through July 2nd
As part of Constantine: Capital
of Arab Culture 2015, the
Cultural Centre of Khroub in
Constantine hosts an exhibition about Algerian cinema
through the generations.
Tunis, Tunisia:
Through July 15th
Tunis celebrates art during Ramadan with the 33rd
Medina Festival. Andalusian
malouf music and ethnic
bands are featured in venues
of the old city. Artists from Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Spain and
France are expected to attend.
This year’s festival is a tribute
to Tunisian women artists.

Flamingos stand in a water reservoir on Sir Bani Yas Island, off the coast of Abu Dhabi.

UAE wants to be
year-round travel
destination
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T

he United Arab Emirates
has turned conventional
wisdom on its head by
showcasing its sweltering
summer as major tourism,
heritage and shopping festival designed to attract families from the
Gulf, the rest of the Middle East and
the Indian subcontinent.
This year the summer calendar
in the UAE includes the holy fasting month of Ramadan, Eid al-Fitr
— the feast marking the end of fasting — and school holidays. Tourism authorities, along with the
private sector, in Abu Dhabi, Dubai
and Sharjah have pulled out all the
stops to offer tourists activities for
the whole family.
Concerts and performances by
leading artists, including Saudi
singing sensation Mohammed Abdo
and Emirati singer Habeeb El Yasi
and Indian singers Shreya Ghoshal
and Arijit Singh, Arabic and Western comedy nights, and shopping
deals and prizes are among the big
draws.
Abu Dhabi Summer Season festival began June 11th and extends
to September 5th, offering three
months of entertainment and fun
in Abu Dhabi, Al Ain and Al Gharbiya. The Abu Dhabi Tourism and
Culture Authority (TCA Abu Dhabi)
is giving away 12 Mercedes-Benz
cars at the emirate’s malls.
“Abu Dhabi’s Summer Season is
a shining example of a coordinated
multi-partner marketing campaign
initiative which will stimulate demand over the summer period to
broaden and strengthen our yearround visitor proposition,” TCA
Abu Dhabi Acting Executive Director Sultan Al Dhaheri said.
“We have formed an emiratewide programme of activities in
partnership with private event
management companies, the emirate’s hotel providers and shopping
malls to deliver a ‘fun for all’ propo-

Jounieh, Lebanon:
July 11th-19th
The entertainment and
educational exhibition Living
Dinosaurs features 25 life-size
replica dinosaurs, a 3D theatre,
live simulations and a children’s interactive area.

sition for visitors from within the
UAE, as well as from across the GCC
(Gulf Cooperation Council), the Indian subcontinent and Europe.”
According to TCA, last summer
saw 786,376 guest arrivals in Abu
Dhabi, an increase of 20% during
June, July and August from the previous year. The number of guests
from the GCC, excluding the UAE,
increased 25%, from India 26% and
from Europe 19%.

Zouk Mikael, Lebanon:
July 23rd-28th
Set in a renovated old souk,
the Zouk Mikael International
Festival features Arab and international artists. All musical
styles from classical and opera
to blues and jazz performances
are offered.

Abu Dhabi
Summer Season
festival began
June 11th and
extends to
September 5th
“Hotel occupancy grew by a total
of 7% from 2013, and we are aiming
to improve that figure again this
season,” added Al Dhaheri.
Dubai’s Summer Season promotion powered by Dubai Shopping
Malls Group (DSMG) is back with a
campaign from May to October in
partnership with Dubai Festivals
and Retail Establishment (DFRE) to
roll out this blockbuster shopping
bonanza among 25 participating
malls across Dubai.
GCC residents and tourists in the
UAE will get opportunities to win
prizes worth $1.5 million in travel
packages, cash, luxury cars, shopping vouchers and more.
“This year, Dubai will witness
the biggest number of retail promotions being launched in a single
summer season, giving shoppers
from around the world a rewarding
experience including the opportunity to win amazing prizes, while
at the same time further boosting
sales and footfall at the participating malls,” DFRE Chief Executive
Officer Laila Mohammad Suhail
said.
Dubai welcomed a total of 13.2
million international overnight
visitors in 2014, according to government statistics, representing a

The luxury Burj al-Arab Hotel at Jumeirah area in Dubai.

Jerash, Jordan:
July 23rd-August 1st

Beach of Mina al-Salam hotel and touristic resort in Dubai.
year-on-year increase of 8.2%, significantly higher than the global average of 4.7%.
Dubai’s ambition for 2020 is to
become the world’s number one
family destination and win a substantial share of the global tourism
market. Family travel accounts for
more than 12.5% of the $1.7 trillion
global tourism market and is projected to grow at about 5% annually
to 2020, according to recent figures
published by Reuters.
With this in mind, Dubai is investing more in family attractions. Over
the next two years Dubai Safari
Park, Dubai Opera House, Legoland
Dubai, Hollywood-themed Motion
Gate and Bollywood Parks Dubai
are all expected to open.
“Over the years, Dubai has positioned itself as an international
summer destination, offering
hassle-free online visa, ex-

tensive leisure and tourism packages and world-class infrastructure
and transportation system,” noted
Kulwant Singh, manager of Lama
Group, one of Dubai’s leading tour
operators.
“During this season, hotels are
also very keen to drop prices and
offer value-for-money deals to attract GCC nationals and other foreign tourists who flock to the city
for the annual Dubai Summer Surprises — the region’s most anticipated summer entertainment and
shopping bonanza,” he said.
“Aside from the buzzing retail
activity across the emirate, there
is also a calendar full of activities
centred on culture, arts and family values,” Singh said, stressing,
however, that the summer festival
continues to play a crucial part in
boosting the retail and tourism sectors.
“We are very positive that this
summer will be as successful as
2012 when Dubai welcomed 4.36
million visitors if not more,” he
said.
The city of Sharjah, about 12
kilometres from Dubai, hosts its
own summer festival offering promotional activities, attractive discounts, raffles and entertainment.
The Sharjah Commerce and Tourism Development Authority recently launched Sharjah Tourism Vision 2021, which aims to attract 10
million tourists by then, when the
UAE celebrates its 50th anniversary,
by focusing on family and cultural
tourism.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a contributor
for The Arab Weekly based in Dubai.

Held since 1980, the Jerash
Festival of Culture and Arts
transforms the ancient city of
Jerash into one of the world’s
liveliest cultural events. With
singers, poetry readings, ballet performances, symphony
orchestras and art shows, the
festival showcases Jordanian
culture in a host of different
arenas.
Oujda, Morocco:
August 1st-8th
The ninth edition of the Rai
d’Oujda Festival celebrates Rai
music, a form of folk music
that originated in Algeria. The
festival invites Rai internationally known singers such as
Cheb Khaled, Cheb Mami and
Cheb Faudel.
Tangier, Morocco:
September 9th-13th
The Tangier Jazz Festival in
its 16th edition welcomes
renowned international and
local jazz artists in one of
Morocco’s premier cultural
events. Over five days visitors
can attend free street performances, dance courses and
jazz concerts.
We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest
to travellers in the Middle
East and North Africa.
Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

