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Gulf show of unity after Kuwait attack

London

R
eeling from the tragic bomb-
ing that killed 27 and 
wounded 227 Shia worshi-
pers, Shia and Sunni Kuwaitis 
conducted joint Friday 

prayers in a unified stand aimed at 
rejecting sectarian violence and ter-
rorism.

The prayers in Kuwait were led by 
Sheikh Waleed al-Ali, a Sunni, who 
gave a sermon calling for national 
unity and the rejection of extrem-
ism in religion. “Extremism has led 
to this bloodshed,” Ali said, as Sunni 
and Shia worshippers stood beside 
each other, each praying according 
to their own tradition.

“Our message today is that Ku-
wait is united and nothing will ever 
succeed to divide us,” Abdullah 
Nuri, a Shia engineer, told Agence 
France-Presse. “The highly positive 
reactions by our Sunni brothers af-
ter the blast made us very satisfied.”

“This is proof that Sunnis and Shi-
as are the same and that they (ter-

rorists) will not succeed in dividing 
this country,” Kuwaiti Shia cleric 
Abdullah al-Nejada said.

Less than 24 hours after the June 
26th attack, billboards sprang up 
across Kuwait showing an image of 
a hand wrapped inside the Kuwait 

flag with the slogan “we stand as 
one” displayed beneath it.

Kuwaiti celebrities appeared in 
television announcements speak-
ing about unity, while four of the 
country’s best-known singers re-
corded and released a song within 

hours of the blast praising Kuwait’s 
history of coexistence. On July 3rd, 
a week after the attack at the Al 
Imam Al Sadeq mosque, Sunni and 
Shia Muslims prayed together in a 
show of unity.

The show of solidarity was also 
on display in Bahrain, where joint 
Sunni-Shia prayers were also held 
in Manama’s Grand Mosque on July 
3rd.

“Bahrainis have today set a mod-
el of unity in the face of conspira-
tors against the Arab and Islamic 
nations,” Justice and Islamic Affairs 
Minister Sheikh Khalid bin Ali al-
Khalifa said in a statement. He 
said that all mosques are for Allah 
Almighty, adding, “the extremist, 
wherever he is in Bahrain, will al-
ways find himself isolated.”

Twitter has become a battle-
ground in the fight against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), with the hashtag 
“Before You Blow Yourself Up” go-
ing viral in the Gulf region. Gulf-
based Twitter users tweeted out 
Islamic texts condemning the ter-
rorist attacks and forbidding the 
killing of the innocent. However, 
ISIS supporters hijacked the “Before 
You Blow Yourself Up” hashtag with 
tweets justifying suicide bombings. 
In another show of solidarity, GCC 
interior ministers vowed to take a 
united stand against ISIS. 

In an emergency meeting in Ku-
wait on the same day of the unity 
prayers, the ministers “underscored 
the importance of coordination 
and cooperation in all measures 
and steps in confronting this seri-
ous epidemic … which is a threat to 
the security and stability of the GCC 
states”, said a statement issued af-
ter the meeting.

Officials also expressed sympa-
thy with Kuwait, which suffered the 
worst terrorist attack in its history.

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

Sunni and Shia worshippers attend joint Friday prayers in Kuwait 
on Friday, July 3, 2015.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

“Our message today 
is that Kuwait is 
united and nothing 
will ever succeed to 
divide us”
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Turkey masses troops on Syria border

Istanbul

A
s Turkey prepares for a 
possible intervention in 
neighbouring Syria with 
more than 60,000 soldiers 
deployed along its south-

ern border, the opposition in Ankara 
is accusing the government of over-
stepping its mandate by planning 
a war despite having lost its par-
liamentary majority.

“I invite the government to show 
common sense,” Kemal Kilicdaro-
glu, the leader of the secularist 
Republican People’s Party (CHP), 
the biggest opposition bloc in  
parliament, told the Hurriyet 
daily. “I am warning [the govern-
ment] not to push Turkey into an 
adventure, because the price will 
be high.”

Selahattin Demirtas, leader of 
the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Demo-
cratic Party (HDP), said the ruling 
Islamic-conservative Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) was 
governing the country “illegiti-
mately” because it lost its major-
ity in parliament in June 7th elec-
tions. 

Yusuf Halacoglu, a leading 
member of the right-wing Na-
tionalist Movement Party (MHP), 
a possible coalition partner of the 
AKP, warned the present AKP gov-
ernment, in office until a new cabi-
net can be formed, was not in a po-
sition to decide to take the country 
into war.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoğlu, the AKP leader, says 
Turkey is ready to defend its bor-

der with Syria as fighting rages be-
tween Kurdish militias, backed by 
US-led air strikes, and the Islamic 
State (ISIS) north of the ISIS “capi-
tal” of Raqqa, about 80 kilometres 
from the Turkish border.

ISIS retook the strategic town 
of Ain Issa, north of Raqqa, on 
July 6th but Kurdish forces were 
reported to have regained control 
of about a dozen villages that had 
fallen to ISIS. Fighting continued 
in Aleppo, 60 kilometres from the 
border, where rebels and Syrian 
government forces battle for con-
trol.

US President Barack Obama said 
his country was stepping up its air 
campaign against ISIS in Raqqa 
and elsewhere and sent his special 
envoy for the international anti-
ISIS coalition, retired US Marine 
Corps general John Allen, to An-
kara for talks.

According to news reports, the 
Turkish military, on orders by 
the Davutoğlu government, has 
65,000 soldiers in the border area. 
About 1,200 tanks, armoured ve-
hicles, howitzers and personnel 
carriers have been deployed in the 
area, the reports said.  

The build-up has led to specula-
tion that the government planned 
to intervene in Syria to push ISIS 
back and halt the advance of 
Kurdish forces that have made  
gains against extremists in the 
area.

Government critics say the AKP 
might be willing to risk war in 
Syria to strengthen its position 
ahead of possible fresh elections, 
perhaps in October or November, 
if attempts to form new a govern-
ment fail.

Fehim Tastekin, foreign editor 
of the news website Radikal, wrote 
recently that Turkish President  
Recep Tayyip Erdogan — the AKP 
and government supremo — was 
aware that Turkey’s Syria policy 
was in for a big change under a 
new government. This is why Er-
dogan wanted to make up for the 
AKP’s election defeat as “com-
mander-in-chief” in a Syria opera-
tion, he added.

An anonymous member of the 
Turkish leadership, who has been 
tweeting under the pseudonym 
“Fuat Avni” and previously cor-
rectly predicted several moves by 
Erdogan, wrote that the president 
wanted to cling to power by creat-

ing chaos in Turkey with the help 
of a military operation in Syria.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

The Turkish 
military, on orders 
by the Davutoğlu 
government, has 
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Iraqi political and religious leaders during a reconciliation meeting in 2013.

The need for national reconciliation in Iraq

T 

he cause behind the 
deterioration of the 
security and political 
situations in Iraq is 
definitely not some-
thing that could be 

clarified in one article. It is very 
complicated and involves many 
factors; it would probably take 
an entire book to explain.

With this in mind, there is still 
one way out — a way for Iraq to 
restart the process. But for that to 
happen, one would need Alad-
din’s magic lamp and a few dozen 
genies. Unfortunately, those do-
good genies have all emigrated to 
more peaceful lands.

Still, the magic term is “national 
reconciliation” in which participa-
tion from all political parties, no 
matter how big or small, is pre-
sent. (It would be nice to be able 
to add “except for the ones who 
have Iraqi blood on their hands” 
but that would exclude far too 
many facets of Iraqi society).

The real problem in the coun-
try is the vast and continuously 
growing gap between the Shia 
and Sunni communities. Even 
Baghdad, which used to be a 
melting pot for every ethnic and 
religious group that the cradle of 
civilisation produced, became a 
city covered in black and white. 
Now, every little area has its own 

identity and no one dares to cross 
that line.

The concept of national rec-
onciliation is not new. After the 
fall of the Ba’ath regime in 2003, 
specific parties raised the issue, 
especially after the dismantling of 
the Iraqi Army and the formation 
of the De-Ba’athification Com-
mission (making the Sunnis feel 
targeted by the Shia-controlled 
government).

Day after day, the gap grew 
wider and Iraqi citizens now have 
to pay the price (with interest) 
for the mistrust between political 
rivals.

 Political leaders could not take 
into account the dark and danger-
ous circumstances people face on 
a daily basis: the bombings, the 
killings, the kidnappings, the ar-

rests, the executions and so forth.
During Nuri al-Maliki’s run, 

a committee was formed in the 
prime minister’s office to follow 
up on the initiative and to push 
it forward. The government even 
allocated a large budget for the 
campaign. 

However, this committee is 
highly dysfunctional (as it has al-
ways been) despite the fact Maliki 
is no longer in control.

One of the obstacles is the head 
of the committee, a committed 
member of Dawa Party, which 
makes him an essential part of the 
problem: He can never be neutral.

This committee is lacking in 
many areas, including the re-
quired strategies, the necessary 
relations, a true clear vision and 
the ability or desire to achieve a 

genuine reconciliation. Even the 
United Nations failed in the mis-
sion, despite the fact that it was 
working closely with the com-
mittee for a long duration. It was 
clear that the United Nations was 
helping create the right mechani-
cal approach to implement the 
initiative. 

For many Iraqi politicians, this 
international organisation holds 
no credibility whatsoever. Hence, 
any help from the United Nations 
would be a total waste of time and 
effort because there is no real trust 
among the people (let alone the 
political parties).

The solution should come from 
the Iraqis themselves; not even 
the Arab governments could help 
— for obvious reasons.

What is required is a rude awak-
ening for all sides without a single 
exception, or it will be too late.

Before a page can be turned and 
before Iraq can move forward, it 
needs to start by granting a gen-
eral amnesty. Tens of thousands of 
innocent people are held in Iraqi 
prisons, incarcerated for undeter-
mined charges under Section 4 of 
the terrorism law. This needs to be 
reconsidered and dealt with.

Injustice, oppression, unfairness 
and extortion will only push the 
country farther into a dark tunnel 
with no light at the end. This will 
lead to yet another devastating 
war. If you like what the Islamic 
State (ISIS) is doing to the region, 
wait till the current crisis starts to 
boil over and a few more ISIS-type 
groups emerge from the wood-
work.

And when all is said and done, 
not one Iraqi will be better off.

Dalia al-Aqidi is an Arab-American 
journalist in Washington.

Dalia
al-Aqidi

View point
Day after 
day, the gap 
grew wider 
and Iraqi 
citizens now 
have to pay 
the price

The magic term is 
“national reconciliation” 
with participation from all 
political parties

Baghdad

T 

he Iraqi Air Force dropped 
deadly barrel bombs on 
the Islamic State-held city 
of Falluja, killing dozens 
of people and wounding 

more than 200, Sunni tribal leaders, 
residents and medical officials said.

Medical officials at a Falluja 
hospital said at least 79 people, 
including 20 children and nine 
women, were killed, and 212 oth-
ers wounded in barrel bomb at-
tacks that began June 18th and 
continued through early July.

The makeshift bombs — oil 
drums packed with explosives and 
shrapnel — have killed or wounded 
thousands of Syrians since the em-
battled regime of President Bashar 
Assad began using them in 2012.

Humanitarian groups estimate 
that more than 25,000 people 
have been killed by barrel bombs 
in Syria through early 2015. Hu-
man Rights Watch says the use 
of such indiscriminate weapons, 
some large enough to destroy 

a city block, constitutes a war 
crime.

Falluja residents said barrel 
bombs were dropped there after 
Iraqi lawmaker Qassem al-Aaraji 
labelled the city the “head of 
the snake”. He told parliament 
on June 2nd, “All the population 
there is affiliated with ISIS (an Is-
lamic State acronym) and should 
be wiped out totally.”

According to YouTube videos 
posted by activists, the Shia-dom-
inated Iraqi government has used 
barrel bombs against several cit-
ies in its war against ISIS, which 
controls about one-third of the 
country. Mosul, Taiji and Tikrit, all 
battlefronts in the war against ISIS 
since mid-2014, have been hit sev-
eral times.

Activists say the home-made 
bombs are usually dropped at 
night to evade being recorded on 
video.

On June 1st, Sunni tribal lead-
ers reported that at least 12 civil-
ians were killed and 29 wounded, 
including women and children, 
when Iraqi aircraft dropped five 
barrel bombs on a residential dis-
trict of Falluja.

Mohammed Taei, a retired uni-
versity professor of international 
law, said the Baghdad government 
is using barrel bombs “because 
they’re cheaper than missiles and 
can inflict more severe damage to 
the areas they strike”.

Iraqi government officials did 
not return repeated calls from 
The Arab Weekly asking for com-
ment. However, on May 12, 2014, 
the Baghdad government denied 
using barrel bombs and said it was 
fighting “in a humane way”.

On July 7th, Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi’s office, in a state-
ment, refuted allegations that the 
army randomly targeted civilian 

areas but made no mention of bar-
rel bombs. “The Council of Minis-
ters is keen to protect civilian lives 
in conflict zones and provide them 
with safe passages to exit those ar-
eas,” the statement said.

“The government is lying up to 
its teeth if it tries to deny that bar-
rel bombs were used here,” a physi-
cian who treated recent casualties 
said by telephone from Baghdad. 

“We see barrels showered down 
from the sky every day,” he said, 
declining to be identified because 
of fears for his safety.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Baghdad.
Ed Blanche, The Arab Weekly’s 
Analysis editor, contributed to this 
article.

Iraqi government 
accused of 
barrel bombing 
ISIS-held Falluja

Iraq’s Shia paramilitaries launch a rocket towards Islamic State militants north of Falluja in Anbar 
province, July 6, 2015.  No pictures of the alleged barrel bomb use were available.

Omar Hejab

Activists say the 
home-made bombs 
are usually dropped 
at night
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T 

he United Nations has 
sounded the highest 
alarm in warning that 
millions of Yemenis are 
on the verge of outright 

starvation with no sign of a lull in 
the raging internal conflict to allow 
much-needed assistance to be de-
livered.

In a country that imports 90% 
of its foodstuffs, a humanitarian 
ceasefire has become vital for the 
survival of the majority of Yemen’s 
population of 25.5 million.

The situation is described by 
international aid agencies as the 
“gloomiest ever”. More than four 
months of non-stop fighting be-
tween government forces and Shia 
Houthi rebels backed by troops 
loyal to ex-president Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh, in addition to Saudi-led 
air strikes against Iranian-backed 
Houthis, has left the country in ru-
ins and isolated from vital humani-
tarian assistance.

“The situation is very desperate. 
Our last assessment has shown 
that close to half the population 
is food insecure, which means 
that families do not know where 
their next meal will come from,” 
UN World Food Programme (WFP) 
spokeswoman Abeer Etefa said.

The United Nations declared a 

Level 3 humanitarian emergency 
in Yemen on July 2nd amid esti-
mates that more than 21.1 million 
Yemenis — 80% of the population 
— require some form of humanitar-
ian protection or assistance.

According to UN figures, 12.9 
million Yemenis struggle to access 
sufficient food, while 20.4 million 
people lack access to safe water or 
adequate sanitation and 15.2 mil-
lion are without health care.

At least 6.1 million are said to be 
suffering from “severe” food inse-
curity. “Those can be classified as 
Stage 4 in the emergency level of 
[food] insecurity, which is just one 
step away from starvation stage,” 
Etefa warned.

Most distressful of all, Yemen al-

ready had one of the highest rates 
of malnutrition with more than 
850,000 children under the age of 
5 underfed. This figure is expected 
to sharply rise.

“The lack of adequate food 
and water is also a major factor 
prompting many Yemenis to be-
come internally displaced or leave 
the country altogether,” according 
to Andreas Needham, a spokesman 
for the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR). “The situation 
is desperate everywhere in the 
country. There are about a million 
internally displaced people and 
a quarter of a million of refugees. 
The needs are massive and this is 
putting stress and strain on the en-
tire system,” Needham said.

Aid groups are keen for a human-
itarian ceasefire, which they hope 
could occur over Eid al-Fitr, which 
marks the end of the Muslim fast-
ing month of Ramadan.

“Any opportunity of a ceasefire 
or a pause in the fighting is cer-
tainly welcome and needed to ease 
movement restrictions on humani-
tarian aid workers. There are many 
areas in Yemen where fighting has 
been raging heavily and it is sim-
ply too difficult to get into these 
areas now,” Etefa said. UN agencies 
have sought to move humanitarian 
aid via Yemeni ports but many aid 
ships have been turned away due 
to lack of security.

“It is absolutely imperative that 
we have access to people so we can 

provide them with assistance. We 
have seven ships, waiting off the 
coast of Yemen, loaded with some 
10,000 tons of food aid,” Etefa said.

“We appeal to all the parties on 
the ground to allow aid workers 
and humanitarian assistance to 
reach all of the people in dire need 
without discrimination.”

The questions remain as to 
whether Eid al-Fitr will bring relief 
to the beleaguered population of 
Yemen and will the international 
community succeed in exacting a 
desperately needed humanitarian 
truce.

Mahmud el-Shafey is a 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly based in London.

The situation is 
desperate 
everywhere in the 
country

Mahmud el-Shafey
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Humanitarian catastrophe as Yemen war rages

Saudi deputy Crown Prince and Minister of Defence Mohammed bin Salman 
(2nd from L) looking at the flight deck during a visit to the USS aircraft carrier 
Theodore Roosevelt, which is operating in the Gulf.

The challenges of maritime security 
in the Arabian peninsula

T 
he oil-rich Gulf Arab 
states face important 
challenges ranging 
from terrorism to food 
security, but the issue 
of maritime security  

is an over-arching concern as all 
of them depend on the sea for the 
export and import of most of 
their vital strategic products.

There are three major maritime 
chokepoints along the lengthy 
coastline of the Arabian peninsula. 
The Strait of Hormuz, between 
Iran and Oman, is the world’s most 
important waterway for oil and 
gas through which is carried some 
17 million barrels of crude a day, 
about 30 percent of all seaborne-
traded oil. The other chokepoints 
are the Bab el Mandeb, which com-
mands the entrance to the Red Sea 
from the Gulf of Oman, and the 
Gulf of Suez at the southern end of 
the Suez Canal.

The maritime security challenge 
faced by the Arabian peninsula 
GCC is a product of the instability 
of the region. Yemen and the six 
GCC countries of the peninsula are 
flanked by Iraq to the north, Iran 
and Pakistan to the east, Israel, 
Jordan, Egypt, Sudan, Eritrea and 
Djibouti to the west and Somalia to 
the south.

 The potential threat is com-
pounded by the emergence of non-
traditional and non-state actors 
operating at sea.

The GCC must be simultane-
ously able to defend and safeguard 
its maritime security interests 
against Iranian forces on one side, 
an unstable Yemen from which 
Houthi-led insurgents may develop 
a capability to threaten the Bab el 
Mandeb, and an increasingly active 
Islamic State (ISIS) presence in the 
Sinai, which overlooks the Suez 
Canal.

Forces such as Iran’s Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC) are 
capable of carrying out sabotage, 
threatening shipping and deploy-
ing mines, which would have 
a disproportionate cost to GCC 
countries. The threat of short-
range rockets fired from the coast 
at chokepoints or at sea from small 
craft and dhows dampens freedom 
of navigation at sea and could halt 

maritime traffic altogether.
While the activities of Somali 

pirates have diminished in recent 
years, the threat remains. Pirates 
must be denied operating spaces 
alongside any copycat criminal 
networks that could emerge to 
threaten vital sea lanes for GCC 
states.

Narcotics and contraband smug-
glers, human traffickers and illegal 
waste dumpers represent the same 
category of criminal maritime 
networks more broadly that pose 
a serious and growing challenge 
to GCC security interests. Put 
together, the scale and diversity of 
maritime threats represent a highly 
complex, multidimensional chal-
lenge for the GCC that will grow 
with time. Additionally, GCC states 
must contend with the residual 

threat from Israel. German-sup-
plied Israeli submarines operating 
with nuclear-tipped cruise missiles 
regularly conduct exercises in the 
Red Sea, for example.

Tackling the maritime security 
challenges will require deeper 
cooperation at the GCC level first 
and foremost as well as with key 
regional partners such as Egypt 
and Jordan, enhanced partnerships 
with international allies such as the 
United States, France, the United 
Kingdom, Australia and Pakistan.

The GCC is busy on both fronts 
but it will be critical to translate 
a strategic vision into a robust, 
operational set of capabilities as 
quickly as possible. Setting and 
declaring clear benchmarks among 
GCC navies could prove useful in 
ensuring development is not sub-
jected to fluctuations in priorities.

GCC naval forces must also 
fast-track their expanding efforts 
at technical capacity building to 
boost round-the-clock patrolling 
and reconnaissance capabili-
ties of regional waters to support 
maritime domain situational 
awareness, rapid response and 
interdiction and a robust strategic 
capability to deter, deny, disrupt, 
degrade and destroy any combina-
tion of conventional and asymmet-
ric threats.

Technical capacity building will 
enable the GCC to redefine the re-
gional maritime security architec-
ture as the dominant regional mari-
time and naval force. In the overall 
analysis, that would be positive for 
international security.

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.

Sabahat Khan
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Damascus

T 

he Islamist Jaysh al-
Fateh, a coalition of Syr-
ian rebel groups, includ-
ing al-Qaeda’s affiliate, 
Jabhat al-Nusra, was hop-

ing to emulate in Deraa a recent 
victory it had against government 
forces in the northern province of 
Idlib. But the three-day “Southern 
Storm” offensive it waged in June 
to seize government positions in 
the southern province, including 
the al-Tha’la military airbase on the 
outskirts of the Druze heartland of 
Sweida, turned out to be a total flop.

Poor military coordination be-
tween various rebel groups, geog-
raphy and geopolitical conditions 
were blamed for the failure in De-
raa.

“The circumstances and the en-
vironment of military operations 
in Deraa were totally different from 
Idlib,” a rebel fighter and former 
Syrian Army officer said on condi-
tion of anonymity.

“A main difference is geography, 
which is more to the rebels’ advan-
tage,” he said, in reference to the 
mountainous area of Idlib, covered 
with thick forests that help hide the 
movement of men and equipment 
facing the government’s air power.

In Idlib, rebels used various 
types of weaponry, including heavy 
arms, to crush government posi-
tions, the ex-officer said. “Whereas 
in Deraa, the choice of arms was 
limited because of the proximity of 
civilian centres to the battleground, 
a matter that, however, did not stop 
the regime from using barrel bombs 
and rockets.”

Poor coordination in the field 
between fighting units was another 
weakness of Jaysh al-Fateh in De-
raa, he added.

A military source in Damascus, 
pinned the rebels’ victory in Idlib to 
the open military supply lines from 
Turkey. “Weapons, fighters and 
vehicles as well as suicide bomb-
ers from Jabhat al-Nusra who had 
a key role in assuring the victory of 
the rebels, streamed from Turkey, 
while no such thing was possible in 
Deraa,” the source said.

Deraa leans mostly towards 
more moderate rebel factions, who 
receive training in Jordan. Weapons 
and ammunition also find their way 
across the Jordanian border to non-
Islamist rebel areas.

Generally, Deraa’s predomi-
nantly tribal inhabitants are closely 
influenced by Jordan, which is anti-
Islamist and in the forefront of re-
gional efforts to fight al-Qaeda and 
other militants in Syria, Iraq and 
elsewhere.

Jaysh al-Fateh — the Army of 
Conquest — was formed in March as 
an umbrella organisation for some 
50 Islamist rebel groups, excluding 
the Islamic State (ISIS) seeking to 
topple the Syrian regime. The alli-
ance is said to control 35,000 fight-
ers and includes, in addition to Jab-
hat al-Nusra, smaller groups such as 
Ahrar al-Sham, Liwa al-Haqq, Fateh 
al-Sham, Mujahideen Nawa, Jaysh 
al-Sunna and Faylaq al-Sham.

Syrian military strategist Has-
san Hassan questioned the abil-
ity of armed opposition groups to 
unite and work effectively under 
one banner. “All attempts in that di-
rection have failed so far, except in 
the case of Idlib, a victory that was 

largely due to unlimited Turkish 
military support,” Hassan said.

“It is almost impossible to unify 
these groups because of deep divi-
sions and differences in their objec-
tives, approaches and among coun-
tries supporting them.”

Jaysh al-Fateh suffered painful 
losses — several hundred fighters 
killed or wounded — in the South-
ern Storm battle. Many fighters fled 
from advancing government troops 
in the town of Naima, some 4 kilo-
metres east of Deraa, Hassan added.

Weaknesses of the “Deraa chap-
ter” of Jaysh al-Fateh were ac-
knowledged by the rebels, citing in-
ner divisions and mistrust as major 
handicaps. “Differences and lack of 
trust between the various groups 
caused many to fail to abide by the 
joint plan of attack,” a rebel field 

commander, who asked to be iden-
tified as Yassin, said.

Pointing an accusing finger at 
Jabhat al-Nusra, Yassin said: “They 
were acting individually and not as 
part of the group which eventually 
undermined their efficiency.”

Rifts within the group deep-
ened after an air bombing targeted 
a meeting of Southern Storm com-
manders at the main operations 
room on the second day of the 
offensive. Rebels exchanged ac-
cusations of treason and leaking 
information about the meeting to 
government forces.

Yassin argued that the Syrian 
Army took advantage of the divi-
sions among the rebel groups to 
launch intensive attacks in various 
parts of Deraa, which resulted in 
defeating the rebels in Talat Sheikh 

Hussein, south-west of the Tha’la 
airbase. “This (defeat) should be a 
lesson learned to all groups in or-
der to avoid similar mistakes in a 
new battle for achieving the aspired 
objective of seizing control of all of 
Deraa,” he added.

Renewed attempts to put in 
place a new operations room for 
Jaysh al-Fatah in Deraa proved fu-
tile. “The differences between the 
groups are too deep to be mended,” 
Yassin said.

The army says it is targeting rebel 
positions in Syria’s southern prov-
ince on a daily basis, whereas the 
latter are trying to close their ranks 
and get reorganised with the hope 
of emulating the victory in Idlib.

Khalil Hamlo is  an  Arab Weekly 
contributor in Damascus.

Jaysh al-Fateh fails to advance in Deraa
Khalil Hamlo

Fighters from Jaysh al-Fateh coalition.

Mafraq, Jordan

J 

ordan is training secular Syr-
ian forces to be deployed in 
Sunni Muslim areas in Syria 
to maintain security there 
when the regime of President 

Bashar Assad crumbles or abandons 
the capital, Damascus.

However, a strict vetting process 
and the recent dismissal of dozens 
of Syrian cadets for violating Jor-
danian Army disciplinary orders 
is hampering a US-sponsored pro-
gramme to produce a viable force 
willing to fight the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Syria and Iraq.

“The training programme is off 
to an extremely slow start,” an Am-
man-based Western diplomat said, 
insisting on not being identified 
further because of the sensitivity of 
his information.

He admitted to “slowdowns iden-
tifying moderate Syrian rebels” but 
stressed that there were “dozens 
of cadets who are being trained by 
Jordanian military instructors”. He 
declined to provide details.

Three Syrian trainees inter-
viewed separately on July 4th said 
their battalion initially included 301 
Syrians but that 151 were dismissed 
and deported to Syria on July 1st.

“They desecrated disciplinary 
orders by being late to training 
and sometimes not showing up for 
days,” said one of the cadets, a per-

son familiar to The Arab Weekly re-
porter for at least two years.

In Washington, US Army Gen-
eral Martin Dempsey, chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, insisted 
that “no shortcuts” will be made in 
screening Syrian rebel volunteers.

More than 6,000 Syrians have 
volunteered to battle ISIS but fewer 
than 100 have passed muster, 
Dempsey told a Pentagon news 
conference on July 1st. He 
said while the United States 
needs to develop a “credible, 
moderate fighting partner” on 
the ground in Syria, the “vet-
ting must be done carefully to 
weed out extremists”.

The US goal is to train and 
equip 5,400 rebels per year, he 
said, adding that training is con-
ducted in Jordan and Turkey. 
The US Congress allocated 
$500 million to finance 
the programme.

On June 17th, 
US Secretary of 
Defense Ashton 
Carter told a con-
gressional com-
mittee that it was 
“very hard” to 
find fighters who 
are both “moder-
ate” and willing to 
“take on ISIS as their 
primary foe”.

It was not im-
mediately clear if 
the Pentagon-spon-
sored training is the 
same as that referred 
to by the diplomat.

Publicly, Jordan ad-
mits there are several 
hundred US military advis-
ers in the pro-Western Arab 
kingdom, mostly manning 

Patriot batteries to fend off a possi-
ble missile attack by Jordan’s Syrian 
neighbour.

Jordan has a vested interest in a 
stable post-Assad Syria. The ma-
jority of Syria’s central and south-
ern regions lack the riches of the 
north and north-east, which has 

oil reserves. Thus, peo-
ple there may es-

cape hardships to 
Jordan, which is 
already grappling 
with an influx of 
1.5 million Syrian 
refugees.

The potential 
for a spillover of 

violence from Syria is a nightmare 
to Jordan whose northern border is 
about an hour’s drive from Damas-
cus. The border was sealed in April 
of this year when it was seized by 
the militant al-Nusra Front.

Amman is concerned that when 
Assad is toppled, ISIS will have a 
freer hand in Syria, using it as a 
springboard for attacks on Jordan 
and other moderate nations.

Underlining the Syrian refugee 
crisis, Jordan said that Syrians made 
up 21% of the population of 7.5 mil-
lion. They have strained the coun-
try’s meagre resources, particularly 
water, health care and electricity.

The Syrian refugees are mainly 
Sunnis, just like the rest of Jordan’s 
population. They fled more than 
four years of civil war which has 
killed some 231,000 people, accord-
ing to Syrian opposition figures.

Cash-strapped Jordan, which re-
ported a record deficit of $30 billion 
(72% of gross domestic product), 
lives off donations from traditional 
US and Saudi bankrollers.

The recruit said the cadets hailed 
mostly from the southern border 
city of Deraa and all are of tribal 
Bedouin background.

From Deraa himself, the trainee 
said many of the conscripted men 
were carefully selected from 

Zaatari, a camp in Jordan 
housing thousands of Syri-

an refugee families. Train-
ing at an army camp in 
an isolated strip near 
the northern city of Ma-

fraq began October 1st, 
he maintained, declining to 
be identified further, citing 
Jordanian army regulations 

that ban him from talk-
ing to the media.

Another five 

conscripts, three of whom were 
among those deported, spoke in 
separate interviews with The Arab 
Weekly. 

They provided similar informa-
tion on condition of anonymity. All 
had Jordanian Army conscription 
identification cards.

They said their training focused 
on various techniques, mainly 
crowd and city control, anti-terror-
ism tactics, street fighting and “lib-
erating areas from terrorist groups” 
— a clear reference to ISIS.

However, all six voiced one con-
cern: Where they will be positioned 
in the future? They complained that 
their Jordanian instructors were 
keeping them in the dark about 
what was in store for the recruits.

Jordanian security officials de-
clined repeated requests for clarifi-
cation from The Arab Weekly.

The Western diplomat said Jor-
dan and some of its Western allies 
say that it may be only a matter of 
time before Assad abandons Da-
mascus to set up an enclave on 
the eastern Mediterranean shores 
in Latakia and Tartus for the rul-
ing Alawite minority, comprising 
about 250,000 people.  “There are 
clear signs that an Alawite enclave 
may emerge at some point soon,” 
he said.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is 
the Levant section editor for The 
Arab Weekly and has covered the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
nearly three decades.

Jordan trains ‘moderate’ Syrians for post-Assad rule
Jamal J. Halaby

Jaysh al-Fateh 
suffered painful 
losses — several 
hundred fighters 
killed or wounded

The US goal is to 
train and equip 
5,400 rebels per 
year

The potential for a 
spillover of violence 
from Syria is a 
nightmare to Jordan

Deraa leans mostly 
towards more 
moderate rebel 
factions
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Russian asylum for Assad?

B
y any measure, the 
strife in Syria has 
produced misery and 
political upheaval on 
an epic scale. Most 
ominously for the 

region, opposition to Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s regime 
has produced the extremist 
Islamic State (ISIS), whose 
militancy and cruelty in Syria 
and Iraq has triggered alarms in 
the region and beyond.

While Western and regional 
governments, including the 
United States, Turkey, Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf states, have 
surreptitiously sought the 
overthrow of the Assad adminis-
tration, it has survived, in part, 
because Russia has supported it 
in the diplomatic arena.

In the year since the establish-
ment of ISIS’s caliphate, many are 
coming to regard it as a greater 
evil than the Assad regime and, 
behind the diplomatic scenes, 
there are intriguing hints that 
Russia may be willing to use its 
clout in Damascus, initially to 
offer asylum to Assad’s family 
and, later, Assad himself.

Such an option would open 
political space to kick-start a 
reconciliation process that could 
lead to a coalition government 
that nations opposing the Assad 
regime could support. That, in 
turn, could allow them to 
collaborate openly with it to 
battle ISIS, regarded as a far 
greater threat to regional secu-
rity than the Syrian government.

The change in Western policy 
towards Assad and Russia 
became evident during the June 
Group of Seven summit in 
Germany. Discussion topics 
included climate change, global 
economy, energy security, 
human rights, democracy and 
the rule of law.

According to the prime minis-
ter’s press office, the main focus 
of an hour-long talk between US 
President Barack Obama and 
British Prime Minister David 
Cameron was Syria and Iraq, 
where they tentatively agreed 
that a viable political solution 
was both possible and desirable.

The office added: “The idea is 
that it might be possible to work 
with the Russians on a transition 
with a different leadership in 
Syria. 

“The prime minister has 
spoken to President [Vladimir] 
Putin about this, and it was also 
discussed by the American 
Secretary of State John Kerry 
when he visited Russia recently.”

At the end of the summit, 
German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel said it would be “highly 
desirable” that Western countries 

worked to resolve this issue “in 
tandem” with Russia.

The Russian-Western rap-
prochement is being driven by 
the successes of ISIS against 
Syrian government troops, 
compounded by the growing 
realisation of the failure of the 
Western-backed “moderate” 
opposition. Russia, unlike the 
United States, sees ISIS as an 
existential threat; on April 22nd 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov said, “I consider (ISIS) to 
be our main enemy right now.”

The failure of Washington’s 
policy of supporting “moderate” 
opposition seeking to overthrow 
Assad’s regime, combined with 
the rise of ISIS, led Russia and the 
United States to conclude that the 
best option for combating ISIS in 

the long term is with the creation 
of a new Syrian government that 
is broadly acceptable to both 
countries along with other 
nations supporting the opposi-
tion, which subsequently could 
receive direct military support in 
its fight against extremism.

Adding to the speculation that 
a deal over Assad is farther along, 
on June 29th the London-based 
Saudi-owned Elaph website 
reported that Russia has agreed 
to grant asylum to Assad’s wife 
and children, while the Russian 
Foreign Ministry announced that 
Syrian Deputy Prime Minister 
and Foreign Minister Walid 
Muallem would arrive in Moscow 
on a three-day visit. The next day 
Muallem said during a televised 
news conference after meeting 
Putin, “I got a promise of aid to 
Syria — politically, economically 
and militarily.”

Reading the diplomatic tea 
leaves, Russia’s view that 
extremism in Syria and neigh-
bouring Iraq is a greater threat 
than the Assad regime has been 
broadly accepted, and despite 
Western-Russian disputes over 
Ukraine, Europe and the United 
States are seeking a way to work 
with Moscow to defeat ISIS. The 
decision should have been taken 
a year ago, before establishment 
of the caliphate — but the West 
was busy punishing Russia for 
annexing Crimea.

John C.K. Daly is a 
Washington-based specialist on 
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.

John C.K. 
Daly

View point
Russia may 
be willing to 
offer asylum 
to Assad’s 
family

Such an option would 
open political space to 
kick-start a reconciliation 
process All options on the table? Russian President 

Vladimir Putin (R), Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov (L) and Syrian Foreign Minister Walid 
Muallem
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Seeing a new course in Syria
Former US envoy to Damascus sees possible route to a solution

Washington

H
ave recent 
developments 
on Syria’s 
battlefields 
brought the 
civil war any 
closer to a 
political 

solution?
That is the question The Arab 

Weekly posed to Frederic Hof, for-
mer US State Department special 
representative on Syria and cur-
rent resident senior fellow at the 
Atlantic Council. He acknowledged 
that the Bashar Assad regime “has 
suffered some tactical reverses on 
the battlefield over the last couple 
of months, both in north-western 
Syria and south-western Syria and 
at the loss of Tadmur to Daesh”, 
using an Arabic acronym for the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

But for Hof the most important 
development involves Iran and 
Hezbollah. “They are discussing 
in some detail the actual dimen-
sions of an Assad mini-state. I do 
not think there is a real prospect 
of Iranian forces or Hezbollah and 
Iraqi militias trying to reconquer 
Sunni areas that have been lost. 
What is important to the Iranians 
and Hezbollah is the Qalamoun 
area and major parts of Latakia 
and the Tartus provinces that front 
the Mediterranean,” Hof said.

Hof said both Iran and Hezbol-
lah want to keep Assad in power 
but “their resources are such that 
they want to limit the amount 
of territory they must defend; at 
a minimum Latakia, Tartus and 
Qalamoun. At most, it would 
include Damascus, Hama and 
Homs,” he said.

In the absence of realistic pros-
pects for a political solution, talk 
about mini-states in Syria can be 
heard in Washington and Europe. 
Hof agreed that “there is no rec-
ognisable political horizon at the 
moment. [UN Special Envoy] Staf-
fan de Mistura is making a very 
conscientious effort but he has no 
real leverage and no cooperation 
from key parties including the 
regime, Iran and Russia”.

The Obama administration’s 
reluctance to get involved in Syria 
has given the impression that 
Washington is not interested in 
finding a solution. Hof said he 
disagrees, “There is permanent 
interest on the part of the Obama 
administration in a political transi-
tion process and scenario that 
would move the Assad family off 
the stage and have it replaced by a 
national unity structure according 
to the Geneva final communiqué.”

What is lacking, he said, is “a 
strategy to bring this about. What 
is being pursued so far is a contin-
ued dialogue with Russia, [but] 
nothing is likely to come of this.”

Moreover, Hof said, even if 
Russian President Vladimir 
Putin were willing to have 
Assad replaced by a national 
unity government, “the 
external party that has real 
leverage over the Assad 
regime is Iran, not Russia”.

Hof said the US pro-
gramme to train and 
equip the Syrian mod-
erate opposition to be 
“too small and too slow 
to have any significant 
impact on the situation”.  
He said the programme’s 
“main purpose is to 
create a ground combat 
component against ISIS”, 
even though “the popula-
tion from which [the US] 
wishes to recruit is under 
severe military pressure 

from the Assad regime. Trying to 
recruit people by telling them your 
main target is ISIS is a problematic 
recruiting theme.”

The Obama administration 
would like to believe that a nuclear 
deal with Iran will change Iran’s 
behaviour in the region, including 
its role in Syria. But Hof said he 
doubts that “the administration 
is so naïve as to believe that there 
will be 180-degree turn in Iran’s 
policy.

“I do think the president and 
his advisers think that a success-
fully concluded and implemented 
nuclear deal will over time modify 
Iranian behaviour in the region. 
This may well be correct,” he said.

“The key phrase is ‘over time.’ 
If we are looking at additional 
months or years in which Iran con-
tinues to facilitate mass murder 
in Syria, then we are looking at 
enormously bad consequences for 
the region, increasing number of 
Syrians will probably look to ISIS 
for protection against the regime 

and Syria will continue to 
haemorrhage human beings 

into all the neighbouring 
countries.”

Hof said he feared 
that “in the end, we 
could have a situa-
tion in which Syria is 
informally partitioned 
between two sets of 
mass murderers: ISIS 
and the Assad re-
gime. This would be 
the worst possible 
outcome.”

Is there hope for 
a new American 
course in Syria?

“I have some hope 
that sometime in the 

20 months remain-
ing to it the Obama 

administration will 
change course in Syria,” 

Hof said. He mentioned 

in particular reconciliation with 
Turkey, “The main objective of the 
US is the military defeat of ISIS, 
while the main objective of Turkey 
is the removal of Assad.”

Hof said these objectives can be 
reconciled if each side made con-
cessions. “For example,” he said, 
“the US needs an effective ground 
force against ISIS. The Turkish 
Army could provide that force in 
the near term, perhaps joined by 
other regional elements. Working 
with the US Air Force, they could 
defeat ISIS in Syria, and this will 
have major positive effects on 
fighting ISIS in Iraq.”

In return, Hof said, “The US 
would recognise a new Syrian gov-
ernment in areas liberated from 
ISIS, establish a security assistance 
relationship with it and urge oth-
ers to recognise it.”

With the new political reality in 
Turkey, however, things are not 
simple for Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. Major Turkish 
opposition parties are opposed 
to Turkish intervention in Syria 
against the Assad regime. But Hof 
said the scenario that he has in 
mind would have a potentially 
decisive but indirect effect against 
the regime. The immediate combat 
emphasis would be against ISIS.

But, he said, “if a new govern-
ment is established in… Raqqa or 
Deir ez-Zor, you could have the 
basis for national unity negotia-
tions. You would have a regime in 
Damascus and a new government 
of Syria in the newly liberated 
areas. If the regime refused to ne-
gotiate, then the new government 
could build a new stabilisation 
force, with the assistance of the 
US and regional powers and would 
in the fullness of time be able to 
pacify the entire country.”

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

I n t e r v i e w

Amal Mudallali Talk about 
mini-states 
in Syria can 
be heard in 
Washington and 
Europe

Frederic Hof
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T
he Islamic State (ISIS) released a macabre propaganda 
video in July showing the execution of 25 Syrian 
soldiers in Palmyra’s ancient Roman amphitheatre. 
Shockingly, the executioners were children and 
teenagers.

This was not the first time ISIS has used minors to 
carry out horrendous acts of terror. The jihadist organisation has 
relied on children to perform other sordid acts, including suicide 
bomb attacks. According to the UN Human Rights Council, ISIS 
“has established training camps to recruit children into armed 
roles under the guise of education”. In such camps, the “cubs of the 
caliphate” receive armed training and ideological indoctrination.

The fate of children under ISIS is probably the most tragic 
manifestation of child abuse in the Middle East and North Africa 
region. But children suffer in many other battlefields as well, as 
fighters or innocent bystanders. In Yemen, hundreds are enrolled 
by militias, especially the Iran-supported Houthis. Between the 
end of March and the middle of June, at least 279 children were 
killed and 402 injured in Yemen, UN Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) statistics show.

When they do not fall as direct casualties of armed violence, 
children suffer the consequences of displacement and neglect 
within or outside their countries of birth.

The most direct consequence is a lack of education. Despite 
improvements in schooling rates during the last decade, 21 million 
children and young teenagers in the region are either out of school 
or at risk of dropping out, according to UN agencies.  This figure 
includes 3 million children in Syria and Iraq where war is destroy-
ing educational facilities or parents are too wary to send their 
children to school.

Children are forced instead to work at a very low age.

Reports by the non-governmental organisation Save the Children 
and the UN Children’s Fund reveal that children are working in 
more than 75% of households surveyed inside Syria.

When outside of the school or family setting, children are 
vulnerable to sexual exploitation and other illegal activities. 
Children in conflict areas are also exposed to malnutrition and 
disease, which is spreading due to plunging vaccination rates.

Instability and turmoil in many Arab countries, including in 
places which have enjoyed a modicum of peace, have led to chil-
dren being exploited by unscrupulous operators, who have no 
qualms about putting the health and safety of minors at risk in an 
ever-expanding informal economy. Children even find themselves 
aboard unseaworthy boats along with other illegal immigrants 
trying to reach European shores.

These tragic circumstances affect the lives of many in the region. 
No less than 157 million out of the more than 400 million people in 
the Middle East and North Africa are under the age of 18. But the 
tragedy goes beyond the sheer numbers. The terrible plight of Arab 
children will mean a future of lifelong physical and psychological 
trauma and wasted potential for both the children themselves and 
the entire region.
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the children of MENA
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Turkey’s unfulfilled 
ambitions

T 

urkey’s political 
dreams over in recent 
years have turned into 
political nightmares. 
Under former prime 
minister and current 

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
Turkey has not had a very 
successful record in applying 
major foreign policies. Erdogan 
may have been popular in certain 
circles at home but in foreign 
policy he suffered two major 
disasters. A third — possibly far 
more devastating for Turkey 
— may not be far off.

The first disaster came when the 
European Union rejected Turkey’s 
application for membership. As 
prime minister, Erdogan laboured 
hard to fulfil the wishes of the 
founder of the modern Turkish re-
public, Mustafa Kemal, or Ataturk, 
who believed that Turkey’s place 
was in Europe. It’s not so much 
that Erdogan is a Kemalist (far 
from it) but it suited his political 
ambitions.

So convinced was he that the 
European Union would allow 
Turkey in that he said “there was 
no Plan B”.

For Erdogan, entry into the 
European Union meant being in 
Europe and that alone represented 
a huge public relations coup. Being 
in Europe also meant not being 
too involved in the Levant or the 
Middle East. However, after more 
than a decade of chasing his EU 
dream, Erdogan realised this was 
not about to happen. Several EU 
member countries barred Turkey’s 
admittance on grounds that it was 
politically immature and needed 
to implement a number of reforms 
to be on a par with the rest of Eu-
rope before it could be granted full 
membership status.

That was partially true. But a 
number of EU countries were more 
worried that allowing about 70 
million Muslims into the European 
Union would forever change the 
Judeo-Christian face of Europe.

So, reluctantly at first, 
Erdogan turned his back 
on Europe and launched a 
charm offensive directed 
at his neighbours and fel-
low Muslims, particularly 
his southern neighbour, 
Syria. For a while it be-
came the great love affair 
between Erdogan and Syri-
an President Bashar Assad. 
They had joint cabinet 

sessions and attended each 
other’s governmental meetings.

But that soured rather quickly 
when Assad lied to Erdogan and 

the latter had stood up for him 
in front of the American presi-
dent. Then when the situation 
started to deteriorate in Syria, 
Erdogan began to work towards 
the removal of Assad. The Turkish 
leader envisaged a Syria governed 
by a branch of the Muslim Brother-
hood that would be subservient 
to Ankara. He believed that the 
1,500-kilometre border between 
Syria and Turkey would be peace-
ful and keep the Kurds in check.

Turkey has long struggled to 
keep its large Kurdish minority 
from seeking autonomy or, even 
worse in Ankara’s eyes, independ-
ence.

Erdogan started supporting the 
Syrian opposition, offering it bases 
inside Turkey, supplying its mem-
bers with safe houses and training. 
In addition to sending weapons 
and money to the opposition, 
Ankara allowed for the transit of 
fighters from Europe to join jihad 
in Syria and Iraq.

But the removal of the Syrian 
president proved much, much 
harder than anticipated and the 
Turkish leader found himself in a 
tight spot: He was too Islamic for 
Europe and not Islamic enough for 
the Islamists to the south.

Meanwhile, amid all the plot-
ting and planning between the 
Islamists and Turkish authorities, 
between the latter and the Syr-
ian opposition groups, amid the 
backstabbing deals reached among 
the plethora of Syrian opposition 
groups, only to be outdone and 
renewed time and again, everyone 
— particularly the Turks — under-
estimated the resolve of the Kurds 
in northern Syria.

They have shown the world that 
they can fight — and they have 
particularly shown the Islamists 
that they are not a pushover. More 
importantly, they have shown the 
West that the Kurds can be reliable 
allies. That may well be Erdogan’s 
third major miscalculation, his 
third foreign policy disaster and 
Turkey’s worst nightmare.

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

Claude Salhani

Turkey has not had a 
very successful 
record in applying 
major foreign 
policies

Turkey’s political 
dreams in recent 
years have turned 
into political 
nightmares
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An anti-ISIS strategy from the Bourbons

W 

hen it comes to 
the Middle 
East, Arabs 
have come to 
learn the hard 
way that 

American policymakers are like 
the Bourbon kings of France in 
the early 19th century: They have 
remembered nothing and they 
have forgotten nothing.

US President Barack Obama’s 
bold new strategy to fight the 
Islamic State (ISIS) is not a “new” 
strategy at all. Arguably it is not 
even a “strategy”.

This strategy basically continues 
to rely on the one thing the United 
States still does well in the Middle 
East — killing people from the air. 
But this strength also reveals four 
glaring weaknesses ISIS fighters 

have repeatedly taken 
advantage of.

First, while air power 
can hinder ground forces 
that lack any air power 
at all, it cannot eliminate 
them. All they have to 
do is wait out the highly 
expensive and exhausting 

air strikes and then they start 
moving forward again.

The Islamist forces know this. 
It is the secret to their success 
in Syria and to their retaking of 

Ramadi in Iraq. Second, the Obama 
administration, like the clueless 
George W. Bush-Cheney-Rumsfeld-
Wolfowitz “military strategists” 
before them, keeps pouring out 
hundreds of billions of dollars to 
losers who promptly surrender, 
or run like blazes, turning over all 
those weapons to militants.

Third, like the arrogant Bush II 
neocons, the Obama team ignores 
the successful, vibrant viable and 
conservative pillars of order that 
stand in the region — Saudi Arabia, 
Turkey, Egypt, Jordan, Pakistan 
and the United Arab Emirates.

Fourth, the Obamaites keep 
falling for the same old favourite 
neocon game of weakening the 
stable and successful governments 
in the region.

Objectively, neoliberal and neo-
conservative American commenta-
tors — the Charles Krauthammers, 
Thomas Friedmans and Peter 
Beinarts — are the best friends ISIS 
could possibly have. Objectively, 
they are the Islamic State’s “agents 
of influence”.

After all, these are the people 
who made the fall of half of Iraq to 
the Islamists possible by insisting 
that the United States prop up a 
racist, Sunni-hating Shia regime in 
Iraq.

They insisted on disbanding the 

secular Ba’athist army in Iraq in 
2003 under Paul Bremer — unques-
tionably the stupidest mistake of 
the war — a move that drove and 
continues to drive officers and 
experienced non-commissioned of-
ficers into becoming the backbone 
of ISIS forces today.

It was these armchair warriors 
who insisted that the US govern-
ment fund the so-called demo-
cratic opposition forces in Yemen, 
Egypt, Libya and Syria. In every 
case, without exception, these 
“secular” forces proved to be 
Trojan horses for well-organised, 
extreme Islamists.

Today, the Americans, who were 
blind so long to the ISIS threat that 
they themselves were creating, are 
busy appeasing a far more formi-
dable longer-term threat to the 
region. 

They are playing into the hands 
of Iran at every level.

We see more familiar Bourbon-
type “learn-nothing-forget noth-

ing” patterns of behaviour here.
First, we see the repeated neo-

con hatred of and contempt for 
Arabs.

Second, we see the ignorant and 
arrogant refusal to take advice or 
heed warnings from the estab-
lished governments in the region.

ISIS cannot be defeated without 
credible ground forces from major 
Arab state allies. Renewed roman-
tic and ridiculous American love 
affairs with the Kurds will not do 
the trick.

Empowering Shia militias in Iraq 
will backfire disastrously. It will in-
evitably open the door to a future 
Middle East Anschluss — a forced 
“union” — in reality an annexation 
— of Iraq with Iran.

Arab leaders in the region see 
this danger clearly. Obama national 
security policymakers remain blind 
to it.

Friedrich Nietzsche said whom 
the gods would destroy, they first 
make mad.

The God of Islam and the God of 
Christianity certainly seem to feel 
that way about the policymakers of 
Washington.

Martin Sieff is a national columnist 
for the Post-Examiner newspapers 
and a senior fellow of the American 
University in Moscow.

Empowering Shia 
militias in Iraq will 
backfire disastrously

Martin Sieff

It is time to get serious about the threat 
of the Islamic State

T  

he Islamic State (ISIS) 
claimed responsibil-
ity for two of the 
three terror attacks 
carried out June 26th. 
More than three 

dozen people were killed and 
hundreds wounded in assaults 
on a Kuwaiti Shia mosque, a 
Tunisian resort frequented by 
foreign tourists and a factory in 
France.

ISIS boasted it was behind the 
Kuwaiti and Tunisian attacks, 
just the latest outrages that have 
marked this group since even 
before its formal founding. The 
Kuwait attack is believed to have 
been carried out by a Saudi 
national who previously fought 
for ISIS; the group praised the 
acts of the gunman in the 
Tunisian attack.

ISIS is infamous for posting — 
as recruiting efforts — videos of 
its horrific killings. They have 
beheaded, burned alive and 
drowned hostages, most of 
whom were civilians in the fight 
against terrorism. Their leaders 
call for acts of violence around 
the world.

It does not matter if these 
attacks are planned and ordered 
directly by ISIS or carried out by 
a “lone wolf” completely 
unknown to the terror group but 
motivated by some internet 
video. Innocent people — and 
yes, ISIS, your victims are 
innocent — are dying.

Each act by ISIS draws the 
same finger-wagging condemna-
tions from world leaders and 
results, perhaps, in an air strike 
from 30,000 feet or a missile 
fired from a drone. This is not 
enough of a response to make 
ISIS change its terror tactics.

No one wants to see 
anyone killed on any 
side of any conflict and 
a huge multinational 
military operation is the 
very last option. 
However, if ISIS is going 
to continue to act as a 
terrorist organisation 
without respect for 
human life and call for 

attacks, it is time for a serious 
international response that does 
not withhold any military option.

Often the threat of decisive-

level military action can force 
even the most stubborn group to 
face reality. But those measures 
must be considered a very real 
possibility by all parties involved 
and there must be the resolve 
that such operations would 
indeed be carried out if neces-
sary.

It is a weakness when forces 
limit their own choices. It was 
shown in Bosnia that an air 
campaign wasn’t enough to halt 
ethnic cleansing of Muslims in 
the region. It wasn’t until there 
was talk of ground troops 
entering that fight that the 
Bosnian leadership gave up. The 
direct risk to themselves of 
capture, or worse, outweighed 
their desire for power and to 
subjugate the population.

It is likely the same with ISIS. 

A US-led air campaign alone did 
not do much to slow the group 
but when that air power worked 
in coordination with forces on 
the ground ISIS has suffered 
substantial losses.

If this is truly a state actor, as 
ISIS apparently wishes to be 
considered since it deemed itself 
a “caliphate”, that state and its 
leaders must be held accountable 
for their words and actions. ISIS 
is acting internationally; the 
response to its actions should be 
international.

US President Barack Obama, 
who can be blamed for taking a 
too-tentative approach to 
international terrorism overall 
and ISIS in particular, has 
previously said this is the not 
United States’ fight alone. In this 
he is correct; all nations should 

have long ago been pushed past 
the condemnation phase and 
into action by ISIS. What red line 
must be crossed before the world 
acts?

ISIS boasted it was responsible 
for the recent attacks. It is time 
for the international community 
to hold the group accountable for 
crimes it confessed to.

Polite diplomatic condemna-
tion has not slowed ISIS in any 
way. The world needs to find a 
message that will get ISIS’s 
attention. That message must 
include demonstrative conse-
quences. Until ISIS is made to 
pay a serious price, the list of its 
atrocities will continue to grow.

John Hendel is senior editor for 
The Arab Weekly. He lives in the 
United States.

John Hendel

Until ISIS is made to 
pay a serious price, 
the list of its atrocities 
will continue to grow

We see the 
repeated neocon 
hatred of and 
contempt for 
Arabs

Deadly consequences
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T 

hree years ago, in the 
aftermath of the Libyan 
and Tunisian revolutions, 
there was an enthusiastic 
sentiment in both coun-

tries that a new, special relationship 
would be forged.

Both, after all, had had revolu-
tions, the Tunisian inspiring the 
Libyan. There was an economic 
synergy between the two, with 
Tunisians providing skills that 
Libya lacks and Libya investment 
that Tunisia needs. 

Bolstering this were close his-
toric cultural ties. There was talk 
of Tunisia and Libya possibly set-
ting up a common market to de-
velop the relationship. 

Not now. The relationship is un-
der immense strain.

The claim by Tunisian authori-
ties that Seifeddine Rezgui, the 
man who killed 38 tourists in 
Sousse on June 26th, and the kill-
ers in the Bardo National Museum 
massacre on March 18th were 
trained near Sabratha in Libya, 
and at the same time, came as no 
surprise to anyone, least of all to 
Tunisians.

Mention the word “Libya” to al-
most any taxi driver in Tunis and 
there is a torrent of angry invec-
tive, ranging from “they’re crazy” 
to “they support terrorists” and “I 
won’t have a Libyan in my taxi”. 
Likewise, on Tunisia’s streets and 
in cafés, the fear is that the chaos 
in Libya is infecting Tunisia, with 
militants in the former arming and 
aiding those in the latter. There 

is a deep suspicion of Libya and 
Libyans. 

Speak to Libyans about this, 
though, and they point out that 
they, too, are suffering from ter-
rorism. Moreover, they claim that 
many of the terrorists in Libya are 
Tunisians.

Tunisia admits to the home-
grown terrorist problem. It has put 
the number of its citizens fighting 
with various Islamist movements 
in Iraq, Syria and Libya at around 
3,000. Libyans give a much higher 
figure. In February, Omar Gaweiri, 
who heads the Beida-based, inter-
nationally recognised Libyan gov-
ernment’s information authority, 
put the number of Tunisian terror-
ists in Libya at 4,000.

It is impossible to know the real 
number but Tunisians certainly 
have figured prominently among 
suicide bombers named by the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) following attacks 
in Libya. 

In March, it was estimated that 
there were 500 ISIS fighters in 
Sirte, a large proportion of them 
Tunisians. One of the top com-
manders there, Ahmed Rouissi, 
who had been a member of Tu-
nisia’s Ansar al-Sharia (seen as 
more radical than Libya’s) before 
heading to Libya and joining ISIS, 
which renamed him Abu Zaka-
ria al-Tunsi, was killed the same 
month in fighting outside the 
nearby town of Harawa.

More recently, it was reported 
by US officials that Tunisian mili-
tant Saifallah Benhassine, also 
known as Abu Iyad, was killed in a 
US air strike on an Ansar al-Sharia 
gathering June 13th in Ajdabiya.

The Tunisian terror connection 
in Libya has resulted in growing 
resentment of Tunisians in the 
country, aided and abetted by a 
general Libyan suspicion of all for-
eigners.

Polarising the situation even 
more have been the kidnappings 

of Tunisians in Libya. In May, more 
than 200 Tunisian workers in the 
Tripoli area were seized, by mem-
bers of a brigade linked to the un-
recognised government of Khalifa 
Ghwell, following the arrest in Tu-
nisia on terrorism-related charges 
of a brigade commander, Walid al-
Ghleib.

They were released following 
pressure on the brigade by an em-
barrassed Ghwell regime but then, 
in June, when a court in Tunis 
refused to free Ghleib, ten staff 
members at the Tunisian consu-
late-general in Tripoli were seized. 
They were freed but only after Tu-
nisia let Ghleib go.

As a result of the affair, Tunisia 
closed its consulate in Tripoli. It 
had reopened in March amid pro-
tests from the recognised govern-

ment in Beida that it constituted a 
de facto recognition of the regime 
but Tunis argued that it had to 
look after the interests of its many 
citizens in and around the Libyan 
capital.

The Gheib affair was not the 
first instance of Tunisians being 
seized. In early 2014, two Tunisian 
embassy staff members were kid-
napped, again in a bid to secure 
the release of Libyans arrested in 
Tunisia.

The relationship has been sub-
ject to further pressure by nu-
merous incidents at the Ras Jedir 
border crossing, often following 
action by angry thwarted smug-
glers. It has been closed on several 
occasions as a result.

There is also the unresolved 
case of Tunisian journalists Sofi-
ane Chourabi and Nadhir Gtari, 
who were kidnapped in Septem-
ber 2014 but now widely thought 
to have been killed by ISIS.

Against the background of this 
souring political relationship, 
the Tunisian community in and 

around Tripoli and the Libyans in 
Tunisia worry about their future. 
The former, put at around 80,000, 
want to continue earning the liv-
ing that they cannot do back home 
but feel increasingly isolated and 
threatened. The latter, variously 
estimated at between 800,000 
and more than 1 million, likewise 
feel insecure, fearful that Tunisian 
authorities will impose visa re-
strictions and start ordering them 
out.

At present, Tunisia is one of the 
very few countries Libyans can 
go without visas. The community 
consists of several migrations — 
those opposed to the Qaddafi re-
gime who left during early days of 
the revolution, Qaddafi support-
ers who fled and those who have 
fled since because of the chaos or 
because they are opposed to the 
Libya Dawn regime in Tripoli.

All the Libyan communities 
claim harassment.

The souring relationship is fur-
ther complicated by poor informa-
tion and lack of facts.

The wide difference in estimates 
of the number of Libyans in Tuni-
sia shows the Tunisian authorities 
simply do not know how many are 
in the country.  The same can be 
said in relation to Tunisians in Lib-
ya. The Tunisian statement, too, 
that Rezgui trained near Sabratha 
is puzzling since ISIS claimed re-
sponsibility for the Sousse mas-
sacre. The camp near Sabratha 
has been seen as closer to Libya 
Dawn and Ansar al-Sharia, which 
are different to ISIS, though there 
is movement across lines by indi-
vidual supporters.

Given that lack of information, 
the climate of suspicion between 
the two countries looks set to con-
tinue while the hopes of a special 
relationship have all but vanished.

Michel Cousins is the 
editor-in-chief of the Libya Herald.

Libya and Tunisia: a relationship under strain

A Tunisian man kisses the hand of his mother following his 
release by militias in the Libyan capital Tripoli.

Tunis

T 

unisian President Beji Caid 
Essebsi declared a state of 
emergency after the June 
26th terrorist attack which 
killed 38 foreign tourists 

at a resort in Sousse even though 
some feared the measure could 
further deter foreign tourists and 
investors.

Caid Essebsi said Tunisia was 
“going through difficult circum-
stances, exceptional circumstanc-
es, which require exceptional 
measures”.

“Tunisia is facing an imminent 
threat,” he said, warning against 
the dire consequences that could 
befall the country should it suffer 
another major terrorist attack.

In the days following the attack, 
authorities arrested several people 
suspected of complicity with Seif-
eddine Rezgui, the Sousse assail-
ant. A number of senior security 
officials were sacked.

Jihadist groups posted online 
threats of further attacks in Tunisia 
during Ramadan, the Muslim holy 
month. Ansar al-Sharia, an al-Qae-
da affiliate, killed 15 Tunisian sol-

diers in a mountain ambush during 
Ramadan in 2014.

According to Caid Essebsi, jihad-
ists, trying to establish a theocratic 
“caliphate”, are targeting Tunisia 
because it is based on a “consti-
tution which provides for a civil 
state” and that is not Islam-based.

The security vacuum in neigh-
bouring Libya was also hurting 
Tunisia, said Caid Essebsi. “The 
500-kilometre Libyan border with 
our country is hard to control. It’s 
only possible with technical means 
that Tunisia does not possess,” he 
said. 

The two perpetrators of the Bar-
do National Museum shootings on 
March 18th and Rezgui were re-
portedly trained in Libya before re-
turning to Tunisia to carry out the 
attacks. The three gunmen killed a 
total of 58 foreign tourists, mostly 
Europeans, and plunged the vital 
tourism sector into deep crisis.

Members of Tunisian jihadist 
groups are suspected of having 
smuggled weapons across the bor-
der from Libya. After the end of the 
NATO-led campaign that led to the 
fall of the Muammar Qaddafi re-
gime in 2011, Libya has been under 
the control of armed militias.

“The people combating us are 
mostly in Libya,” said Caid Es-
sebsi, referring in particular to the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Hundreds of 
Tunisian jihadists are suspected of 
being based in Libyan cities such as 
Sirte, Derna and Subratha.

Caid Essebsi noted that Tunisia 
lacks the means to monitor its bor-

ders efficiently, saying, “We need 
external support and international 
cooperation.”

He called Tunisia’s struggle 
against terrorism “a special war”, 
adding that “there has to be a pop-
ular mobilisation” for it to succeed.

Caid Essebsi said the June 26th 
attack undermined efforts to at-
tract foreign investments. “We 
need to bring in investment and we 
must provide a suitable climate, 
which we don’t have now,” he said.

The 30-day state of emergency 
grants authorities exceptional 
powers, such as limiting or ban-
ning demonstrations and strikes, 
restricting publication of informa-
tion deemed detrimental to na-
tional security and restricting the 
movement of persons suspected of 
constituting a threat.

Most importantly, it will allow 
the army to lend support to securi-
ty services in protecting cities and 
strategic targets.

In the immediate aftermath of 
the Sousse attack, the worst terror-
ist incident in Tunisia’s history, Tu-
nisian Prime Minister Habib Essid 
announced a series of measures, 
which included calling up army re-
servists to bolster security in “criti-
cal” areas and the deployment 
of additional security personnel 
to tourist areas. Authorities have 
started to close about 80 mosques 
suspected of spreading extremist 
thought and supporting jihadist 
activity.

Although political activists and 
human rights advocates voiced 

concern about the potential effects 
of the state of emergency on civil 
freedoms, the decision was gener-
ally perceived as justified by the 
population.

Retired colonel Mokhtar Ben 
Nasr, president of the Tunisian 
Centre for Global Security Studies, 
said fears about restrictions were 
“exaggerated”.

“I don’t think the state of emer-
gency will be a tool of oppression. 
We lived under a state of emer-
gency from January 2011 to March 
2014. Freedom wasn’t smothered 
and elections were successful,” 
Ben Nasr said.

“Tunisia and its security are tru-
ly threatened, economically and 
socially. Everyone must act as if we 
were in a state of war.”

Yassine Halila is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Tunis.

State of emergency 
declared in Tunisia as 
terrorist threat persists

Michel Cousins

The 500-kilometre 
Libyan border with 
our country is hard 
to control

Tunisian president declaring state of emergency.

Tunisia is facing an 
imminent threat

Yassine Halila

Tunisia admits to the 
home-grown 
terrorist problem

Tunisia is one of the 
very few countries 
Libyans can go 
without visas
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he heavy and escalating 
Hezbollah involvement 
in the Syrian war is seen 
by many, inside and out-
side Israel, as a blessing 

because it has kept the arch-enemy 
of the country preoccupied in a war 
of attrition that has been draining 
its resources and undermining its 
popular base domestically and 
regionally.

However, Israeli military and 
defence analysts have been 
watching with increasing concern 
the valuable experience Hezbol-
lah fighters are picking up in Syria, 
especially in conducting offensive 
operations.

Hezbollah has led massive as-
saults on positions of Syrian re-
bels in different parts of Syria, 
especially in the areas along the 
Syrian-Lebanese borders such as 
Qalamoun and Quneitra.

Recent battles led by Hezbollah 
reveal that it has vastly improved 
its capabilities in the following ar-
eas:

– Hezbollah formations are no 
longer confined to small squadron-
size groups. They are deployed in 
platoon- and battalion-size forma-

tions in coordinated attacks. Hez-
bollah has succeeded in structur-
ing its fighting units and rotating 
them regularly in a way that com-
batants are not left on front lines 
for more than a few months.

It is believed that Hezbollah has, 
at any given time, at least 5,000 
fighters in Syria. This number 
spiked in the Qalamoun confron-
tations to about 10,000. This in-
cludes the hard-core fighters and 
support units.

– Hezbollah has been using artil-
lery cover in a better and coordi-
nated way. The group used to use 
its arsenal of missiles to bombard 
Israeli settlements and military 
positions for defensive purposes. 
However, in Syria Hezbollah is us-
ing artillery as well as missiles to 
provide firepower to cover the ad-
vances of its attacking forces.

– Hezbollah is using drones more 
effectively in reconnaissance and 
surveillance operations to gather 
vital intelligence needed to pro-
tect the advancing forces and to 
pre-empt rebel attacks. The party 
has reportedly used drones to at-
tack enemy positions.

– Hezbollah has considerably 
improved its logistical operations 
to support big offensives. It has 
demonstrated good capability in 
maintaining a steady flow of sup-
plies and ammunition to front 
lines to keep up the momentum 
of the attacking formations. Some 
battlefronts are deep in Syrian ter-
ritories in remote and mountain-
ous areas. It has used its engineer-
ing corps to open roads and build 
bunkers.

– Hezbollah has demonstrated 
good capability in training for-
eign fighters and fighting along-
side them. This is particularly true 
with the Iranian-backed Shia mi-
litias recruited from Iraq, Yemen, 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. There 
are scores of Shia militiamen in 
Syria and, according to Iranian 
sources, the Iranian Revolutionary 
Guards (IRGC) intend to have an 
army of 50,000 fighters in Syria to 
fight alongside thousands of Hez-
bollah troops to support Syrian re-
gime forces. Hezbollah is building 
good experience in handling large 
numbers of casualties — killed and 
wounded. This is essential in of-
fensive operations to keep high 
moral among troops and confi-
dence in their command. Hez-
bollah has reportedly lost nearly 
1,000 fighters in Syria with about 
7,000 wounded.

Israel has so far watched Hez-
bollah from a distance but with 
apparent two red lines: First, it 
will not tolerate the transfer of any 
advanced strategic weapons, such 

as ballistic missiles and anti-ship 
and anti-aircraft missiles, from 
Iran to the group via Syria. Israeli 
warplanes have raided convoys 
along the borders believed to be 
carrying weapons to Hezbollah.

Second, Israel will not allow 
Hezbollah and the IRGC to set up 
bases in Quneitra province along 
the Golan Heights. Israeli jets 
struck a convoy killing Hezbol-
lah and IRGC commanders a few 
months ago in Quneitra in a clear 
message to the party and Tehran 
that it was willing to use military 
force to counter their plans to link 
up the south Lebanon front with 
Golan and place Iranian missiles 
along Israeli borders.

It is not clear how long Israel will 
tolerate the situation in which not 
only is Hezbollah gaining valu-
able offensive operational experi-
ence but also building with Iran a 
large army of Shia militias along 
its borders. By early next year Ira-
nian-backed militias and Hezbol-
lah will have at least ten combat-
hardened divisions along Israel’s 

northern borders. Although it is 
widely believed that forces being 
built by Iran and Hezbollah will 
likely be used to help establish 
an Alawite state for the Syrian 
regime between the Syrian west 
coast and Damascus, these forces 
can quickly deploy to south Leba-
non via Hezbollah controlled lines 
from southern Syria and across 
Lebanon. Israel is likely to keep 
its guard high on Hezbollah’s army 
and continue to worry about its 
growing offensive military capa-
bilities despite the party’s involve-
ment in the bloody Syrian war.

The question is what additional 
redline Israel might impose on 
Hezbollah and what would be the 
trigger point that would lead to 
the breakout of a new war with 
Hezbollah that would most likely 
include IRGC units and Shia mili-
tias?

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

Hezbollah’s 
capabilities pose 
serious problem 
to Israel

Lebanon’s Hezbollah fighters sit on pick-up trucks mounted with weapons in the Qalamoun region.

Riad Kahwaji

Israel will not allow 
Hezbollah and the 
IRGC to set up bases 
in Quneitra
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T 

wice refugees in a life-
time, the Palestinians of 
Syria who fled to Lebanon 
are not welcomed any-
more among their compa-

triots who live in dire conditions in 
12 Palestinian refugee camps across 
the country.

Thousands of families from the 
war-battered refugee camp of Yar-
mouk near Damascus have been 
sharing limited space in Lebanon’s 
overcrowded camps and competing 
over reduced assistance provided 
by the UN Relief and Works Agency 
for Palestinian Refugees in the Near 
East (UNRWA), some for more than 
four years. Their overstay resulted 
in stirring recriminations by local 
refugees and tensions with the new-
comers.

Shatila camp, whose name is as-
sociated with the 1982 massacre 
of Palestinian refugees by Israeli-
backed Christian militias at the 
height of the Lebanese civil war, is 
an example of the growing intoler-
ance of the “hosts” towards their 
overstaying “guests”.

Originally built as a temporary 
shelter to house up to 3,000 people 
in a southern suburb of Beirut, the 
camp is now believed to be home to 
as many as 23,000, including 9,800 
refugees from Syria who have regis-
tered with UNRWA.

Mahmoud Abbas, long-time Sha-
tila resident and founder of the 
Children’s Youth Centre, explains 
how this animosity was brought to 
life and the effects it is having on 
residents of the camp.

“Of course pressure is there, due 

to the fact that approximately 800 
to 900 families are added to the 
population of Shatila, which is al-
ready an overcrowded camp,” Ab-
bas said.

“If we consider that the average 
size of a family is five persons, we 
are talking about thousands of peo-
ple. You can imagine the demands 
and burden it has on an exhausted 
infrastructure and limited accom-
modation capacities.”

Since the start of the Syrian crisis 
in 2011, a large number of Palestin-
ians sought refuge in Lebanon and 
settled in existing refugee camps. 
While the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) has provided 
massive support for Syrian refu-
gees, the task of providing aid to 
Palestinian refugees from Syria lies 
almost solely on UNRWA.

UNRWA’s mounting deficit and 
chronic underfunding have created 
gaps in the assistance and native 
camp residents often blame the in-
flux of refugees from Syria for ex-
asperating already poor conditions. 
Consequently, a culture of “us ver-
sus them” has surfaced in some of 
the camps.

Initially, new refugees were host-
ed graciously despite tiny living 
quarters and electricity and water 
shortages. However, it soon became 
apparent that they would not be re-
turning to their homes in the near 
future, Abbas said, adding, “This 
quickly changed the dynamic from 
one of friendship to one of competi-
tion.”

Omar Shahine, who fled violence 
in Yarmouk in late 2013, acknowl-
edges the growing animosity and 
tension among Shatila’s old and 
new residents.

“When we first came here, we 
were supported by all because no 

one knew that we would be stay-
ing that long. Now we are making 
things worse for each other,” Shahi-
ne said. “They stopped caring for us 
and are not even concerned that we 
have nowhere to go. They just want 
us to get out.”

The father of six said both the 
Lebanese and Palestinians of Leba-
non were angry because the Syrian 
refugees are cheaper labour. “We 
work for less because we need the 
money more,” he said.

UNRWA was initially able to pro-
vide cash assistance to Palestinian 

refugees of Syria in the form of food 
allowances valued at $30 per per-
son and housing allowances of $100 
per family, both distributed on a 
monthly basis. However, the agency 
has since been forced to make cuts 
in the programme and now distrib-
utes $27 per person for food allow-
ance.

With difficultly finding work or 
other sustainable ways of generat-
ing income, residents of the camp, 
both old and new, are left scram-
bling for whatever assistance and 
services UNRWA can hand out.

A senior official at UNRWA, speak-
ing on the condition of anonymity, 
said: “The agency is facing one of 
the most frightening deficits of its 
history, hundreds of millions deep.”

“The fluctuating exchange rate of 
the euro alone made us lose millions 
of US dollars, as most of the dona-
tions are received in euro, added to 

the fact that donors have a number 
of other urgent humanitarian cri-
ses to deal with such as the recent 
earthquake in Nepal and, of course, 
the Syrian civil war,” the UN official 
said. “We are struggling and the ref-
ugees are struggling even more and 
they are getting angry.”

The Palestinian refugees of Leba-
non are becoming increasingly vocal 
against UNRWA, accusing it of shift-
ing funds to Palestinian refugees 
from Syria and aiding them at their 
expense. For instance, the residents 
of the Nahr al-Bared camp in north-
ern Lebanon blame the refugees of 
Syria for delays in reconstruction of 
homes destroyed during the 2007 
war between the Lebanese Army 
and Palestinian militants.

Anger is seeping into the camp 
communities and, as Abbas ex-
plains, is prevalent among children 
attending after-school activities 
at his youth centres in Shatila and 
Nahr al-Bared.

“Children are the reflection of 
adults but without the added ‘sugar 
coating’ that comes along with age,” 
Abbas noted.

He said the centre conducted a 
survey of children aged 13-18 on 
what they think of life in the camp. 
“We received several answers but 
one which many agreed on is this: 
The camp was a better place before 
the refugees from Syria came in,” he 
said.

With little hope of alleviating 
such consequential strains in the 
near future, Abbas said he fears the 
rift is bound to grow in an already 
volatile society

Nadine Sayegh is a freelance 
journalist based between Dubai 
and Beirut, focusing on society and 
culture.

Rising tensions among Palestinian refugees in Lebanon

Palestinian militants at the refugee camp of Ain Al-Helweh, near 
the southern Lebanese city of Sidon.

Nadine Sayegh

800 to 900 families 
are added to the 
population of 
Shatila, which is 
already an 
overcrowded camp
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The Muslim Brotherhood and the war on Egypt

T 

he latest series of 
attacks in northern 
Sinai gives some idea 
of the scope of the 
challenge that 
President Abdel 

Fattah al-Sisi’s Egypt is facing.
On June 30, 2013, millions of 

Egyptians took to the street to 
protest against the regime of 
president Muhammad Morsi and 
the Muslim Brotherhood. Yes, the 
armed forces sided with the 
people but ultimately it was the 
Egyptian people who brought 
down the rule of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. And so, in revenge, 
the group decided to launch 
all-out war on Egypt itself.

Arab allies, led by Saudi Arabia, 
stood shoulder to shoulder with 
the Egyptian people on the basis 
that the Arab world needs a 
strong Egypt and that the 
collapse of the country would 
serve to unbalance the region and 
plunge it into chaos.

The Arab states that stood with 
Egypt faced a number of chal-
lenges, most prominently from 
Washington and Ankara. The US 
administration fails to under-
stand that there is a general 
consensus in the Arab world 
about the Muslim Brotherhood 
and its members — we can no 
longer differentiate between a 
“moderate” member of the group 
and a hard-line or extremist 
member. All members of the 
Brotherhood and the extremists 
come from the same root and are 
members of the same branch.

From the June 29th assassina-
tion of Prosecutor-General 
Hisham Barakat to the series of 
bombings across different regions 
of Egypt to the attacks on military 
and security outposts in northern 
Sinai, it is clear that the Muslim 
Brotherhood is trying to send a 
message. The thrust of this 
message is that the Brotherhood 
has launched an all-out war 
against Egypt. Brotherhood 
members will not give up on their 
goal of regaining control of Egypt. 
This is something they will 
continue to pursue, seeking to 
benefit from the open borders 
with Libya and the so-called 
Islamic Emirate that has been 
established by Hamas in the Gaza 
Strip and particularly from the 
foreign powers that are backing 
them. What is happening is truly 

an open war against Egypt and 
there can be no doubt that foreign 
powers are backing this war, 
providing the terrorists with arms 
and even men. Nobody can claim 
that hundreds of fighters can 
simultaneously attack dozens of 
security outposts in coordination 
without outside assistance. This 
indicates that they are an organ-
ised army that possesses sophisti-
cated weapons. There can also be 
no doubt that the Egyptian 
government bears a heavy 
responsibility for its inability to 
take the required measures to 
respond to the Brotherhood’s 
attempts. The Brotherhood has 
clear plans and objectives. Simply 
put, it wants to topple Sisi. The 
Egyptian leadership should make 
up its mind. It should confirm 
that there is no difference 
between a “moderate” member of 
the Muslim Brotherhood and an 
extremist; they are all the same.

The Brotherhood is the root of 
extremism, including al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic State. From 
Osama bin Laden to Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi to Abu Musab 
al-Zarqawi to Ayman al-Zawahiri 
— they are all from the same root 
and branch and that is the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Most importantly, the Egyptian 
leadership should acknowledge 
and understand that Egypt is in a 
state of war and that its very 

existence is at stake and that 
there can be no compromise with 
terrorism at home or abroad, 
whether in Libya, Gaza or else-
where. Egypt should take the 
initiative and not let itself be a 
theatre for proxy wars.

We cannot underestimate the 
forces arrayed against Egypt. 
These forces have already shown 
their strength. This requires a 
quick response from Egypt’s 
armed forces to purge the Sinai 
from terrorism. 

There can be no doubt that 
anything less than a strong 
Egyptian response could be seen 
by terrorists as an invitation to 
escalate their campaign. So there 
is a need for long-term strategy, in 
coordination with allied Arab 
states, to put an end to this open 
war against Egypt.

However, this is more than just 
a war on Egypt; it is a war on 
moderate Islam and on the Arab 
world. Egypt will not eliminate 
terrorism overnight but now, 
more than ever, we need a 
long-term strategy that recog-
nises that there can be no let up in 
the fight against the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer. The commentary was 
translated and adapted from the 
Arabic. It was initially published in 
middle-east-online.com.

Khairallah 
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Sinai attacks raises questions about Hamas 
Cairo

A 
recent series of attacks 
on military posts in North 
Sinai ushered in new calls 
by Egyptian political 
analysts for authorities 

to tighten the noose around the Gaza 
Strip and its ruling Hamas move-
ment.

Analysts accuse Hamas of aiding 
militants who staged attacks that 
left 17 Egyptian troops dead and 13 
others wounded.

The July 1st attacks were the 
most brazen as, according to a July 
4th statement by Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, the army 
foiled a plan by Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants to overrun part of North 
Sinai and declare it the capital of an 
Islamic province.

Instead of establishing the capi-
tal, however, the militants suffered 
as many as 205 deaths in battles 
with Egyptian troops, according to 
the Egyptian Army.

Now, it is not clear whether a re-
ported improvement in relations 
between Hamas and Egypt will 
weather accusations that the move-
ment has been helping Sinai terror-
ists.

“Hamas cannot easily overcome 
its ties with the Muslim Brother-
hood, now crossing swords with 
the authorities in Cairo,” said Rifaat 
Sayed Ahmed, head of local think-
tank Yafa Centre for Studies and 
Research. “This harms its relations 
with Egypt to a great extent.”

An ideological offshoot of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas did 
not seem to favour the ouster by 
the army of Muslim Brotherhood 
president Muhammad Morsi in July 
2013, even as the Palestinian move-
ment counters accusations, saying 
what happens in Egypt is purely an 
Egyptian affair.

A massive Egyptian military cam-
paign in the Sinai peninsula, one 
that included the demolition of 
hundreds of smuggling tunnels on 

the border with Gaza, the contin-
ued closure of the Rafah crossing, 
the creation of a buffer zone on the 
border and the construction of a se-
curity fence, has added to tensions.

Gaza, home to about 1.9 million 
Palestinians, has been under siege 
by Israel since Hamas fired civil 
servants and security personnel 
employed by the occupied West 
Bank-ruling Palestinian Authority 
in 2007. The siege includes an all-
out blockade, one that denies the 
residents of Gaza their most basic 
needs.

The closure of the Rafah crossing 
on the border with Egypt choked 
the coastal territory but Egyptian 
authorities reopened the crossing 
for a week in June, amid hopes in 
Gaza that Cairo would take steps 
to alleviate the suffering of Gazans. 
Egypt also allowed the entry into 
Gaza of badly needed construction 
materials.

Weeks earlier, an Egyptian court 
revoked a previous court ruling la-
belling Hamas as a “terrorist” group 
like Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood.

Hamas spokesman Sami Abu 
Zuhri said he expected recent de-

velopments to reduce tensions be-
tween Gaza and Cairo.

“It is clear that Cairo is keen to 
open a new chapter in its relations 
with Hamas and Hamas meets this 
with enthusiasm,” Abu Zuhri said.

There has been speculation that 
Egypt and Hamas might be com-
pelled to cooperate further, in 
view of the emergence of jihadist 
Salafism, which supports ISIS, in 
Gaza. ISIS has vowed to unseat Ha-
mas and occupy Gaza, Israel and 
the West Bank.

The enthusiasm turned, how-
ever, to be short-lived, after the 
July 1st attacks in Sinai, as accusa-
tions were levelled against Hamas’s 
military wing of complicity in the 
attacks.

Sharif Hafez, an Egyptian expert 
on Arab-Israeli affairs, says recent 
measures by Egyptian authorities 
on the border with Gaza should be 

put in perspective.
“Egypt will only seek to contain 

Hamas until it finishes with its 
other battles,” Hafez said. “Hamas 
can never be on good terms with 
our country simply because it is 
the same organisation [the Muslim 
Brotherhood] Egyptian authorities 
are fighting here.”

Egypt has been cracking down 
on the Muslim Brotherhood since 
2013, accusing members of the 
group of standing behind its persis-
tent turmoil, even as the Brother-
hood continues to claim it is com-
mitted to peaceful activism.

The claims that Hamas is party to 
Sinai violence are given credence 
by statements released by the 
Egyptian Army.

On July 4th, the army said its 
troops had aborted a bid to smuggle 
half a ton of explosives into Gaza 
through a border tunnel. Military 
experts say the explosives would 
have been made into bombs inside 
Gaza and returned to Egypt for de-
livery to terrorists targeting Egyp-
tian troops in Sinai.

Abu Zuhri said his movement ad-
justs border security and protects 

Sinai’s stability, adding that, soon 
after the July 1st attacks, Hamas 
sent extra national security and po-
lice to the border to prevent smug-
gling there.

On July 4th, senior Hamas figure 
Musa Abu Marzouq, told a pro-Ha-
mas channel that instability in Si-
nai would reflect negatively on the 
situation inside Gaza.

“We reach out to whoever rules 
Egypt because we are talking about 
the future of the Palestinian people 
here,” Abu Marzouq said.

He said he found it unfortunate 
that new attacks take place inside 
Sinai every time Egypt opens the 
Rafah crossing but he also expected 
relations with Egypt to become bet-
ter in the future.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Amr Emam

Turbulence in the peninsula. The entrance to Sheikh Zuweid city in northern Sinai.
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to contain Hamas 
until it finishes with 
its other battles

Hamas cannot easily 
overcome its ties 
with the Muslim 
Brotherhood

An Egyptian court 
revoked a previous 
court ruling labelling 
Hamas as a 
“terrorist” group
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Tunisia attack vindicates Cameron on Islamists
London

T
he massacre of tourists in 
the Tunisian coastal resort 
of Sousse has given new 
impetus to the British gov-
ernment’s campaign against 

Islamist ideology, which is at the heart 
of its new counter-extremism meas-
ures.

The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility for the Sousse attack, 
in which 30 of the 38 victims were 
British citizens, making the atroc-
ity the most deadly attack on Brit-
ish citizens since the 2005 bombing 
of public transport by Islamist ter-
rorists in London in which 52 were 
killed.

In the wake of Sousse, British 
Prime Minister David Cameron 
placed a heavy emphasis on com-
bating the ideas that he says moti-
vate such acts of violence.

Addressing parliament, Cameron 
urged Britons to be “more intoler-
ant of intolerance”, drawing atten-
tion to the ideological dimension of 
Islamist terrorism and emphasising 
that “people who do these things 
do it in the name of a perverted and 
twisted ideology which hijacks the 
Islamic faith”.

The basis of the Conservative gov-
ernment’s approach is what Cam-
eron has termed a “full spectrum” 
response that fights both non-vi-
olent extremism as well as acts of 
violence.

Extremism is defined by the UK 
government as: “The vocal or active 
opposition to fundamental British 
values, including democracy, the 
rule of law, individual liberty and 
the mutual respect and tolerance of 
different faiths and beliefs. We also 
regard calls for the death of mem-
bers of our armed forces as extrem-
ist.”

This definition is strikingly broad 
and has been criticised by rights 
groups as amounting to the policing 
of individual beliefs but Cameron 
has argued forcefully for linking ex-
tremist ideas to violent acts of ter-
ror.

Cameron advocated such an ap-
proach in 2011 during a keynote 
speech at the Munich Security Con-
ference.

“As evidence emerges about those 
convicted of terrorist offences, it is 
clear that many of them were ini-
tially influenced by what some 
have called non-violent 
extremists and they 
then took those radi-
cal beliefs to the next 
level by embracing 
violence,” Cameron 
said.

The Conservative 
strategy to chal-
lenge non-violent 
extremism, how-
ever, was not fully 
implemented be-
cause of divisions 
within the previ-
ous government 
between the 
Conservative 
party and their 
Liberal Demo-
cratic coalition 
partners, as 
well as opposi-
tion within the 
Conservative 
party itself. 
Significantly, 
the most sen-
ior Muslim 
member of 
the Conserva-
tive Party, 
Sayeeda 
Warsi, was 
opposed to 
the approach.

Writing in 
the Guardian 
newspaper af-
ter her resignation 
from government in 
the summer of 2014, 
Warsi criticised the 

tendency “to view ever-increasing 
numbers of Muslim organisations or 
individual activists with suspicion”.

In March, Warsi attended an event 
in parliament hosted by Islamist ex-
tremist Azad Ali, who has expressed 
his “love” for ultra-extremist al-
Qaeda ideologue and terrorist An-
war Awlaki, who was killed by a 
US drone strike in 2011, and has at-
tended speeches by the high-profile 
al-Qaeda ideologue Abu Qatada.

Cameron responded to Warsi on 
the BBC radio show Today by saying 

that, in the wake of the Sousse at-
tack, the argument over his gov-
ernment’s counter-extremism 
strategy had decisively been 
won by those taking a tougher 
line with non-violent extrem-
ists.

“I have an honest disa-
greement with Sayeeda, 

with whom I have debated 
this many times,” the 

prime minister said. 
“My point is that we 

should engage with 
imams, with Mus-

lim communities, 
with Muslim or-
ganisations but 
we should have 
some basic rules 
in terms of our 
engagement. If 
organisations 
back extrem-
ist preach-

ers… then I 
think we have 

a serious prob-
lem.”

The goal of combating 
non-violent extremism is to 
make views associated with 
terrorism unacceptable, 
much as racism has become 
socially unacceptable in Brit-

ain over the last three decades.
One manifestation of the new 

approach, the so-called prevent 
duty, went into force July 1st. This 
requirement, part of the Counter-
Terrorism and Security Act of 
2015, imposes a legal obligation 
on a range of organisations — in-

cluding schools, local authorities, 

prisons, police and health bodies — 
to have “due regard to preventing 
people from being drawn into ter-
rorism”.

Security Minister John Hayes says 
the new obligation is “about pro-
tecting people from the poisonous 
and pernicious influence of extrem-
ist ideas that are used to legitimise 
terrorism”.

In schools, the prevent duty will 
require teachers to inform social 
services and the police if they en-
counter views and behaviour that 
may indicate a child is being drawn 
into extremism.

Christine Blower, general secre-
tary of the National Union of Teach-
ers, criticised the government’s 
approach as “causing significant 
nervousness and confusion among 
teachers… The prevent duty is felt 
by many teachers to be counterpro-
ductive and wide of the mark.”

The government appears un-
moved by such criticism of its strat-
egy, however, and has other meas-
ures in the pipeline designed to 
target Islamist thought by regulating 
spaces where Islamists are believed 
to propagate extreme views, such 
as informal sharia courts, unregu-
lated supplementary schools and 
the governing bodies of schools, 
all of which have been the subject 
of high-profile scandals involving 
Islamists in recent years. Planned 
measures include a government in-
vestigation into the application of 
sharia law in England and Wales, a 
national review of supplementary 
schools and a national database of 
school governors.

In his address to parliament, Cam-
eron indicated that the new pre-
vent duty was only a small part of a 
tougher approach and promised to 
“go further” in the coming weeks.

Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.
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Tom Dinham

London

T 

he United Kingdom 
observed a minute of 
silence on July 7th, 
marking the tenth anni-
versary of the 7/7 attacks, 

just days after honouring the 30 
British victims of the Sousse attack 
in Tunisia.

The Islamic State (ISIS) attack 
June 26th on the Tunisian beach 
resort had been the largest loss 
of British life in a terrorist attack 
since the 7/7 bombings, which re-
sulted in the deaths of 52 London 
commuters.

“Ten years on from the 7/7 Lon-
don attacks, the threat from terror-
ism continues to be as real as it is 

deadly. The murder of 30 innocent 
Britons while holidaying in Tunisia 
is a brutal reminder of that fact. 
But we will never be cowed by ter-
rorism,” British Prime Minister Da-
vid Cameron said in a statement.

Hashtag #Walktogether trended 
on July 7th and saw commuters 
post images of themselves on Lon-
don’s Underground and buses to 
honour the victims of the attack 
and express defiance towards the 
spectre of terrorism. Cameron and 
London Mayor Boris Johnson led 
a wreath-laying ceremony at the 
7 July Memorial in London’s Hyde 
Park. 

The ceremony saw dignitaries 
bow their heads before the memo-
rial’s 52 steel columns, each repre-
senting a victim killed by home-
grown al-Qaeda-inspired terrorists 

a decade ago.
Families of victims and survi-

vors of the attack gathered in Hyde 
Park to mark the occasion, with 
the names of the victims read out 
by attack survivor Tim Coulson. A 
special service was held at St Paul’s 
Cathedral, attended by leaders of 
London’s Christian, Jewish and 
Muslim communities. 

While Cameron and others ex-
pressed defiance, some remain 
haunted by the events of 2005. 
Emma Craig, who was 14 at the 
time of the attack, delivered an 
emotional speech at the Hype Park 
memorial. “All of us lost our inno-
cence that day… It may not have 
broken London but it did break 
some of us,” she said.

Four days earlier, the United 
Kingdom came to a standstill with 

a minute of silence to honour the 
British victims of the Sousse at-
tack, killed by an Islamic State 
(ISIS) gunman.

On July 7, 2005, four British Mus-
lims — Mohammad Sidique Khan, 
30; Shehzad Tanweer, 22; Hasib 
Hussain, 18; and Germaine Lind-
say, 19 — detonated bombs hid-
den in rucksacks on three Under-
ground trains and one bus, killing 
52 and injuring at least 700 others.

The attack on London by home-
grown terrorists with links to al-
Qaeda in Pakistan and Afghanistan 
saw the United Kingdom take re-
newed action to confront terror-
ism, including the introduction of 
a stronger anti-terror bill.

ISIS gunman Seifeddine Rezgui’s 
attack on tourists in Tunisia’s 
Sousse resort was met with wide-

spread condemnation, with calls 
for the United Kingdom to do 
more to counter ISIS at home and 
abroad. Cameron has pledged a 
“full spectrum response” to ISIS 
and UK Defence Secretary Michael 
Fallon called on the government to 
expand air strikes to include ISIS 
targets in Syria.

London saw increased security 
in the run up to the 7/7 anniversary 
amid fears of copycat attacks. The 
British capital had a major coun-
terterrorism exercise over 48 hours 
the week prior to the anniversary. 
Codenamed Strong Tower, the ex-
ercise incorporated thousands of 
police officers, soldiers, emergen-
cy service workers and intelligence 
officials and represented London’s 
largest counterterrorist exercise.

As for the state of security on the 
London Underground during the 
anniversary, Richard Jones, head 
of the London Underground’s 
Command and Control, said: “De-
velopments in technology, includ-
ing digital CCTV and upgraded 
radio communications, have im-
proved our ability to identify and 
respond to threats. 

Since 2005 we have increased 
the number of British Transport 
Police officers on the Tube by more 
than 40%, to 700.”

UK honours victims of 7/7, Sousse

The British capital 
had a major 
counterterrorism 
exercise over 48 
hours the week prior 
to the anniversary

Mahmud el-Shafey

Police officers observe a national minute’s silence in London.Tunisians join hands as they observe a minute’s silence in 
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Special focus After the June 26th attacks
The lessons of the Sousse terrorist attack

T
he terrorist attack in Sousse, 
Tunisia, in which 38 foreign 
tourists died and at least 
39 were wounded, is sig-
nificant on local, regional 

and international levels.
On the local level, the June 26th 

attack revealed a number of flaws. 
First are the obvious shortcomings 
of the tourist security system. Offi-
cials have admitted to that but one 
does not know why they did not 
learn from the earlier attack at the 
Bardo National Museum in which 
22 people were killed.

The second shortcoming is the 
failure of authorities to eradicate 
conditions breeding terrorism. The 
Tunisian government has yet to 
achieve a number of crucial goals: 
a lasting social truce, significant 
reforms in regional development 
and taxation, adoption of anti-cor-
ruption measures, impartiality of 
the justice system, replacement of 
officials from the previous govern-
ment in key positions and a vote in 
parliament on a counterterrorism 
law. There has been no clear strat-
egy articulated regarding religious 
affairs.

The absence of concrete results 
on those issues will continue to cre-
ate favourable conditions for the 
spread of terrorism.

On the regional level, prelimi-
nary investigations of the Sousse 
attack revealed direct connections 
to Libya. The perpetrator of the at-
tack, Seifeddine Rezgui, trained in 
Libya with the terrorist group that 
carried out the March attack on the 
Bardo Museum. What is needed is 
tighter control of the hidden cross-
ing points and smuggling trails 
between Tunisia and Libya and 
Tunisia and Algeria and closer sur-

veillance of individuals returning 
from Libya. These measures are all 
the more crucial in light of signs of 
a struggle for the leadership in ji-
hadist operations in North Africa.

On the international level, the 
same-day terrorist attacks in 
Sousse, France, Kuwait and Soma-
lia illustrate the globalisation of ter-
rorism and indicate the existence 
of a master plan being pursued by 
terrorists and their backers.

 Part of this plan is to make the 
Islamic State (ISIS) an international 
ghoul after having established it as 
a regional monster. Through ISIS’s 
territorial gains, reshaping the po-
litical map of the Arab region be-
comes possible.

Reaching solutions to the prob-
lems will not be easy but it is im-
perative for Tunisian authorities 
to bring about profound changes 
in their security strategies on three 
levels: logistics and equipment, in-
telligence (and here it pains me that 
the various post-revolution govern-
ments in Tunisia let go of security 
cadres highly competent in fighting 
terrorism, one of whom has since 
been recruited by the CIA) and pre-
emptive operations.

Other urgent measures include 
economic and social reforms. Tu-
nisia’s education system must in-
stall and reinforce the concept of 
citizenship with all its implications 
in terms of civil rights and duties. 
Students must be better trained 
in critical thinking to prevent ex-
tremist ideology from taking root. 
Similar changes must take place 
in religious discourse and think-
ing. Reforms of the judicial system 
must lead to real impartiality.

Only when these changes are 
made will terrorism find it diffi-
cult to weave its way into Tunisia’s 

social fabric. Regionally, what is 
needed is a comprehensive plan 
for closer cooperation in terrorist-
related intelligence sharing among 
Arab and African governments. 
This intelligence must target all 
aspects of terrorism, including its 
ideological and financing sources.

The situation in Kuwait is a case 
in point. Following the June attack 
on a mosque, stateless Bedouin el-
ements in Kuwait remain a ticking 
time bomb as pointed out by me-
dia reports. The spread of Salafist 
thinking is a threat to the parlia-
mentary tradition and could even-
tually corrode the foundations of 
this small emirate known for the 
diversity of its political parties.

In Libya, the solution must be 
political. A national unity govern-
ment is the best starting position 
for countering terrorist activities. 

The same applies to Syria, Iraq and 
Yemen.

The rational mind says making 
concessions, even painful ones, is a 
thousand times better than contin-
ued armed strife.

Finally, all Arab states must come 
together in a concerted project to 
reform religious thinking. I suggest 
a committee of specialists, from 
various countries, in theology, hu-
manities, social sciences, law, hard 
sciences and political science be 
created and endowed with the mis-
sion of elucidating controversial 
ideological concepts, such as jihad 
and the state-religion relations. It 
would have conferences leading to 
recommendations for officials to 
implement.

International efforts to counter 
terrorism must be strengthened. 
Strategies in place, however, need 

to be changed. The current US-led 
international coalition will fail if it 
limits its intervention to air strikes. 
What is needed is an all-out inter-
national war on terrorism similar 
to the fight against Nazism and fas-
cism, followed by a modern Mar-
shall Plan for the reconstruction of 
areas and economies devastated by 
terrorism.

In the final analysis, the hope is 
the attacks on Tunisia, Kuwait and 
France would serve as the starting 
point for a more comprehensive 
counterterrorist strategy lest the 
entire world be run over by extrem-
ism.

Alaya Allani is a Tunisian 
university lecturer and researcher 
in terrorist movements. He 
teaches at the University of 
Manouba in Tunis.

Alaya Allani
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An Egyptian tour guide at the Karnak Temple in 
Luxor, Egypt.

Attacks on tourist sites could backfire on terrorists

T 

he attacks by Islamic 
State-affiliated 
groups against 
tourists in Tunisia 
and Egypt hark back 
to the 1990s when 

al-Gama’at al-Islamiyya (the 
Islamic Group) undertook a 
multi-year campaign against 
foreign tourists.

The Islamic Group succeeded 
in reducing tourism and the 
government’s tourism revenues; 
however, they also caused deep 
revulsion among ordinary Egyp-
tians — not only because of the 
immorality of the acts but also by 
the rise in unemployment in the 
tourism sector. The Islamic Group 
quickly lost what little public sup-
port it had.

While the recent Islamic State 
(ISIS) attacks will again reduce 
government tourism revenues 
and provide satisfaction to the 
terrorists’ adherents, it is doubtful 
they will be any more successful 
in the long run than the Islamic 
Group of the 1990s.

ISIS-affiliated groups have 
targeted both Tunisian and Egyp-
tian tourist sites this year. The 
deadliest attacks were in Tunisia: 
the Bardo National Museum in 
March and a Sousse beach in June, 
resulting in 60 deaths. In Egypt, 

authorities thwarted a suicide 

attack in Luxor in June. Also that 
month, terrorists killed two po-
licemen near the Giza pyramids.

Prior to the attacks, tourism ac-
counted for about 7% of Tunisia’s 
gross domestic product (GDP) and 
about 11% of Egypt’s.

At least 3,500 British tourists 
left Tunisia in the days after the 
Sousse attack, according to the 
BBC. That was the terrorists’ 
intended desire. Cancelled tour-
ism bookings from Britain and 
elsewhere in Europe are likely to 
cause unemployment to rise over 
the short term. It is estimated 
that half a million Tunisians rely 
on tourism for their livelihood 
and some analysts say one out of 
every ten employed Egyptians 
is dependent on the tourism 
industry.

But as in the 1990s, today most 
citizens in Egypt and Tunisia 
blame the terrorists for these 
economic difficulties, rather than 
the government, according to 
anecdotal reports. Egypt’s Is-
lamic Group was never able to 
recover from the widespread 
perception that its actions 
were un-Egyptian, un-Islamic 
and harmful to tourism work-
ers trying to make a living.

The breaking point was the 
terrorists’ deadly attack in 
Luxor in 1997, in which about 
60 foreign tourists were killed. 
Ordinary Egyptians were ap-
palled by the number of deaths 
and by the brutal way in which 
the tourists were murdered.

Lacking any meaningful 
public support, imprisoned 
leaders of the Islamic Group 
reassessed their strategy in the 
late 1990s and agreed to re-

nounce violence, not only against 
regime officials and policemen but 
against foreign tourists as well. 
Although some leaders of the 
Islamic Group who were outside 
of Egypt denounced the decision 
of their imprisoned comrades, the 
elements inside Egypt prevailed.

A change in the Egyptian 
government’s tactics also helped 
reduce the terrorist threat. When 
attacks by the Islamic Group 
began, the Mubarak government 
relied almost exclusively on brute 
force. After that didn’t produce 
results, the government 

began to focus on 
development 
assistance 
programmes 
in areas that 

were hotbeds 
of terrorist 
recruitment, 
such as the 
Imbaba neigh-

bourhood of 

Cairo and areas of Upper Egypt. 
The government also developed 
a more sophisticated propaganda 
campaign against the terrorists.

The danger in the current 
situation is that the Tunisian and 
Egyptian governments might 
resort only to draconian measures 
and not take a more comprehen-
sive approach. For example, in the 
wake of additional terrorist attacks 
(against the prosecutor general in 
Cairo and military personnel in 
the Sinai), the Egyptian govern-
ment recently approved a counter-
terrorism law that would impose 
harsh penalties on those convicted 
of “supporting terrorism” and 
allow authorities to detain terror 
suspects for long periods of time.

Such a law could be so broadly 
interpreted that peaceful and non-
Islamist opponents of the govern-
ment could be held incommuni-
cado for months under the rubric 
of “combating terrorism”.

So far, there seems to be broad 
public support for harsh measures 
against terrorism in both Tunisia 
and Egypt. To a certain extent, 
that is for the good because it 
demonstrates to the terrorists that 
public opinion is not in favour of 
their brutal tactics, nor their no-
tion that such actions will lead to a 
utopian Islamic caliphate that ISIS 
propagates on social media. But as 
the 1990s demonstrated, the gov-
ernments need both the carrot and 
the stick if they want to stymie 
terrorism and protect tourism.

Gregory Aftandilian is an associate 
of the Middle East Center at the 
University of Massachusetts-
Lowell and is a former US State 
Department Middle East analyst.
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Many questions still unanswered
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Special focus After the June 26th attacks

Beirut

T
he Islamic State (ISIS) has 
eclipsed al-Qaeda and 
hijacked the cause of 
radical Islam. Islamist 
radicals in Libya, Egypt, 

Tunisia and other Maghreb countries 
and even Boko Haram in Nigeria 
have pledged allegiance to ISIS, 
underlining the extent of the threat 
it poses.

While Osama bin Laden’s al-Qae-
da successor, the Egyptian Ayman 
al-Zawahiri, hides from US drones 
in hideouts in the badlands of 
northern Pakistan, ISIS leader Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi, the self-pro-
claimed “Caliph Ibrahim”, rules 
an Islamic state the size of Britain 
sprawled across Syria and Iraq.

ISIS has outposts that stretch 
from the Maghreb, including in 
war-ravaged Libya where it is a 
growing power, to West Africa 
and South Asia, where it is estab-
lishing itself in India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and Afghanistan while 
recruiting as far afield as the Phil-
ippines and Malaysia.

In January, ISIS spokesman Abu 
Mohammad al-Adnani announced 
the establishment of the cali-
phate’s Wilayat Khurasan, or the 
Khurasan province, in a region that 
covers Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
under former Taliban commander 
Hafiz Saeed Khan.

One of Baghdadi’s most impor-
tant moves has been to place the 
Salafist struggle back in the heart 
of the historic Arab world, away 
from the Pakistan epicentre es-
tablished by bin Laden in the late 
1990s — and close to Europe and 
Israel, jihadist targets.

ISIS has managed to survive 
against the Sunni powers across 
the Middle East, not to mention 
ten months of constant US-led 
air strikes, because it clearly has 

a well-defined strategy and set of 
objectives.

Many observers believe ISIS is 
the product of the intrusion of 
Western, mostly European, secu-
larism and modernity in the Mid-
dle East over the last 150 years that 
led to the backlash of radical Islam.

Alistair Crooke, a former British 
intelligence agent who has spent 
years consulting Arab leaders and 
groups, observed in an October 
2014 article for the World Post that 
the unprecedented violence and 
turmoil in the region “need never 
have come to this…

“There was … a concerted Is-
lamic effort (at the end of the 19th 
century and the beginning of the 
20th) to mesh Islam into the con-
temporary modern world. But this 
Arab renaissance failed and it was 
events that took the nascent Islam-
ic movements in a very different 
direction and not some inherent 
quality to Islam…

“Just to be plain: The intrusion 
of secularism into the region was 
never somehow benign or neu-
tral… Islam was hanging in there 
but only by its fingernails. And 
then came the hammer blows of 
Ataturk’s dismantling of the Is-
lamic ‘nation’ (the Umma) and the 
caliphate. The aftermath to this 
secular act of Turkish iconoclasm 
was the introduction of Islamism 
into the region.”

Amid the decline in Islam, the fi-
nal humiliation for Arab Muslims, 
of course, was the establishment 
of the state of Israel in May 1948, 
in territory that for centuries had 
been ruled by Islam.

This accelerated a revivalist 
movement seeking to restore Is-
lam’s greatness by returning to 
first principles and gave rise to the 
stern Wahhabi movement and the 
founding of the Muslim Brother-
hood in 1928.

This eventually spawned al-

Qaeda, which launched a war on 
the West and those Arab tyrants 
who represented its influence, and 
which on September 11, 2001, took 
terrorism to a new and frightening 
level of barbarity. ISIS has taken 
that even further, disdaining bin 
Laden’s concerns about alienating 
fellow Muslims.

Baghdadi, aided by some of 
Saddam Hussein’s military and 
intelligence commanders, has es-
tablished a militant Islamic state. 
The mere emergence of ISIS un-
derlines how the United States and 
other Western powers were unable 
to grasp just how badly their “war 
on terrorism” had failed and had 
produced an even deadlier organi-
sation with aspirations of a new Is-
lamic empire.

British journalist Patrick Cock-
burn, one of the most astute West-

ern observers who has witnessed 
the jihadist wars at close quar-
ters, wrote in The Rise of Islamic 
State that ISIS “is the child of war. 
Its members seek to reshape the 
world around them by acts of vio-
lence.

“The movement’s toxic but po-
tent mix of extreme religious be-
liefs and military skill is the out-
come of the war in Iraq since the 
US invasion of 2003 and the war in 
Syria since 2011.

“Just as the violence in Iraq was 
ebbing, the war was revived by the 
Sunni Arabs in Syria. It is the gov-
ernment and media consensus in 
the West that the civil war in Iraq 
was re-ignited by the sectarian pol-
icies of Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri 
al-Maliki.

“In reality it was the war in Syria 
that destabilised Iraq when jihadi 

groups like ISIS, then called al-
Qaeda in Iraq, found a new bat-
tlefield where they could fight and 
flourish.”

Cockburn concludes that it was 
“the US, Europe and their regional 
allies in Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Qa-
tar, Kuwait and the United Arab 
Emirates that created the condi-
tions for the rise of ISIS. They kept 
the war going in Syria, though it 
was obvious from 2012 that Assad 
would not fall.”

Ed Blanche is the Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. He 
lives in Beirut.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues.He lives in Beirut.

The rise and expansion of ISIS
Ed Blanche and James Bruce
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Managing the risks after Sousse

T  

he terrorist attack in 
Tunisia has preoccu-
pied public opinion 
locally and interna-
tionally. It came as a 
shock. It was a 

well-planned stealth operation. 
Such events happen in the most 
powerful of nations but for 
Tunisia it was by all measures a 
major catastrophe.

The scene of the attack was 
worthy of a Hollywood hor-
ror film. The perpetrator’s cold 
bloodedness and the time the 
massacre lasted raise a host of 
questions about the brainwash-
ing he was subjected to, the 
competence of the operation’s 
planners and the number of 
individuals involved. Surely the 
killer must have had help from 
partners who witnessed the 
operation and then faded away in 
the ensuing chaos.

The choices of the hotel and 
the nationalities of the victims 
were not accidental. The assassin 
must have benefited from precise 
intelligence. He must have care-

fully cased the location. He knew 
very well that it would take time 
for security forces to respond. 
He was not planning on escaping 
and must have carried out his 
macabre plan convinced that he 
would be killed on sight.

The terrorist did not target 
Tunisian citizens. This can only 
indicate that he was subjected 
to intensive training in tactical 
discipline to be able to carry out 
only what he was ordered to do 
without any hesitation, doubt or 
fear.

The goal is to weaken the 
national economy by hitting the 
tourism sector with the overrid-
ing objective to shatter Tunisia’s 
image as a peaceful country. An-
other objective seemed to be to 
hurt Western countries by killing 
their citizens. If we accept the as-
sumption that the planners knew 
the nationalities of the guests of 
that particular hotel, then each 
country whose citizens were 
among the victims is targeted. 
The message is clear: you’re next.

In any case, the Sousse attack, 
as it follows the Bardo National 
Museum attack, demonstrates 
the persistence of the forces of 
terror in trying to damage Tu-
nisia’s image, destroy its tourist 
industry and harm its visitors.

Following an attempt to attack 
hotels in Sousse on October 30, 
2013, it was crucial to correctly 
interpret the message: Terror-
ism stalks Tunisian cities, tourist 
resorts and Sousse in particular. 

Accordingly, it was imperative to 
work out the appropriate preven-
tive strategies and reinforce secu-
rity in the tourist sector. None of 
that was done.

Everyone is targeted by terror-
ism. It is just a matter of stages. 
All citizens need to be concerned 
because the stage of the so-called 
black terrorism, the kind of 
terrorism that spares no one, is 
definitely coming.

Terrorists do not always abide 
by the conventional steps in 
managing terror and may change 
their pace. In the case of Tuni-
sia, the terror sequence began 
by targeting the police and the 
army, then targeting politicians, 
then tourists. The final and most 
dangerous stage could be all out 
war against everybody.

 It is imperative to prevent this 
last stage by any means.

It is still possible for the Tuni-
sian state to protect the country, 
safeguard its people, seal the 
gaps and minimise damage. 

To do that, it must create a 
national security agency, gather 
experts in comprehensive secu-
rity and its multiple dimensions 
be they social, psychological, 
economic, cultural, religious, 
strategic and so on. 

It must rely on modern tech-
nologies and digital surveil-
lance systems and provide the 
necessary equipment. It must 
strengthen its intelligence-
gathering capabilities, increase 
public awareness of the danger 

and use the potentialities of civil 
society and mass media. It must 
coordinate with countries willing 
to provide intelligence, technical 
and logistic support.

But most of all, it should 
strengthen the pre-emptive 
dimension of the entire pro-
gramme. The Sousse attack is 
very painful. As a Tunisian, I feel 
ashamed that a fellow Tunisian 
would kill visitors to this country. 
I feel also tremendously ashamed 
that not much was done to pre-
vent such attacks.

The threat of terrorism against 
Tunisia is real. The aim is the 
eradication of a civil state. Tuni-
sia is not immune from the kind 
of thing that is happening in Iraq 
and Syria.

What is more egregious is that 
many of those sowing destruc-
tion in the Levant, Iraq and even 
Libya are Tunisians. 

 All this must be taken seri-
ously and given due attention to 
prevent future catastrophes.

The threat represented by 
terrorism is not limited to the 
Middle East and North Africa but 
is a plague that will spread to the 
entire world if the international 
community does not unite to 
face up to these dark forces and 
dismantle the web of death and 
denial of life.

Mazen Cherif is a Tunisian 
security analyst. The article was 
translated and adapted from 
Arabic.

Mazen Cherif
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*As of June 19. The size of these groups and the strength of their allegiance to ISIS varies considerably 
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Turkey talks of incursion into Syria but risks are high

Istanbul

T
urkey is massing tanks and 
troops at the border with 
war-torn Syria amid talk of 
a possible military interven-
tion but an incursion carries 

high risks for Ankara.
Turkish leaders are concerned 

about military gains by Syria’s 
Kurds, which Ankara suspects might 
herald the emergence of a Kurdish 
state in northern Syria. Analysts say 
the real aim behind military prepa-
rations may be to warn both the 
Syrian Kurds and Turkey’s allies of 
the mounting dangers of the Syrian 
crisis.

The military build-up began af-
ter Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan said on June 26th that his 
country would not allow “the estab-
lishment of a state on our southern 
border in the north of Syria”. After 
Erdogan’s speech, both pro- and 
anti-government media reported 
that Turkey was working on plans 
to send thousands of soldiers into 
Syria’s Jarabulus region to prevent 
Syrian Kurds from increasing their 
territory. The military began to send 
tanks to the border.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoğlu, speaking in a July 2nd 
television interview, confirmed the 
government had put the military on 
alert but said no intervention was 
currently planned. “It’s correct that 
we have taken precautions to pro-
tect our border,” Davutoğlu told Ka-
nal 7. “(But) no one should have the 
expectation that Turkey will enter 
Syria tomorrow or in the near term.”

While that statement sounded 
like a denial of reported plans for 
an incursion, the prime minister 
added that Turkey was ready send 

in the army if need be. “If anything 
occurred that were to threaten Turk-
ish security, we wouldn’t wait for 
tomorrow, we would go right in,” 
Davutoğlu said. “But it’s wrong to 
expect that Turkey would undertake 
such a unilateral intervention in the 
immediate term if there is no such 
risk.”

Rumours that Turkey might inter-
vene in Syria have been around since 
the conflict there began in March 
2011. Even though Turkish demands 
for a no-fly zone over northern Syria 
and for the creation of safe havens 
for refugees inside Syria were ig-
nored by the international commu-
nity, the rejection has not triggered 
unilateral action by Ankara.

But with conditions in northern 
Syria worsening in Ankara’s view, 
that may change. Erdogan’s tough 
rhetoric, Davutoğlu’s ambiguity and 
the troops’ presence on the border 
are signs that developments in Syria 
concern Ankara.

The Syrian Kurdish Democratic 
Union Party (PYD) and its armed 
wing, the People’s Protection Units 
(YPG), offshoots of the Turkish-
Kurdish rebel group, the Kurdistan 
Workers Party (PKK), have scored 
several victories against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in northern Syria. Turkey 
is concerned that the PYD wants to 
link up Kurdish areas in north-east-
ern and north-western Syria and set 
up its own state.

A Turkish government official, 
briefing the media on condition of 
anonymity, said Syria’s territorial in-
tegrity was threatened by the PYD’s 
advances. “Of course the PYD is 
fighting ISIS, and so are we,” the of-
ficial said. “But the PYD is trying to 
hold on to one part of Syria.”

A military operation by Turkey to 
block advances by the Kurds could 
draw the country into the Syrian 
conflict, analysts say. Risks for Tur-
key “boggle the imagination”, David 
Romano of Missouri State Univer-
sity in the United States wrote in a 
column for Rudaw, a news platform 
based in Erbil in Iraqi Kurdistan. He 
warned that Turkish troops could 
come up against Kurdish militias, 

ISIS and Syrian government troops.
Soner Cagaptay of the Washington 

Institute for Near East Policy think-
tank agrees. Turkey could hope for 
short-term gains of an intervention, 
such as creating a base within Syria 
to boost support for rebels in their 
fight against the government of Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad, Cagap-
tay wrote. But the fallout, includ-
ing tensions with Assad’s Russian 
supporters, could be immense, he 
added.

Turkey also risks tensions with its 
Western allies. According to Turk-
ish media reports, US Vice-President 
Joe Biden recently had a telephone 
conversation with Erdogan regard-
ing Syria. An intervention “would be 
very hard to justify on the grounds 
of international law on self-de-
fence”, the Istanbul-based Centre 
for Economics and Foreign Policy 
Studies (EDAM) said in a July 3rd 
analysis.

An incursion could provoke anger 
among Turkey’s own Kurdish mi-
nority. Dozens of people were killed 
in riots that broke out in Turkey in 
2014 when the government refused 
to help Syrian Kurds in the city of 
Kobane during a siege by ISIS. The 
PKK, which fought Ankara for al-
most 30 years before starting peace 
talks in 2012, said Turkey would see 
a new “war” with the Kurdish rebels 
if the incursion went ahead.

As risks and uncertainties associ-
ated with a ground intervention are 
piling up, observers say Ankara’s 
rhetoric and actions on the border 
might be more about the politi-
cal message being sent than about 

preparations for an incursion. Ro-
mano wrote he hoped Turkey’s ap-
proach amounted to “barking” rath-
er than to “the bite of a catastrophic 
intervention into the Syrian night-
mare”.

Turkish troop concentrations on 
the border could partly be aimed 
at persuading the PYD to act with 
restraint in northern Syria. In a 
statement quoted by Turkish me-
dia on July 2nd, the PYD denied its 
aim was to set up a Kurdish state in 
northern Syria.

EDAM concluded that Turkey 
was addressing its Western partners 
who have been reluctant to engage 
closely with the Syrian crisis, creat-
ing the impression that Ankara has 
to shoulder much of the fallout on 
its own. “Turkey wants to remind 
its partners that the evolution of the 
Syrian crisis is reaching a turning 
point for Turkey’s national inter-
est,” the EDAM analysis said.

An incursion could 
provoke anger 
among Turkey’s own 
Kurdish minority

Turkish leaders are 
concerned about 
military gains by 
Syria’s Kurds

Members of the nationalist Youth Union of Turkey (TGB) protest US position on Kurdish issue.

Thomas Seibert

The war will go on for Syria – and Turkey

T
here is no indication 
the Syrian civil war is 
slowing down. Syrian 
refugees — several 
hundred of whom 
recently headed from 

Akcakale in Turkey to ruined 
homes in Tal Abyad, a short walk 
across the border — are tired and 
unpresumptuous about what help 
to expect from whom. There is 
little space for illusions, hope or 
ideals in this dusty, hard-scrabble 
border town.

They know Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants would likely slaughter 
them for simply being found in Tal 
Abyad, which Kurdish militias 
won back from the jihadist group 
in June. They know the Turkish 
government’s fear of cross-border 
Kurdish nationalism is stronger 
than its desire to bomb the 
positions of Syrian military or 
ISIS, whom Ankara oppose to 
various degrees.

But most importantly, they 
know that their families are 
suffering in 40-degree Celsius 
heat while keeping the Ramadan 
fast.

The latest atrocities in northern 
Syria — 143 civilians reportedly 
killed on June 25th by ISIS in the 
Kurdish-Syrian city of Kobani — 

raise few eyebrows among 
Syrians or local Turks in 
southern Turkey, home to 
more displaced Syrians than 
anywhere else.

The Syria disaster has been a 
boon for many Turks. Anyone 
owning property to rent or sell or 
involved in the construction 
business has made money.

 Local farmers and manufactur-
ers have taken advantage of cheap 
and desperate Syrian labour to get 
crops sowed and harvested, 
pocketing the difference.

Some Syrians in Urfa, a modern 
Turkish city of almost 850,000 
about 50 kilometres from the 
border, are experiencing a new 
life: sleek malls sell affordable 
clothing, a multitude of Syrian 
cafés and restaurants mean they 
need not learn Turkish and there’s 
a level of respect — a functioning 
social contract — between the 
individual and the state absent in 
Syria either before or since the 
2011 revolution, that breeds 
contentment.

For many other Syrians, of 
course, malls and cafés are out of 
reach and the nightmare in Syria 

for the past four years is now a 
new nightmare in a strange 
country.

While Turkey is clearly changing 
the outlook of many Syrians, are 
Turks, in return, being affected by 
their Syrian guests? The obvious 
answer lies in the predominance 
and growth of Turkish jihadists 
marching into Syria to join ISIS 
and Jabhat al-Nusra, al-Qaeda’s 
Syria branch.

Research suggests that more 
than 1,000 Turkish nationals have 
been attracted to jihadist convic-
tions in Syria. Furthermore, some 
Turks have become experts in 
weapons smuggling. It is an easy 
way of making large amounts of 
money quickly and is an industry 
that will persist long after peace is 
reached in Syria.

Politically, there’s a new, major 
spanner in the works of President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s legacy 
plans. It appeared in the shape of 
the Kurdish-rooted Peoples’ 

Democratic Party (HDP), whose 
base support is centred on border 
regions.

 In the June 7th parliamentary 
election, the HDP drew away from 
Erdogan’s Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) a majority of the 
rural, conservative Kurdish vote in 
the borderlands. That helped 
scupper Erdogan’s plans to change 
Turkey’s system of governance 
from a parliamentary to a presi-
dential system.

For the wider international 
community, and Western govern-
ments in particular, perhaps the 
best course of action for Syria has 
been the one followed thus far: a 
hands-off, “let them go it alone” 
approach.

Western military adventures in 
the Middle East are synonymous 
with disaster.

With the region aflame from 
Yemen to Iraq to Tunisia, the last 
thing Middle Eastern populations 
need is a foreign imperialist power 
at full flow again. Bombing to 
oblivion the Syrian government’s 
military and ISIS, thus handing the 
keys of the Syrian kingdom to the 
revolutionaries and their Turkish 
and Gulf sponsors, would simply 
precipitate a new conflict involv-
ing old players.

It may sound callous but, as 
Syrians opposing dictatorship and 
fundamentalism are finding out, 
few things easy are worth doing at 
all and that’s why they most fight 
this fight alone.

Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist 
who lived in Syria from 2007-12. 
He is the author of Revolt in Syria: 
Eye-Witness to the Uprising (Oxford 
University Press, 2012).
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Stephen Starr
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Turkish soldiers stand guard on border as people from Kobani wait to cross into Turkey
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Preparing for the Persian bomb

Dubai

T 

he negotiations on Iran’s 
nuclear programme may 
have been extended but 
the real outcome of the 
talks is already painfully 

self-evident: The foundation for 
the eventual weaponisation and 
secure mass production of all the 
components necessary for nuclear 
weapons by the Islamic Republic 
has been established.

The parameters of the final out-
come — some of which will remain 
buried in secret annexes — make a 
Persian bomb an inevitability. Arab 
states must begin to plan accord-
ingly. Vienna is the Arabs’ “Munich” 
moment. Nazi German Adolf Hitler 
cowed British Prime Minister Nev-
ille Chamberlin and French Prime 
Minister Edouard Daladier into 
sacrificing the Sudetenland for the 
prospects of a lasting “peace”. 
Tragically, US Secretary of State 
John Kerry, in the pursuit of that 
same elusive peace, stands to repeat 
that historic folly with an Iran unsa-
tiated with its expansionist designs 
in the Middle East.

Chamberlin was convinced of 
Hitler’s “reasonable” demands. Nazi 
Germany’s re-militarisation and 
expansionist aims were thought to 
be within limited bounds of con-
tainable sovereign designs. Peace, 
the narrative went then, would 
require mutual recognition and 
respect. This great “good deal” would 
spare the world the calamity of war. 
Instead, it engendered it.

And now, a post-Vienna Middle 
East will prove to be as combustible 
as ever.

The Iranian negotiating team too 
has pressed for recognition of Iran 
as a coequal party with legitimate 
sovereign aspirations. It has deftly 
used the nuclear negotiations as 
cover to demand that the UN Secu-
rity Council end the arms embargo 
on Iran. In addition to the billions 
of dollars of sanctions relief that 
would flow directly to Iran’s exter-
nal special operations forces man-
aged by the Iranian Revolutionary 

Guard Corps (IRGC), Tehran, with 
Moscow’s insistence, is seeking 
diplomatic normalisation that would 
allow it to significantly enhance its 
military might.

The Iranians have also succeeded 
in cowing Washington and the West 
from taking meaningful steps to 
countering Iran’s unconventional 
warfare and covert terrorist actions 
in the region. The thinking goes that 
the nuclear deal is the prize, so why 
risk unnecessary distractions?

In other words, the Vienna accord 
is de facto recognition of Persian 
dominion in the Arab world at a time 
when Iran is accelerating its involve-
ment in the affairs of Arab states. 
The Obama White House has attempted 
to reassure and spin Arab leaders 
on the notion that the deal with Iran 
is in the collective interests of all 
parties. The reality is that there is 
little policy concern with sacrificing 
Arab allies as the necessary “col-
lateral damage” to reach a final deal 
with Iran. 

Punching above its weight class 
and leveraging the psychological 
advantage of an American negotiat-
ing team desperate for a deal, Iran 
has managed to survive withering 
economic sanctions and internal 
dissent while blackmailing a mili-
tarily superior United States with 
its relatively smaller IRGC.

And despite protestations to the 
contrary from the White House, the 
outcome of Vienna goes beyond 
Iran’s nuclear programme.

The Iranians insisted on linkage 
between a nuclear deal and achiev-
ing recognition as a regional power 
with “legitimate” interests (as it 
defines by its revisionist Shia expan-
sionist doctrine.)  That is precisely 
what the Iranians are poised to 
receive. The international inspec-
tion and verification system designed 
to ensure Iranian compliance and 
prevent covert nuclear weaponisa-
tion has been markedly watered  
down.

The Americans have functionally 
caved to the Iranian demand that 
IRGC facilities that are designated 
as “conventional” military sites be 
off-limits to inspections.

Even with high-tech remote 
monitoring systems in place, Iranian 

obfuscation and deception tactics, 
which it has adeptly honed over a 
decade of covert nuclear work, will 
buy the country sufficient time to 
eventually reach nuclear breakout 
capability.

The Iranian plan is remarkably 
simple: leverage Vienna as a step-
ping stone in a long-term campaign 
towards nuclear weaponisation. 
Iran will not be compelled to fully 
reveal the prior military dimensions 
— to include refitting long-range 
ballistic missiles to carry nuclear 
warheads — of its covert nuclear 
development. There will be no start-
ing point to even begin to assess 
just how close Iran is to achieving 
breakout capability. The warning 
systems in place will simply be 
decorative in nature.

The Iranians will moonwalk their 
way to nuclear weaponisation by 
projecting all the appearances of 
compliance while testing the West’s 
fortitude to maintain deterrence.

History is instructive here. The 
2013 chemical weapons deal bro-
kered with the Russians, and over-
seen by the United Nations, was 
meant to rid the Syrian regime of 
its chemical weapons stockpiles. 
Inspections and remote monitoring 
systems were instituted. Yet, new 
reports are surfacing that the Assad 
regime has maintained covert unde-
clared precursor chemicals that will 
allow it to rapidly produce VX and 
sarin gas again.

The weapon systems that would 
deliver the deadly gas were not 
covered by the so-called deal. Hailed 
as a diplomatic triumph, it simply 
reinforced Iran’s perceptions that 
gross intransigence can be papered 
over with a sufficient level of plau-
sible deniability and a thin veneer 
of rhetoric professing desire to avoid 
conflict.

Here are some steps that Arab 
states can take in anticipation:

• Begin to heavily invest in offen-
sive cyber-weapon capability. Iran 
already has an advantage in this 
arena. 

• Pooling resources and estab-
lishing regional strategic partner-
ships will be central to maintaining 
an asymmetric capacity that can 
harass Iran’s conventional and 
weapons of mass destruction infra-
structure.

• Weaken Iran on the periphery. 
An emboldened Iran is both danger-
ous and vulnerable. Iranian advis-
ers, fighters and military equipment 
continue to flow into Syria. Sig-

nificantly increasing support to 
Syrian rebels in the southern front 
will force the Iranians to expend 
even more resources that they can 
hardly afford to do so.

• Fund Iranian and anti-Iranian 
Shia Arab dissident groups that the 
West has stopped funding as part 
of the nuclear agreement. 

• Encourage the next US admin-
istration to reassess the status quo 
acceptance that military strikes 
against underground reinforced 
nuclear facilities would not mean-
ingfully set back, if not eliminate, 
Iran’s nuclear weapon ambitions. 

• Challenge Russia in its near-
abroad. Moscow is Iran’s principle 

enabler and key source for weapon 
proliferation. Fund and send mili-
tary aid to bolster the Ukrainian 
defence effort against the all-but-
in-name Russian invasion. 

• Force Russia to pay dearly for 
its expansionism.

• Anticipate that the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard Corps will 
expand its international terrorist 
activity as a result of a nuclear deal. 
This could include plausibly deni-
able terror attacks against targets 
in the Gulf and allies such as Jordan.

• Finally, enhance force integra-
tion between Gulf Cooperation 
Council armed forces in preparation 
for wider regional conflagration 
with Iran and Shia militant auxil-
iaries in the coming 5-10 years.

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

Iran: The lesser of two evils

T
he United States is in a 
quandary over the 
pending nuclear 
agreement with Iran. 
US President Barack 
Obama badly needs to 

have a deal finalised before the 
end of his second term, which is 
rapidly approaching. The Ameri-
can president wants to leave the 
White House with some positive 
legacy in foreign affairs. At the 
moment, he has none.

Yet this agreement, which 
many who have been following 
the saga agree, will hardly be 
worth the paper it will be printed 
on. Iran will sign but then 
proceed to do whatever it wants 
to do, as it has always done. Full 
speed ahead and damn the 
torpedoes.

The mullahs will say they have 
a slightly different version than 
what the Americans have. They 

will blame the translation, the 
nuances of the meanings of 
certain words in English as 

opposed to Farsi, and so on.
As long as the ayatollahs remain 

in power in Iran, as long as the 
mullahs continue to rule, Iran will 
continue to be a source of trouble 
in the Middle East.

Make no mistake about it; Iran 
plans to become a nuclear power. 
The decision to acquire nukes was 
reached during the eight-year war 
with Iraq, during which the 
Islamic Republic lost about 
500,000 men and nearly lost the 
war.

At that point Iran made up its 
mind: It would never again allow 
itself to fall into such a vulnerable 
position; it would become a 
nuclear nation. The invasion of 
Iraq by the United States in 2003 
removed any and all doubt in 
Tehran of the need for nuclear 
deterrence.

Iran is a nation of Shia Persians 
surrounded by Sunni Arabs with 
whom they have been in conflict 
in one way or another for several 
centuries. Furthermore, Iranians 
— or Persians — have always seen 
themselves as the dominant 
factor in the region. The last 
monarch, Mohammad Reza 
Pahlavi, had the title of shahan-
shah — king of kings. Ironically, 
after toiling hard during his first 
term to portray Iran as a sponsor 
of terrorism, Obama is trying to 

convince the American people 
(and himself) that Iran can be a 
valuable partner in the war 
against the Islamic State (ISIS). 
And indeed the Iranians can and 
they will because they are right 
up there with all the others whom 
ISIS is targeting.

In today’s turbulent Middle 
East, Iran remains the lesser of 
two evils but, nevertheless, Iran 
remains as dangerous as it ever 
was. Yet, for a month now, the US 
State Department has been 
defending Iran from suggestions 
that it was on the verge of 
violating a requirement to reduce 
its low-enriched uranium stock-
pile under a 2013 interim nuclear 
agreement with major powers.

Low-enriched uranium can be 
further enriched to make fissile 
material for an atomic bomb, and 
one of the main goals of any 
nuclear deal is to restrain Iran’s 
production of it.

Washington also deflected 
criticism of continued Iranian 
violations of UN sanctions and 
reports of attempts to illicitly 
procure nuclear technology 
usable in activities the West 
wants it to suspend. 

The Obama administration says 
it is aware of suspected breaches 
but they are not covered under 
the interim accord, which was 

signed in November 2013 and has 
been extended three times.

US presidential aspirant Hillary 
Clinton, addressing a hand-picked 
audience at a July 3rd Dartmouth 
College campaign event, said that 
even if the United States were to 
finalise a deal with Iran, there 
would still be problems with 
Tehran. Clinton called Iran “the 
world’s chief sponsor of terror-
ism”.

Iran has done a lot of bad things 
in Syria and across the Middle 
East, and still does, lamented 
Clinton. It’s holding American 
citizens, including Washington 
Post reporter Jason Rezaian, who 
is on trial for alleged espionage.

Iran is an authoritative theoc-
racy where people are arrested 
and jailed for speaking their 
minds; where torture and sum-
mary executions are common; 
and where the mullahs continue 
to meddle in the internal affairs of 
Bahrain, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and 
Yemen.

In the troubled Middle East all 
terrorists are not created equal. 
Some are more dangerous than 
others. At present, the primary 
threat is ISIS. It is the most 
radical, the most brutal and the 
most dangerous. But one must 
not forget the “lone wolf” that is 
Iran hiding under mullah’s robes.

Claude
Salhani
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Amman stock exchange feels brunt of regional tensions
Jordan bourse eyes upgrade to cope with challenges

Amman

W
ith 
regional 
tension 
shaking 
investor 
confi-
dence 
and 

eating away at its foundation, the 
Amman Stock Exchange (ASE) 
has taken a beating and is looking 
for ways to keep afloat.

On June 17th, the Jordanian 
cabinet approved in principle 
ASE’s transformation into a public 
shareholding company, a move 
expected to provide business 
flexibility and assist it to diver-
sify services and products. ASE’s 
competence, liquidity and capac-
ity to attract investments are also 
expected to be enhanced.

“This approval is very important 
because it reflects the support and 
commitment of the cabinet and 
lower house of parliament to de-
velop the ASE in line with interna-
tional standards,” said ASE Chief 
Executive Officer Nader Azar.

The next step is for parlia-
ment to amend a 2002 securities 
law, which will “pave the way to 
transform the ASE into a for-profit 
shareholding company”, Azar 
said.

“The ASE is dedicated to its 
demutualisation into a for-profit 
public shareholding company 
totally owned by the government 
as a first step.”

“After completing the trans-
formation process, the ASE has 
the choice to go public through 
an IPO at a later stage,” Azar said, 
referring to initial public offering, 
a term referring to the first sale of 

stock by privately owned compa-
nies.

Commonly known as the 
Bourse, ASE was established in 
1999 as a non-profit institution 
with administrative and financial 
autonomy. However, ASE trad-
ing has been sluggish as cash-
strapped Jordan tried to surmount 
several major blows, including the 
2007-08 global financial crisis, the 
2011 “Arab spring” revolutions and 
the civil war in Syria, which cost 
Jordan an important trade partner.

The regional upheavals led to 
Egypt cutting off cheap gas sup-
plies, hiking Jordan’s fuel bill,  
putting tourism — a hard currency 
earner — at a virtual standstill and 
an influx of about 1.5 million Syr-
ian refugees, who overwhelmed 
the country’s meagre resources.

Subsequently, the government 
reported a record budget deficit of 
$30 billion, 72% of gross domestic 
product. That sent the cabinet of 
Prime Minister Abdullah Ensour 
scurrying for solutions, hast-
ily cutting expenditures and 
introducing a 10-year economic 
blueprint, which envisages an 
open-market economy with a 
larger role for the private sector to 
overcome economic challenges.

ASE figures showed the price 
index closed at 2,137 points 
on June 24th, a 1.3% 
decline from the 
corresponding 
period in 2014. 
Trading between 
January and June 
reached $1.77 bil-
lion, compared 
with $1.79 
billion for the 
same period of 
2014, according 
to the figures 
made available 
to The Arab 
Weekly.

The number of traded shares 
reached 1.24 billion compared 
with 1.27 billion traded during 
the same period of 2014, a drop 
of 2.4%. The number of executed 
transactions reached 433,000 com-
pared with 519,200 for the same 
period of 2014, a dip of 16.6%. 

The ASE market capitalisation 
reached $25.2 billion by June 24th, 
a decrease of 1.2% compared to the 
year 2014 closing.

Currently, ASE is developing a 
strategic plan for the coming years 
that will focus on modernising 
the market up to the international 
standards, increasing ASE’s com-
petitiveness, enhancing investors’ 
confidence and raising public 
awareness, Azar said.

Calculating a branded index for 
the ASE, upgrading the ASE classi-
fication from “frontier” to “emerg-
ing” market, motivating compa-
nies to issue bonds and sukuk, or 
Islamic bonds, establishing special 
markets for new financial instru-
ments are projected in the ASE’s 
strategic plan through the year 
2018.

“Our plan will boost inves-
tor confidence in the ASE and it 
should have a positive impact on 
the bourse’s overall performance,” 
Azar noted.

After the transformation is 
completed, ASE hopes to develop 
strategic partnerships, have better 
access to external and internal 
capital for infrastructure develop-
ment and find greater opportuni-
ties for growth while seeing an 
increase in income and profit-
ability.

The total value of shares bought 
by non-Jordanian investors in 
2014 was $510.8 million, which 
represents 16% of the overall trad-
ing volume.

“The foreign investor owner-
ship of stocks has fluctuated, 
between 46% and 52% in the last 

several years, proving that they are 
long-term investments stemming 
from high-level confidence in the 
ASE and the investment environ-
ment in Jordan,” Azar said.

He said that the ASE is working 
on facilitating trading and attract-
ing new investors to the market 
to increase the trading value and 
volume, to give the market more 
depth and to restore investor 
confidence.

“In order to improve the ASE, 
boosting investors’ confidence in 
the market is the primary goal the 
ASE is looking for,” Azar insisted.

“We will focus on organising 
campaigns to raise public aware-
ness; organising road shows 
outside Jordan to introduce invest-
ment opportunities at the ASE; 
motivating companies to issue 
bonds and sukuk; and reducing 
the trading cost at the market, 
which is supposed to increase mar-
ket liquidity,” he explained.

The ASE wants to enhance its 
experience, partly by setting up a 
new surveillance system that will 
enable it to monitor trading in real 
time basis and provide early warn-
ing signs through the use of alerts.

Azar said the project was in con-
junction with Muscat Securities 
Market, Beirut Stock Exchange, 
Bourse de Tunis and Euronext 
Group, which owns and operates 
regulated markets in Belgium, 
France, the Netherlands, Portugal 
and the United Kingdom. The pro-
ject is expected to be operational 
by the end of 2017, Azar noted.

“The changes and upgrades 
will have a positive impact on the 
ASE’s performance, and the coun-
try’s economy and should get the 
stock exchange on a very positive 
long-term track,” he said.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in 
Amman, has reported on regional 
issues since 1999.

I n t e r v i e w
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Dubai brings Lego to life
Criselda Diala-McBride

Dubai

A
lready home to the 
world’s tallest tower and 
hundreds of hotels of all 
shapes and sizes, Dubai is 
upping the tourism ante 

with a Legoland theme park, the 
first in the Middle East and the sev-
enth worldwide.

The park is to open in 2016. It is 
expected to add more flavour to 
the city’s smorgasbord of visitor 
accommodations with the report-
ed Lego-themed hotel, which was 
announced in May by a senior ex-
ecutive at Dubai Parks and Resorts 
(DPR), the leisure and entertain-
ment arm of state-owned developer 
Meraas Holding.

Media reports quoting Paul La 
France, chief projects officer of DPR, 
said the hotel would most likely 
open in 2018 as part of Legoland 
Dubai’s expansion strategy.

Lego, the Danish toymaker fa-
mous for its colourful building 
bricks, is considered the fastest-
growing toy company in the world. 
In 2014, it posted net profits of $1.05 
billion, up more than 15% from a 
year prior.

The company has a robust brand 

equity that spans toys, video games, 
theme parks, hotels and a block-
buster movie, which netted $468.8 
million globally in 2014.

But just as Dubai residents pre-
pared to shout “Awesome!”, DPR 
clarified that plans for a Lego-
themed hotel in Dubai have yet to 
be finalised.

“As part of our ongoing relation-
ship with Merlin Entertainments plc 
[which operates Legoland parks], 
we are in early discussions about a 
possible Legoland hotel,” the com-
pany spokesman said. “We hope 
that we can have a Legoland hotel 
as part of the destination but there 
is no agreement in place.”

The spokesman added that the 
only hotel confirmed to be built in 
DPR’s 2.35-million-sq.-metre leisure 
complex is Lapita, a 503-room Poly-
nesian-themed property to be man-
aged by Marriott.

The construction of Legoland 
Dubai and other amusement parks 
in the emirate strengthens the ar-
gument for the opening of themed 
hotels in the UAE as a way to lure a 
wider segment of travellers.

According to a recent report on 
the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) hotels market by Colliers 
International, combining parks with 
lodging options can generate sig-
nificantly larger returns than theme 
parks alone.

“By having visitors stay within the 
vicinity, the theme park destination 
can extend visitors’ length of stay 
significantly, as well as ensure the 
tendency of repeat visits,” the report 
said.

Analysts at Colliers stressed that 
despite the number of amusement 

and entertainment centres operat-
ing or under construction in MENA, 
the concept of having lodging facili-
ties within or close to the destina-
tion remains underdeveloped.

When it opens in the fourth quar-
ter of 2016, Legoland Dubai, which 
covers an area of approximately 
280,000 sq. metres, will join Lego-

themed parks in Billund, Denmark; 
Windsor, England; Carlsbad, Cali-
fornia; Günzburg, Germany; Winter 
Haven, Florida; and Johor, Malaysia.

Geared towards families with chil-
dren aged 2-12, Legoland Dubai will 
feature a themed water park; more 
than 40 interactive rides, shows and 
attractions; as well as 15,000 struc-

tures made from more than 60 mil-
lion Lego bricks.

Legoland Dubai will be part of 
DPR’s $2.86-billion development in 
the Jebel Ali area, which will fea-
ture two other amusement parks: 
the Hollywood-inspired Motiongate 
and the Indian cinema-themed Bol-
lywood Parks.

In its first year of full operation, 
DPR expects the parks to collec-
tively attract 6.7 million ticketed 
visits, helping Dubai achieve its goal 
of welcoming 20 million visitors by 
2020 and increasing tourism’s con-
tribution to the economy. Last year, 
Dubai hotels hosted more than 11.6 
million guests, a year-on-year in-
crease of 5.6%.

The theme parks will be impor-
tant employment generators for the 
emirate, contributing 5,000 jobs in 
the tourism sector, both directly and 
indirectly.

“The building of the resort is a 
hugely ambitious project — it is the 
first time globally that three theme 
parks have ever been opened at the 
same time, along with a resort and 
dedicated retail and hospitality 
zone. 

As such we will need the work-
force to both build and operate it,” 
the spokesman said.

DPR has 27 contractors with a to-
tal of 6,500 staff working on site to 
build the resort. Once the theme 
parks open, resort management will 
require significant staffing, from op-
erations and park staff to marketing 
teams, performers, security, chefs 
and servers.

Criselda Diala-McBride is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

Legoland theme park, the first in the Middle East and the seventh 
worldwide.

Legoland Dubai, 
which covers an area 
of approximately 
280,000 sq. metres, 
opens in the fourth 
quarter of 2016

Nader Azar
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Egypt gets ready to open new Suez Canal
Yasser Ahmed

Cairo

E
gypt has started its count-
down to opening an $8 
billion, 72-kilometre wa-
terway running alongside 
the Suez Canal, the world’s 

most heavily used shipping route, 
on August 6th after a year of intense 
work.

The project will allow two-way 
transits in the canal, which links the 
Mediterranean and Red seas, for the 
first time since its gala inauguration 
on November 7, 1869, four years be-
hind schedule.

The new passage, Egypt says, will 
make the 190-kilometre-long canal, 
a strategic maritime link between 
Europe and Asia, by reducing transit 
time from 22 hours to 11.

A major ceremony, which a host of 
world leaders is expected to attend, 
is scheduled for the opening of the 
new waterway, the largest economic 
project carried out under the presi-
dency of Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

When Sisi unveiled the much-de-
layed project, he declared it would 
represent the “new Egypt” and 
would be built in one year rather 
than the proposed two years and 
that the project would be funded by 
Egyptians without outside financ-
ing. When the commander of the 
army’s engineering corps told Sisi in 
early 2014 that digging and dredging 
the new waterway would take two 
years, the president retorted: “This 
is too long. One year is enough. You 
will not leave this place until we 
come here next year to inaugurate 
the waterway. We have no time to 
waste. We’re late already.”

The Cairo government, beset 
by major economic problems and 
heavily dependent on outside aid, 
particularly from the Gulf states, 
hopes to collect $30 million in pub-
lic and commercial donations to 
pay for the inauguration ceremony. 
Egyptian banks have been receiving 
donations but no figures have been 
released.

Although cash-strapped Egypt is 
still recovering from years of politi-
cal instability largely induced by the 
2011 uprising that toppled long-time 
dictator Hosni Mubarak, Egyptian 
banks reportedly managed to collect 
the $8 billion in funds requested for 

implementing the project in just 
eight days in 2014. In return, banks 
gave donors investment certificates 
with the unprecedented interest 
rate of 12%, collectable every three 
months. The certificates are expect-
ed to be valid for five years.

“The project comes after almost 
four decades of economic and po-
litical inaction,” veteran economist 
Ayman Ibrahim said. “It comes now 
to give the message that Egyptians 
are still alive and kicking and able to 
achieve success.”

National pride aside, Egyptian 
economists say that reducing transit 
time for vessels using the canal will 
boost revenue from the waterway, 
which is an important source of for-
eign currency. The canal currently 
earns Egypt $5.3 billion a year in for-
eign currency, but the government 
hopes the new waterway will boost 
that to $13.2 billion by 2023.

Egyptians have long dreamed of 
turning the Suez Canal region into 
a vast international industrial and 
service zone. Economist Reda Essa 
says the canal extension brings that 
objective closer to reality.

“The project includes a plan for 
turning this region into a magnet 
for industrialists from everywhere 
in the world, who will come here to 
launch projects, using the magnifi-

cent location of the region and avail-
able labour and production require-
ments,” Essa said. “This will push 
the Egyptian economy forward a 
lot.” At the top of the list of projects 
envisaged in the Suez Canal Axis, 
the official designation of the area 
surrounding the waterway, are ship-
building, ship maintenance, food 
industries and logistical services. 
Officials say a growing number of 
international investors have shown 
interest in the project.

Digging and dredging the new 
shipping route has created 15,000 
jobs for Egyptians.  Suez Canal Au-
thority Chairman Mohab Mameesh, 
a former commander of the Egyp-
tian navy, estimates the project will 
create approximately 1 million jobs 
over the next few years, helping to 
ease high youth unemployment and 
improving stability.

In the fourth quarter of 2014, 
12.9% of Egypt’s workforce of 27 
million was unemployed, according 
to the state-run Central Agency for 
Public Mobilisation and Statistics.

More importantly, observers say, 

boosting commercial and industrial 
activity in the canal zone will en-
courage Egyptians to relocate to and 
invest in the Sinai peninsula, an arid 
region east of the waterway that has 
long been neglected by the central 
government and has been plagued 
by an Islamist insurgency for the 
last two years. “This is, in fact, of 
extreme importance for Egypt’s na-
tional security,” said Ibrahim, the 
economist. “Sinai has always been 
on the front line of national securi-
ty/ and the presence of more people 
in it will boost security.”

Around 60,000 square kilometres 
in size — almost double the area of 
Israel, Lebanon, the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip combined — the pen-
insula’s population is only around 
400,000.

Since becoming president, Sisi has 
embarked on a wide-ranging eco-
nomic reform plan that has involved 
slashing some fuel subsidies and 
creating a nationwide road network.

Economists say the regime wants 
to extend the nationalist surge 
engendered by the canal project, 
which mobilised the entire country, 
to help Egypt out of its current eco-
nomic squeeze.

Yasser Ahmed is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Construction at Egypt’s new Suez Canal project.
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Egypt passes new 
budget for fiscal 
year 2015-16

Kuwait passes 
$23.2 billion 
deficit budget on 
oil slide

Qatar offshore rig 
faces months of 
repairs after 
accident

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi approved a budget for fiscal 
year 2015-16, slashing the projected 
budget deficit to 8.9% of gross do-
mestic product, the country’s Fi-
nance Ministry said.

The revised budget deficit for the 
previous year is 10.8%. The Finance 
Ministry said 50% of public spend-
ing will be on social protection pro-
grammes.

The ministry also said that reve-
nues are expected to increase 27.7% 
to $79.7 billion, with expenditures 
set to increase 17.4% to $111 billion.

It said the new budget aims to re-
duce public debt, restore confidence 
in the economy and reprioritise 
spending to improve basic public 
services and strengthen social pro-
tection. The fiscal year begins July 
1st, and the ministry said it was tar-
geting 5% economic growth for the 
year.
(The Associated Press)

The Kuwaiti parliament passed a 
2015-16 state budget that projects a 
$23.2 billion deficit due to the sharp 
drop in oil prices.

Forty-seven MPs voted for, and 
only four opposed, the budget, 
which projects revenues at $40.7 
billion, a massive 39.2% drop from 
previous estimates. Spending is pro-
jected at $63.9 billion, 17.4% lower 
than estimates.

Oil income, which normally con-
tributes more than 90% of total pub-
lic revenues, dropped 42.8% and is 
estimated at $38.8 billion. Kuwait 
posted a budget surplus in each of 
the past 16 fiscal years due to high 
oil prices.

“We are facing a very difficult fi-
nancial situation. We must control 
the growth in spending and diver-
sify our sources of income so as not 
to remain completely reliant on oil,” 
Finance Minister Anas al-Saleh told 
parliament.

The head of parliament’s budgets 
committee, MP Adnan Abdulsamad, 
said the cut in spending did not af-
fect wages, public services and the 
country’s development plan.

Kuwait posted a budget surplus in 
each of the past 16 fiscal years due to 
high oil prices.
(Agence France-Presse)

A newly built Qatari offshore rig 
will need several months of repairs 
and maintenance after an accident 
off the Gulf nation’s coast, its owner 
said.

The accident involved the jack-
up accommodation rig Rumailah in 
the al-Shaheen oil field, off Qatar’s 
north-eastern coast, according to a 
statement from Doha-based Gulf In-
ternational Services.

The rig is owned by the company’s 
Gulf Drilling International division. 
Denmark-based Maersk Oil operates 
the overall al-Shaheen field. GIS and 
Maersk said all personnel were safe-
ly evacuated and no injuries were 
reported.

GIS described the accident as a 
“punch through incident”, but gave 
no details on what went wrong. It 
said the rig needs “a few months” of 
work in a Qatari shipyard.
(The Associated Press)

Briefs

Morocco becomes Africa’s automotive industry hub
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M
orocco has become 
Africa’s automotive 
industry hub following 
PSA Peugeot Citroen’s 
opening of an assem-

bly plant near Kenitra as Europe’s 
second-largest carmaker seeks to 
emulate Renault.

Located in the free zone, the $615 
million factory, which is to be opera-
tional in 2019, will build 90,000 B- 
and C-segment vehicles a year and 
engines for markets in the region. It 
has a planned capacity of 200,000 
units a year.

The plant is expected to generate 
4,500 direct jobs and 20,000 indi-
rect jobs, especially among compo-
nent suppliers.

PSA invested 95% of the costs 
while Morocco’s Caisse des dépôts 
et de gestion (CDG) invested the re-
maining 5%.

PSA seeks to sell 1 million vehi-
cles in 2025 in Africa and the Middle 
East, including 200,000 in Morocco. 
Africa is PSA’s third main market af-
ter China and Europe.

Renault in 2012 opened a giant 
factory outside Tangier to build low-
cost vehicles. The plant is helping 
the French carmaker meet demand 
for its Dacia brand and introduce 
new models.

Morocco dethroned Egypt as the 
leading automaker in North Africa in 
2012 and is second in Africa behind 
South Africa. By 2017, the North 
African kingdom is expected to be-
come the world’s 19th largest vehi-
cle assembler.

There are plenty of reasons be-
hind this success. Morocco’s geo-
graphic location and state-of-the-art 
ports make it an ideal location for 

car manufacturers to set up plants. 
Morocco is ideally located for inves-
tors eyeing exports to Europe and 
Africa. The political and economy 
stability make Morocco a favourable 
platform for major automakers. US 
car manufacturing giant Ford an-
nounced in May that it would invest 
in Morocco by opening a regional 
trade base in Casablanca. It will also 
set up a buying office in Tangier free 
zone.

Ford’s announcement highlights 
Morocco’s importance in the auto-
motive industry. The US company 
primarily seeks to benefit from low-
cost component suppliers located in 

the free zones of Tangier and Kenitra 
after the establishment of Renault.

PSA already purchases up to $409 
million worth of components in Mo-
rocco.

A skilled and competitive labour 
at a far lower cost than in Europe is 
also a key factor in luring automak-
ers to Morocco, besides tax exemp-
tions for 25 years provided most of 
the production is destined for ex-
port.

The government policy of attract-
ing foreign investment in the auto-
motive industry, spearheaded by 
the Moroccan King Mohammed VI, 
has certainly been a significant part 
of the kingdom’s overall strategy to 
diversify its economy.

In 2014, the automotive sector 
became the largest exporter with a 
turnover of $4.4 billion, overtaking 
phosphates.

Over the last decade, Morocco has 
been investing to develop a solid 
automotive ecosystem. The coun-
try has 150 component suppliers. By 
2020, this sector is expected to em-
ploy 90,000 people, with two-thirds 
of the total in the industry and the 
remainder in services.

With a growing interest from 
other firms such as Volkswagen and 
Hyundai in this low-cost base, Mo-
rocco is working steadily to become 
Africa’s leading automaker.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

PSA Peugeot Citroen Chief Executive Officer Carlos Tavares at 
auto industry exhibition.

Morocco is working 
steadily to become 
Africa’s leading 
automaker
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Children under ISIS deprived of education
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

F
our years of an unabated 
and brutal conflict have 
devastated all aspects of 
life in Syria, depriving 
scores of children of a prop-

er education. Many schools were 
turned into shelters for refugees. 
Others were destroyed or used as 
headquarters and command centres 
by various armed groups fighting to 
topple the regime of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad.

In Raqqa province, stronghold 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) in north-
eastern Syria, the Islamist group 
closed all schools at the beginning 
of the year, pending a revision of the 
curriculum “to conform with reli-
gious rules”. The move left 670,000 
children without any form of educa-
tion, according to the UN Children’s 
Rights and Emergency Relief Organ-
isation (UNICEF).

Teachers were ordered to “re-
pent” for adhering to official cur-
ricula of the “apostate” regime and 
warned against giving any private 
lessons, especially to girls.

“Those who refused to ‘repent’ 
were dispossessed of their property 
and belongings, whereas those who 
had signed the ‘atonement paper’ 
but returned to teaching secretly 
were considered renegades and 
punished with death,” Abu Am-
mar, a teacher of civil education in 
Raqqa, said.

“I was summoned to the school 
where I teach to declare my ex-
piation, as well as all my other col-
leagues who taught other subjects.” 
he added.

Jamal al-Hammoud, a govern-
ment employee in the health sector 
in Raqqa, was apprehended when 
ISIS raided his house and found out 
that his 10-year-old daughter and 
three other girls were being tutored. 
“Hammoud was forced to sit for a 
session of religious teaching at the 
Fawaz Mosque in Raqqa and was 
made to vow not to give his daugh-
ter any private teaching,” a relative 
of the family said.

In certain cases teachers were 
flogged publicly for resisting the 
ISIS decision to ban instruction in 
subjects that were part of the state 
curriculum, including physics, 
chemistry, geography, history, na-
tionalism, drawing and music.

According to the director of edu-
cation in Raqqa, Abdel Ilah al-Hadi, 
at least five teachers have been 
whipped in public in Maadan, 50 
kilometres east of Raqqa city, for 
giving clandestine private lessons.

“The teachers were given 50 lash-
es each and condemned to cleaning 
the town’s main streets for a month, 
whereas the father of one of the fe-
male students who had the lessons 
given at his house was severely pun-
ished,” Hadi said.

As a result of the ISIS takeover 
of Raqqa more than a year ago, the 
number of students from the prov-
ince sitting for official exams, in-
cluding high school, dropped dra-
matically, according to Hadi. “As 
many as 22,148 students passed 
high school in 2012, compared to 
only 1,282 who sat for the exams in 
2015, at a provisional centre set up 
specifically for Raqqa students in 
Damascus,” he said.

“But the biggest tragedy of all is 
that there are more than 50,000 
children who reached school age but 
have not been able to attend school 
for the past three years, in addition 
to those who dropped out in first 
grade, and they are all considered to 
be without any education.”

Many families left the province 
to ensure education for their chil-

dren. Others had to find new ways, 
such as Oum Amjad who smuggled 
school books from Damascus for 
her son. “Bringing books into Raqqa 
is becoming more dangerous than 
smuggling arms,” she said. “At the 
beginning of the school year, I had 
to make several trips to Damascus 
in order to bring copies of the books 
to my son, which I concealed under 
the inner lining of my luggage.”

In addition to the risk, Oum Am-
jad incurred extra costs, as she had 
to pay $150 to photocopy the vol-
umes that normally cost $15.

Sheikh Ibrahim, the father of five, 
including two university students 
and three in secondary, intermedi-
ary and primary cycles, said he pre-
ferred to move altogether.

“After ISIS closed down all edu-
cational establishments, I sold my 
house in Raqqa city and moved to 
the outskirts of Damascus where 

my children could at least continue 
their education,” he said. Ibrahim 
considers himself lucky because 
many families were barred from 
leaving the province and their chil-
dren now stay at home without 
proper education. 

“I know that ISIS is a temporary 
situation but I cannot waste years of 
my children’s education… It is true 
that I have incurred losses by selling 
my house at half price, but at least I 
secured their future,” he said.

Despite the closure of schools, 
teachers and administrators are 
still being paid salaries, like all 
other government employees, Hadi 

pointed out. He said more than 100 
instructors from the educational 
cadre in Raqqa have been killed, 
kidnapped or imprisoned on charg-
es of being loyal to the regime.

“We have also lost more than 100 
schools across the province, which 
were completely destroyed during 
the fighting or in air strikes by the 
regime or the US-led coalition, in 
addition to billions of Syrian pounds 
worth of school equipment which 
were looted and ransacked,” he said.

Children of school age make up 
more than 50% of the Syrian refu-
gee population living in makeshift 
camps and tented settlements in 
neighbouring countries. Between 
2.1 million and 2.4 million are either 
out of school or attending classes ir-
regularly, UNICEF says.

Many of those unable to go to 
school are on the streets working to 
survive.

The trade school in Raqqa damaged in Syrian air strike.
Families left the 
province to ensure 
education for their 
children

Without reform, Arab world faces dark days

F
orecasting the future is 
no easy task but some 
experts attempted to 
do so at a recent 
conference organised 
by the Middle East 

Institute (MEI), a Washington 
think-tank, by looking into 
megatrends shaping the world. 
What they came up with was that, 
without significant reforms, the 
Arab world, already wracked by 
unprecedented turmoil, faces 
dark days in 2025.

Florence Gaub, analyst at the 
European Union Institute for Secu-
rity Studies, which published Arab 
Futures: Three Scenarios for 2025, 
highlighted several trends with 
significant repercussions.

Population growth was consid-
ered one of the major regional driv-
ers. The Arab world’s population 
of 357 million is expected to swell 
to 468 million by 2025, with a large 
portion of that increase in the 15-30 
age bracket.

The high rate of urbanisation 
will affect the Arab world over the 
coming decade. More than 56% of 
Arab citizens now live in cities, and 
that’s expected to hit 61.4% within 
five years.

The effects of global climate 
change are also affecting Arab 
societies through rising deserti-

fication, scarcity of resources 
— including water — and rising 

sea levels.
This phenomenon will be ag-

gravated by ever-rising food prices. 
Over the next decade, Arab states 
will be increasingly reliant on out-
side markets for food and will be 
vulnerable to spikes in commodity 
prices.

On a positive note, literacy and 
internet penetration will continue 
to increase, the latter predicted to 
move from 25% to 50% by 2025. A 
recent paper by Paul Salem, MEI’s 
Lebanese vice-president for policy 
and research, observes that advanc-
es in technology and communica-
tions have led to “a power shift 
from once all-dominant states to 
an increasingly informed, powerful 
and demanding populace” who can 
then better mobilise and coordi-
nate.

The conflation of megatrends and 
the anticipated reaction of regional 
governments to these  develop-
ments will undoubtedly worsen 
instability in a region already facing 
severe volatility and violence.

Employment rates will affect the 
region heavily. Youth bulges across 
the Arab world will mean that a 
larger number of people will be 
looking for jobs that probably won’t 
be there.

Youth unemployment in the 
Middle East, which stood at 26% in 
2011, is expected to rise to 28.6% by 
2018. If employment is hindered by 
low economic growth, ambitious, 
energetic and dynamic young peo-
ple will find themselves marginal-
ised and left behind.

The report highlights that where 
young people make up more than 
35% of the adult population, the 
risk of conflict increases 150% — 
especially when it comes to terror-

ism. Unemployed youth are ripe for 
recruitment by extremist groups.

Another factor that points to 
greater insecurity is the Arab de-
pendence on foreign food supplies.

These megatrends produce three 
main possible scenarios depending 
on how capable regional govern-
ments are.

The first indicates a continua-
tion of the current upheavals. Arab 
countries will continue to face 
challenges in terms of increasing 
youth unemployment, demands 
for greater political participation 
and terrorist threats. Protracted 
conflicts combined with a lack of 
reform and the persistence of vio-
lence will hinder regional integra-
tion and economic development.

The second, more pessimistic, 
scenario imagines a regional 
implosion with the Arab 
world reaching total 
meltdown by 2025. 
Terrorism, through 
intra-nation 
rivalry against 
a backdrop 
of religious 
tensions, 
would result 
in increasing 
turmoil.

The 
absence of 
reforms that 
might create 
jobs and encour-
age innovation, 
which contribute 
to growth and foster 
stability, will aggravate a 
situation in which the cycle 
of violence will be perpetuated 
by the large youth bulge, declining 
economic growth and harsh state 

repression.
The third and most optimistic 

scenario is built on the possibility 
of an Arab leap, thanks to the en-
actment of a series of economic and 
political reforms, creating a new 
form of regional economic integra-
tion that will lead to Arab work-
ers replacing 20% of the foreign, 
mainly Asian, labour employed in 
the Gulf.

In addition, regional educational 
reforms would lead to a decline in 
youth unemployment, dropping 
possibly to a level below 20%. This 
would result in a rapid depletion 
of the pool of potential terrorist 
recruits while fostering political 
stability.

These megatrends are warning 
signs that Arab leaders ignore at 

their peril if they have any hope 
of avoiding a rerun of the 

wave of revolutions that 
erupted in 2011. Con-

flict and instability 
in the Middle East 

have been driven 
by the narrow 
calculations of 
regional leaders 
and the lack of 
will to make real 
change.

Conditions 
that breed revo-

lutions and ter-
rorism will only 

worsen in the next 
decade unless Arab 

leaders truly step up 
to the plate.

Mona Alami is a French-
Lebanese analyst and a fellow 

at the Rafik Hariri Center for the 
Middle East of the Atlantic Council. 

Mona Alami

View point
The Arab 
world’s 
population 
of 357 
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expected to 
swell to 468 
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Megatrends produce
three main possible 
scenarios

Dreams of a 
better tomorrow

Teachers were 
ordered to “repent” 
for adhering to 
official curricula
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Syrian refugees spend Ramadan in exile
Samar Kadi

Beirut

S
itting on the floor with her 
daughter next to her in the 
sweltering summer heat, 
Naima Haj was busy pre-
paring iftar, the fast-break-

ing meal, for her large family in the 
informal Syrian refugee camp of 
Rihaniya in northern Lebanon. It 
is the fourth Ramadan, the Muslim 
holy fasting month, that Haj and 
her family are spending in exile af-
ter fleeing war in her native Homs 
province in western Syria.

“It feels like an oven inside,” 
the mother of ten said outside her 
tent, cooking iftar. Her teenage 
daughter helped by peeling pota-
toes. “The food is repetitive. It is 
the same during the whole month 
of Ramadan… It is either beans or 
lentils, or rice and fried potatoes!” 
the girl complained.

For Syrian refugees in Lebanon, 
Ramadan spirit is largely subdued. 
Food not only lacked variety but 
quantity as well. “I always find ex-
cuses in order not to sit at the iftar 
table with the family because I am 
convinced that there is not enough 
food for all,” Haj said.

“We are grateful for those who 
are offering us assistance without 
which we would not have been able 
to survive under these harsh con-
ditions, but what is being offered 
is insufficient and very little, com-
pared to our needs,” she added.

The Syrian war, which is in its 
fifth year, has displaced half of the 
Syrian population of 22 million, 
with at least 4 million seeking ref-
uge in neighbouring countries.

There is nothing special happen-
ing during Ramadan in the shabby 
encampment that has become 
home to some 500 Syrian families 
for the past four years. “Most Syr-
ians spend their time praying to be 
able to return to their homes,” Haj 
said. “We got nothing particular for 
Ramadan except new clothes for 
the kids donated by some chari-
ties.”

In Jordan’s Zaatari camp, a de-
sert settlement housing more than 
80,000 refugees, the mood is as 
sad and gloomy, with no signs of 
Ramadan festivities.

“There’s nothing to celebrate 
while our people are being killed 
and our country is perishing,” said 
Yousef Anzo, 34, a native of Syria’s 
southern restive border city of 
Daraa, the site of the first peaceful 
demonstrations against President 

Bashar Assad in March 2011 that 
marked the beginning of what be-
came an all-out war engulfing all of 
Syria.

“We are fasting, although con-
ditions make it much harder than 
back home,” he said, referring to a 
swirling dust, scorpions and snakes 
and scorching desert heat.

 Temperatures in Zaatari, which 
straddles the southern Syrian bor-
der, are in the 40s Celsius during 
daytime and dip to 15 degrees at 
night.

Oum Mahmoud, a 45-year-old 
Daraa housewife and mother of 

six, said her daily routine during 
Ramadan remained unchanged, 
but her life has changed. “I cook 
for my children and husband as 
we all fast, so more or less it’s the 
same,” she said. “What changed is 
that we now live under a tent that 
barely fits us all while back in Syria 
we had a farm with a home of two 
floors which I yearn to return to.”

In the marketplace of Zaatari, 
shops sell Ramadan ornaments, 
such as lanterns, and others deco-
rated their entrances with flashing 
lights to attract shoppers.

But in Rihaniya, refugees stood 
in long queues under the scorch-
ing summer sun to receive “a box” 
of food assistance. Amina Idriss, 
a camp resident, complained that 
the ration was not increased or di-
versified for Ramadan fasting. “We 
expected the assistance to dou-
ble or improve but nothing of that 
sort happened,” she said. “Things 
remained unchanged. In fact, mat-
ters have been worsening year after 
year.”

Idriss’s husband, Darazi Nas-
sir, is more content and happy to 
have his family safe and secure. 
“We have four children and we all 
live in one tent but, despite every-
thing, Ramadan has a special taste. 
The fact that we gather around the 
iftar table every evening with my 
children safe and sound around me 
is a blessing for which I thank God 
Almighty,” he said.

Four years of forced exile has 
stretched assistance to some 1.2 
million refugees in Lebanon, re-
sulting in cuts in food rations. But 
in Jordan, food assistance has not 
been jeopardised.

At the Zaatari camp, stores are 
packed with shoppers buying fresh 

fruit, vegetables, meat, chicken 
and fish to prepare for their sun-
down meal. They use prepaid cou-
pons provided by the UN refugee 
agency. 

Elsewhere in the camp, charities 
run by the Jordanian government 
and non-governmental organisa-
tions provide free meals.

“Food is in abundance but we 
only care to return home, to a safe 
Syria with no Bashar Assad,” said 
Mahmoud Khalidi, a 23-year-old 
carpenter, as he distributed dates 
and water to passers-by to break 
their fast after dusk sets on the 
camp.

Despite the gloominess, children 
in Rihaniya camp can still have 
a feel of Ramadan spirit. Rafi, a 
10-year-old refugee, referring to a 
collective iftar organised by camp 
leaders, said: “We were at least 40 
families sitting around a big iftar 
table on the first day of fasting. It 
was great fun and we were prom-
ised to have another collective 
meal for children only!”

Housewives like Idriss also make 
an extra effort in Ramadan. “Dur-
ing this month, my neighbour 
in the opposite tent and myself 
prepare joint meals and cook to-
gether, in order to have a certain 
feel of Ramadan and make believe 
that life can still be enjoyable,”  
she said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Naima Haj, with her daughter, preparing iftar outside their tent in 
the Syrian refugee encampment of Rihaniya, north Lebanon.
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There’s nothing to 
celebrate while our 
people are being 
killed

Ramadan, another month of hardship in Gaza
Saud Abu Ramadan

Beit Hanoun, Gaza Strip

R
amadan brings sad mem-
ories to Ibrahim al-Masri, 
whose wife, two sons and 
daughter, who was about 
to get married, were 

killed when their home was hit in 
an Israeli air strike during Rama-
dan, the Muslim fasting month, in 
2014.

“Ramadan this year is the hard-
est because my family is not with 
me anymore,” said the 50-year-old 
Palestinian from the town of Beit 
Hanoun in the Gaza Strip.

Masri said his wife, 40-year-old 
Sahar Hamdan, was preparing a 
meal to break the family fast at sun-
down, while his daughter and two 
boys were helping set the table.

“When Israeli air strikes began, 
one missile landed in my house, 
destroying it completely and killing 
my wife, daughter and two sons, 
all in one go,” Masri said, his voice 
cracking.

“We were sitting in peace at home 
and we didn’t cause any danger to 
the Israelis,” said the former con-
struction worker who is now unem-
ployed and lives with a surviving 
son and daughter in a prefabricated 
home, widely known as a caravan. 

Such houses were donated by 
Turkey, Qatar and Jordan to shelter 
Gazans who lost homes in the con-
flict.

Pointing to a pile of rubble that 
used to be his one-storey home, 
Masri said: “There, we had the din-
ing table, where we all sat as one 
family to eat.” On July 8, 2014, Isra-
el launched an air, sea and ground 

military operation on the coastal 
enclave, saying it wanted to stop 
rocket attacks by Gaza’s Hamas mil-
itants against Israeli cities.

Hamas’s attacks increased after 
Israel clamped down on the group’s 
adherents in the West Bank follow-
ing the June 12, 2014, kidnapping 
and killing of three Israeli teenagers 
by Hamas members.

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

Israel’s offensive on Gaza ended 
with an Egyptian-brokered truce in 
August 2014.

The conflict left 2,140 people 
dead and more than 10,000 wound-
ed and resulted in destruction and 
damage to thousands of homes, 
mainly in the area between the 
northern and the eastern borders of 
the Gaza Strip with Israel.

The United Nations estimated 
that more than 7,000 homes for 
10,000 families were razed, with 
an additional 89,000 homes dam-
aged, of which roughly 10,000 were 
severely affected by the bombing. 
Rebuilding costs were calculated 
to run from $4 billion to $6 billion 
over 20 years.

A year has passed since the war 
but destruction is visible every-
where across the coastal strip. A 
reconstruction drive moves at a 
snail’s pace, partly due to insuffi-
cient funds pledged by Arab do-
nors.

Meanwhile, Gaza’s 1.8 million 
people remain under a tight Israeli 
blockade for the eighth consecutive 
year, bringing unemployment to a 
record 46%, poverty to 55% and the 
fragile economy to a virtual stand-
still.

In Gaza City’s main marketplace, 
foodstuffs, including meat, poultry 
and fish, fruit and vegetables are in 

abundance during Ramadan, when 
people buy supplies on a daily ba-
sis. Few can afford to do so during 
the rest of the year.

Gaza food store owner Mustafa 
Zeineddine, 45, said “activity is 
weak” because of the high poverty 
and unemployment rates.

“The catastrophic outcome of the 
Israeli siege and the internal Pales-
tinian split had negatively affected 
market trade,” said Zeineddine. He 
explained that many people were 
hesitant to spend money with the 
“horrible images from the war still 
in our minds and hearts”.

Osama Murtaja, owner of a store 
that sells local cheese and other 
dairy products, pickles and spices, 
said economic conditions were 

worsening. “After eight years of 
siege and internal split and a year 
after the Israeli war, the economic 
situation has been getting worse 
and worse,” he said.

Annas Amro, an administrative 
assistant in the Hamas-run Minis-
try of Social Welfare, has not been 
paid his regular salary in 14 months. 
Married with four children, he said 
Ramadan was “very difficult for 
me this year because I don’t have 
enough money”.

Since the Palestinian unity gov-
ernment of Rami Hamdallah was 
formed, “I receive 730 shekels 
($190) every 63 days” said Amro. 
He noted that his monthly salary is 
supposed to be double what he is 
receiving. He is far from alone. In 
the Gaza Strip, 43,000 employees 
haven’t been paid regular salaries 
due to feuds between Fatah and 
Hamas

“I don’t know how one can sur-
vive with empty pockets,” Amro 
said.

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

In Gaza City’s main 
marketplace, 
foodstuffs are in 
abundance during 
Ramadan

Palestinians in Gaza break their dawn to dusk Ramadan fast at charity iftar.

Ramadan this year is 
the hardest because 
my family is not with 
me anymore
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Female-only taxis, Egypt’s way to curb harassment
Yasser Ahmed

Cairo

T
he last time Sherin Abdel-
Hafez got into a taxi on the 
way to work, she ordered 
the driver to stop and left 
the vehicle because she 

felt that the man would eventually 
verbally harass her.

“Some drivers are just impolite,” 
said Abdel-Hafez, a civil servant in 
her early 30s. “Harassment by taxi 
drivers is becoming so common.”

But a new project, undertaken by 
a private firm, Pink Taxi Egypt, is 
promising to reduce sexual harass-
ment in transportation across big 
cities in Egypt. The “pink taxis” — 
women-only transportation — will 
be rolling soon in the streets of Cai-
ro and other cities in the country 
to make the ride more secure, safe 
and comfortable for women.

Egypt, where men and women 
rub shoulders and fight for a foot-
hold in dense and creaky buses and 
train carriages, has seen a surge 
in sexual harassment  so the an-
nouncement of the project received 
an avalanche of welcoming com-
ments on Facebook from women

Traditional taxi drivers, however, 
expressed dismay at the prospects 
of losing customers.

“Most of our clients are women. 
Such a project will take them away 
from our taxis,” said Mahmoud 
Mohamed, 42. He and fellow driv-
ers say they struggle to make ends 
meet, earning a maximum of 100 
Egyptian pounds — roughly $13 — 

a day. Egyptian women, though, 
praised the Pink Taxi project as 
“the best thing” that could be 
done, and some asked whether the 
service would be available in their 
cities.

The taxis, which are expected to 
be on the streets in August, will be 
painted pink,  have women drivers 
and allow men passengers only  if 
they are in the company of a wom-
an. The new taxis can be ordered by 
phone and will be equipped with a 
positioning system to help clients 
locate the taxis closest to their lo-
cation. The positive reaction to the 
project reflected women’s despera-
tion to curb sexual harassment.

“Women know that there will be 
no other solution to the problem. 
That is why they welcomed any 
idea that will solve the problem, 
even if in a temporary way,” Mona 
Ezzat, a founding member of local 
advocacy group New Woman Foun-
dation, said.

Sexual harassment is a wide-
spread problem in Egypt, which 
ranked second in the world, after 
Afghanistan, in this regard, accord-
ing to a report by the UN Women 
agency. More than 99% of Egyptian 
girls and women reported experi-
encing sexual harassment in their 
lifetime. Up to 86.5% of women 
surveyed said they did not feel 
safe in public transportation, while 
82.6% said they did not feel safe on 
the streets.

A few months ago, a colleague 
of Abdel-Hafez told her she was al-
most raped by a taxi driver on her 
way home. “When he discovered 
that she wasn’t an easy nut to crack, 
the driver took the vehicle and ran 
away but before this he insisted [on 
taking] all the money in her purse,” 
Abdel-Hafez said.

According to Ezzat, “A grow-
ing number of women carry blunt 
weapons in their handbags these 

days” to discourage possible assail-
ants. But she said sex segregation 
in taxi cars will not solve the prob-
lem.

“We need a total change of cul-
ture,” Ezzat said. “By separating 
women from men, we will increase 
women’s isolation, the matter that 
we have been fighting against for 
years.

“Sexual harassment will only 
come to an end in Egypt when the 
authorities take firm action against 
the practice.”

Egypt enacted its first anti-sexual 
harassment law almost a year ago, 
with prison terms and fines for 

those convicted of the crime. But 
the law is poorly enforced, accord-
ing to Shady Hussein, a 22-year-old 
university student who formed his 
own “anti-harassment squad” in 
2012.

“Some people are on the streets 
only to abuse women sexually,” he 
said.

He said when his squad detains 
a man who has been harassing a 
woman on the street, they hand 
him to authorities but soon thereaf-
ter the suspect is released without 
punishment.

“Most of the time, the authorities 
arrest us, instead of the wrongdo-

ers, and accuse us of breaching the 
law as we have no legal right to ar-
rest people,” Hussein said.

Abdel-Hafez said she is largely 
sceptical about the government’s 
resolve to take firm action against 
harassment anytime soon. “But in 
the meantime,” she said, “women 
who are tired of harassment and 
fearing rape can now enjoy the new 
harassment-free taxis.

“For a woman, it will be much 
more comfortable and secure to be 
in the company of a female driver. 
Personally, I will feel much secure 
when a lady is driving me home or 
to work.”

Women-only cabs, a solution to deep problems?

The taxis, which are 
expected to be on 
the streets in August, 
will be painted pink

Living costs worry expatriates in UAE
Gamil Lotfy

Dubai

A
s instability and vio-
lence drive professionals 
away from parts of the 
Arab world, and with the 
performance of global 

markets allowing the United Arab 
Emirates to maintain its tax-haven 
status, it is difficult to imagine seri-
ous labour issues in the Gulf state, 
which is renowned for its ample job 
opportunities and high salaries.

But in a recent survey conducted 
by the US-based social media plat-
form LinkedIn, nine out of ten UAE-
based professionals said they were 
looking to change jobs with more 
than 50% of respondents attribut-
ing this to salary worries. Salaries in 
cities such as Dubai and Abu Dhabi 
are among the highest in the region, 
even competing with Europe and 
North America in some sectors. 
But the issue facing the UAE is that 
these packages are stagnating while 
living costs increase.

At the core of the disparity be-
tween salaries and living costs is the 
country’s inflated real estate market 
in both the residential and commer-
cial sectors. Falling oil prices add to 
the financial concerns.

The outlook for hydrocarbon 
prices remains uncertain with many 
oil majors cutting jobs and capital 
spending, while a currency linked 
with the strengthening US dollar 
makes the UAE a much more expen-
sive place to live, work and invest.

The Arab Weekly spoke with a 
number of expatriates living in 
Dubai who say they do not wish 
to leave the UAE because “things 
aren’t that bad quite yet”, as media 
professional Ahmed, who has lived 
in the Emirates since 2007, put it.

“Rent in Dubai is too high for 
some people. When your salary 

only increased by 1 to 2% a year but 
your rent goes up 25%, you wonder 
how long you can keep going,” he 
says.

Rent increases eased in the first 
half of 2015 but Dubai’s real estate 
market is still set to face a diffi-
cult year. A combination of low oil 
prices, a strengthening dollar and 
supply-and-demand economics are 
expected to play roles in the slow-
down of the market over the next 
12 months. In the face of this, rent 
increases have only slowed rather 
than decreased as homeowners 
look to alleviate the falling values of 
their properties.

In an attempt to tackle the issue 
of high rents, Dubai is expected to 
introduce regulations imposing af-

fordable housing quotas on new 
residential developments. Real 
estate analysts welcomed the ini-
tiative with UK real estate firm Clut-
tons releasing a statement claiming 
the move is “long overdue”.

“Even if rent increases slow down 
and the market offers more afford-
able solutions, the price precedent 
has been set and with salaries un-
likely to see any drastic increases, 
other living costs are putting a 
burden on employees,” explained 
a representative from a UAE-based 

recruitment agency.
“As such, we are seeing people 

moving from job to job to try and 
increase their annual pay increment 
beyond what their current employ-
er is prepared to offer.”

Nonetheless, there is little evi-
dence to suggest that growing living 
costs are driving people away from 
the UAE. Economic heartache in 
places such as Egypt and Lebanon, 
coupled with wars in Syria and Iraq, 
means that the UAE and the rest of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries will remain attractive and 
at times the only option for many 
living and working in the Gulf.

In addition, “global economic 
outlooks in other parts of the world 
also mean that many profession-

als from outside of the region will 
continue to see the UAE as a worth-
while place to work and live,” the 
recruitment representative said.

In saying this, as oil prices stag-
nate and with up to 30% of the 
UAE’s gross domestic product (GDP) 
coming from the hydrocarbons in-
dustry, many may find that living 
costs do not stabilise and salaries 
do not increase.

The news that the UAE is to con-
sider draft laws on a new taxation 
system will worry expatriates who 
were already on the precipice. The 
drafting of the laws is expected by 
the final quarter of 2015, according 
to a report by Reuters.

It is understood the UAE may look 
to introduce value-added tax (VAT) 
and corporate tax despite the coun-
try’s reputation as an international 
tax haven. Previous reports sug-
gested the UAE is reluctant to adopt 
VAT-type taxes unless neighbouring 
countries also do so in fear of hurt-
ing competitiveness in the region.

In May, GCC officials adopted a 
draft agreement to implement VAT. 
Each GCC member agreed to issue 
a separate VAT law that includes 
the principles of the draft agree-
ment. At the time, no timetable was 
given for its implementation, with 
the UAE set to be the first to press 
ahead.

The proposed changes are guar-
anteed to stir a reaction from the 
expatriate community with some 
being forced to change jobs in the 
UAE or relocate outside of it.

As the country prepares to coun-
ter international factors affecting 
residents’ cost of living and salary 
demands, all eyes are watching to 
see if the market naturally adjusts 
to sustainable levels.

Gamil Lotfy is Dubai-based 
business and geo-politics journalist 
working across the region.

Various nationalities in Dubai

Expatriates living in 
Dubai do not wish to 
leave the UAE
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Cairo

A 

new soap opera about 
the life of Egypt’s Jews 
at the time the state of 
Israel was created in 
1948 is stirring up con-

troversy across the country.
Haret el-Yahood (The Jewish 

Quarter), written by Medhat al-Adl, 
presents Egyptian Jews, who num-
bered about 80,000 at that time, 
in a positive light, portraying their 
daily life alongside their Muslim 
and Christian compatriots.

But the creation of Israel ends 
up shattering the peaceful coexist-
ence, raising doubts about the true 
identity and belonging of Egypt’s 
Jews as well as their support of Is-
rael. Differentiating Judaism from 
Zionism, the movement behind the 
creation of a Jewish homeland that 
was established by stripping the 
Palestinians of their land in 1948, 
was another important focus in the 
series.

As Arabs blame Jews for the trag-
edy of the Palestinian people and 
their continued sufferings as well 
as the decades-old Arab-Israeli con-
flict, the series comes as a reminder 
of the once-good relations with the 
Jews, showing how some ques-
tioned the creation of Israel.

The TV series, which also shows 
how religious extremism — both 
among Muslims and Jews — existed 
at that time, is about identity crises, 
changes of heart, hate, revenge and 
jealousy.

The serial revolves around a 
love story between Laila Haroun, 
a beautiful Jewish girl played by 
Egyptian actress Menna Shalaby, 
and Ali Ibrahim al-Husseini, the 
Muslim patriotic officer played by 

Jordanian actor Eyad Nassar.
The series takes the Jewish Quar-

ter, a district near the centre of Cai-
ro, as its setting. It is not, however, 
the love story that is proving con-
troversial but rather the way Jews 
and Muslims are portrayed.

“The writer just wants to show us 
that Egypt’s Jews were good-man-
nered and patriotic citizens, disre-
garding the fact that a large num-
ber of them acted against Egyptian 
national security at the time,”  said 
Mohamed Tharwat, an Egyptian 
writer who documented the life of 
Egypt’s Jews before and after the 
1952 revolution in Egypt in one of 
his books.

“True, some of these Jews were 
very good citizens but the fact is 
that some others sought to harm 
Egypt’s national security for the 
sake of Israel, something that the 
writer tries to conceal in the serial.”

The TV show, which airs every 
day during the holy fasting month 
of Ramadan, begins with the sound 
of air raid sirens prompting resi-
dents of the quarter to seek shelter 
in the local synagogue. Once inside, 
Jewish, Muslim and Christian resi-
dents exchange pleasantries in an 
atmosphere of harmony.

At one point, however, they seem 
to be divided over two things: the 
love story between Laila and Ali 
and accusations by Muslim resi-
dents that Egypt’s Jews are no dif-
ferent from the Jews of Israel. It 
was during 1948 that David Ben Gu-
rion, the head of the Jewish Agen-
cy, proclaimed the establishment of 
the state of Israel.

Whether Egyptian Jews belong 
more to Egypt rather than to Israel 
was a question that recurs during 
the programme. It was especially 
raised by Jewish characters. Laila’s 
brother, Moussa, is a strong advo-
cate of immigration to the Jewish 
state while she is not portrayed as a 
Zionist. In contrast, Ali’s sister was 
seen telling him that the Jews of 
Israel and Egypt are about one and 
the same thing.

In another scene, Moussa confid-
ed to his mother that he sees Ali as 
an “enemy”, prompting the mother 
to ask surprisingly: “Ali, our neigh-
bours’ son an enemy?” Moussa 
said, “If he meets me in the battle-
field, won’t he kill me?”

Israel initially welcomed the 
show, judging by its early scenes of 
amity between Muslims and Jews. 
Later it criticised the programme, 
saying it incited Egyptians against 
Jews.

Some of the few dozen remaining 
Egyptian Jews, who live in Cairo 
and Alexandria, expressed disap-
pointment at the show. 

Albert Arieh, an 85-year-old Jew-
ish communist activist who con-
verted to Islam and married an 
Egyptian woman, said he is a living 
example that the serial has nothing 
to do with the reality then.

“It is nothing more than a show,” 
Arieh said. “Egyptian Jews, even 
those living in the Jewish Quarter, 
were not like that at all.”

He said a large number of them 

refused to emigrate to Israel, let 
alone campaign for it as Laila’s 
brother does in the serial.

Arieh’s father was like many of 
this country’s Jewish citizens who 
wanted to stay in Egypt even after 
the creation of Israel and the public 
started to turn against them, accus-
ing them of belonging more in the 
fledgling state.

“Even most of those who left, 
did not head to Israel, but to Eu-
rope and America,” he said. “Only 
poor Egyptian Jews travelled to 
Israel, because they did not know 
another language nor have the fi-
nancial means to travel to America 
or Europe.” The villain in Haret el-
Yahood is the Muslim Brotherhood, 
presented as leading the campaign 
of hatred against the Jews.

 In the TV show, the Brother-
hood’s supreme guide is seen tell-
ing followers that it is better to act 
against the Jews of Egypt rather 
than go to Palestine and fight them 
there.

The group’s followers are also 

seen destroying Jewish property in 
the quarter. A local vegetable seller 
and his son — both Muslim Brother-
hood members — kept on inciting 
against Haroun, Laila’s father, and 
other Jewish residents through the 
first half of the serial.

This was a good reason to anger 
sympathisers of the Muslim Broth-
erhood, which has been suffering 
a severe crackdown in Egypt since 
2013, as well as other Islamists in 
the country.

Nevertheless, Adl seems not to 
care criticism voiced against the 
work, including Israel’s dissatisfac-
tion

“The serial is only a tale, not a 
historical documentation of the 
lives of Egypt’s Jews,” he told pri-
vate channel ONTV on June 24th.

Egyptians with no ideological 
agendas liked the show, Adl noted, 
advising his critics to wait until it 
ends to better judge it.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

TV series depicting Egypt’s Jews stirs controversy
Amr Emam

The villain in Haret 
el-Yahood is the 
Muslim Brotherhood

Culture

Beirut

L 

ebanon’s film industry has 
undergone a regenera-
tion over the last decade, 
a change that resulted 
in many Lebanese films 

transcending borders and gaining 
international recognition at festi-
vals around the world.

Elie Dagher, 30, is the latest Leb-
anese filmmaker to be applauded 
internationally, with his Waves ’98 
winning the Palme d’Or for short 
films at the Cannes Film Festival 
last May. Dagher’s animated film 
was selected from more than 4,550 
entries from 100 countries. The 
submissions were narrowed to 
eight films before Dagher ultimate-
ly won. The triumph qualifies him 
for the 2016 Academy Awards.

“I initially wrote the script a bit 
over two years ago,” Dagher said in 
a Skype interview with The Arab 
Weekly. “I had been living between 
Beirut and Brussels and decided to 
write an impression of the experi-
ence I had while being in Beirut 
for a month.”

The film tells the story of 
Omar, a high school student in 
the northern suburbs of Beirut 
in the late 1990s who struggles 
with disillusionment of his so-
cial bubble. His life takes an 
unexpected turn when he notic-
es a strange giant golden animal 
between buildings. This leads to 
his discovery of a special part of 
the city. 

“I was thinking about my re-
lationship with the city and how 
it has evolved ever since I had 

stopped living there,” Dagher ex-
plained. “Because this was a per-
sonal film, I actually had to figure 
out some stuff personally before I 
could decide on an ending.”

To fund the film, Dagher sought 
the support of the Arab Fund for 
Arts and Culture (AFAC) and the 
Doha Film Institute.

“As a producer of the film as 
well, you always have to think of 
the festival strategy,” Dagher said 
of his decision to 
enter the film 
at Cannes. 
“Short 
films 
have 
a very 
limited 
lifespan, 

so you want the best platform pos-
sible for your film.”

As for the music, Dagher enlisted 
London-based sound artist Mat-
thew Wilcock. “I had very strong 
ideas of where I wanted the music 
to go. I spent a week with him in 
the studio in London just working 
on the music,” Dagher said.

While the trailer reveals the 
film’s dynamic sound, Waves ’98 
also boasts unique animation. 
Dagher said he used a mixture of 
media, animation and live action, 
because the content of the film re-
quired this.

“I didn’t want it to be a pure 
narrative film so I also used live 
archive footage, [in addition to] 

some footage of the 

city, to emphasise the almost docu-
mentary or ‘real’ aspect of it. But I 
wanted the characters and the nar-
ratives to stay abstract,” he said.

Over the past few years, animat-
ed films have garnered more vis-
ibility in Lebanon, Dagher noted, 
adding, “There’s a bit more aware-
ness with events like the Beirut 
Animated Festival.”

Generating public interest in 
Arab animated films is an aim of 
the Metropolis Association, the or-
ganisers of Beirut Animated Festi-
val, which was established in 2006, 
to develop “a cinema culture” in 
Lebanon and the Arab world.

“Through the presentation of 
independent animation films from 
the Arab world and the organisation 
of seminars and workshops, Bei-

rut Animated Festival helped 
promote and expose the 
work of an emerging 
generation of local and 

regional filmmakers,” 
Metropolis spokeswoman 

Carine Khalaf said.
Khalaf, however, noted 

that animated films have 
not always received the 
recognition abroad they de-

serve “although some artists 
have been able to produce 

works of high standards in 
a highly competitive field”. 

While applauding Dagher’s 
win at Cannes “as a big step 
forward” for Lebanese cinema 

in general and animation in 
particular, Khalaf argued that 

the Lebanese film industry was 
“still very shy”, which she said, 
was largely due to a fragile struc-

ture and lack of financing.
The appearance of Lebanese 

cinema at Cannes can be traced to 

the early days of the festival. The 
first Lebanese film to be screened 
at Cannes was Georges Nasser’s Ila 
Ayn? (Where To?) in 1957.

 Shot before the 1957 civil war, 
which became an entrenched mo-
tif in many Lebanese films, Ila Ayn 
told of a man who emigrated from 
Lebanon in search of a better fu-
ture for his family, only to fail and 
return home to die. 

Known for his vivid portrayals 
of the Lebanese civil war, Maroun 
Bagdadi became the next Lebanese 
filmmaker to reach the prestigious 
festival with Houroub Saghira (Lit-
tle Wars) in 1982.

Bagdadi broke new ground in 
1991 when he received the Cannes 
Jury prize for Hors La Vie (Out of 
Life), which is about a French pho-
tographer who was kidnapped in 
Beirut and his attempts during 
captivity to maintain his personal 
dignity in the face of torture and 
brainwashing. The story was in-
spired by the 1987 kidnapping of 
Roger Auque.

In 2002, Ghassan Salhab’s Terra 
Incognita was screened in the Un 
Certain Regard section of the fes-
tival and then there was Nadine 
Labaki’s Caramel which screened 
in 2007 and Where Do We Go Now? 
in 2011.

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist based 
in Beirut and contributes cultural 
articles to The Arab Weekly.

Lebanese cinema recognised at Cannes
Jimmy Dabbagh

Lebanon’s film 
industry has 
undergone a 
regeneration over 
the last decade

 Elie Dagher's Waves '98
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W 

ith its natural beau-
ty, rich history and 
democratic transi-
tion, Tunisia has 
everything going for 

it. Yet, its progress belies simmer-
ing pockets of dissent; more than 
3,000 young Tunisians are said to 
have joined the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and terrorists have attacked tourists 
at the Bardo Museum and in Sousse.

After launching the “Arab spring”, 
which withered everywhere else, 
Tunisia, the poster child for pro-
gress, now grasps tightly the reins 
of forward momentum.

Before the terrorists struck, ISIS 
brazenly tweeted “two lions are on 
the attack”. Indeed, lions starred in 
some ugly ancient Tunisian history; 
72 kilometres south in the coastal 
town of El Djem, third-century 
Romans released lions to kill each 
other or gladiator slaves for sport in 
an amphitheatre that seated 35,000 
people.

This vast venue of ghoulish enter-
tainment remains largely intact and 
is a World Heritage Site. In heral-
dic decor worldwide, lions convey 
bravery, strength and royalty. In-
deed Tunisia’s coat of arms features 
a lion holding a sword representing 
order. And so, the lion’s image con-
jures both positive and negative 
connotations.

Tunisia’s Memoir, a stunning 
work by glass artist Corinne Whit-
latch, has just been awarded third 
place in the 2015 Juried Regional 
Exhibition at the Hill Center Galler-
ies in Washington. The judge was 
Mark Leithauser, senior curator and 

chief of design at Washington’s Na-
tional Gallery of Art, who selected 
Whitlatch’s work out of 100 pieces 
on show.

“Corinne’s work is inspirational,” 
said Hill Center Director Nicky Cym-
rot. “It reflects not only her exqui-
site artist’s sensibility but impres-
sive craftsmanship to use minute 
pieces of glass and other materials 
and make it look seamless.”

At about 80 centimetres and 
framed in interlocking 8-point 
stars, Tunisia’s Memoir features an 
imposing mosaic lion as the focal 
point, based on one Whitlatch saw 
years ago at Tunis’s Bardo Museum. 
“The lion is a powerful symbol,” she 
said. “Of all the incredible mosaics 
I saw in Tunisia, this image struck 
me as so evocative of both the beau-
ty and brutality of Roman rule in 
Tunisia, so I knew I needed to build 
this composition around it.”

The hammered and pierced brass 
and copper are characteristic ele-
ments of her work. Whitlatch ex-
plained that carved plaster in the 

Mausoleum of Sidi Sahbi inspired 
the interlaced Islamic design. The 
indigo pigment acknowledges the 
indigenous Tuareg Berber people. 
The pressed plants were preserved 
in her guidebook, and she collected 
the gypsum, metal trin-
kets and ceramics. Other 
shards are from Turkey 
and Jerusalem. She 
found the aqua 
slab glass, ingen-
iously attached 
to a “hand of Fa-
tima”, on a beach 
near Caesarea 
and guessed it 
may be from an-
cient glass-making 
along the Lebanese 
coast.

The materials’ 
origins offer surprising stories: 
the coral came from a neck-
lace given to her by PLO Chairman 
Yasser Arafat, whom she met in Tu-
nis in 1987 when travelling with a 
peace activist group. Whitlatch vis-

ited Tunisia again in 2010. “When 
the ‘Arab spring’ started,” she said, 
“I thought that given the level of 
education of the people we’d met, 
political reform had the greatest 
chance to succeed in Tunisia, and I 

still haven’t given up hope.”
Whitlatch worked for 21 

years as director of 
Churches for Middle 

East Peace (CMEP). 
Representing nu-

merous Christian 
denominations, 
she promoted 

awareness about 
Middle East is-

sues and advocated 
CMEP’s policy plat-
form: justice for Pal-

estinians, a shared Jeru-
salem and comprehensive 

peace.
Whitlatch led delegations to 

Egypt, Iran, Israel, Jordan, Leba-
non, Syria, the Palestinian territo-
ries, Tunisia and Turkey to meet 
religious and political leaders, in-
cluding Syrian President Bashar 
Assad at the request of Syria’s 
Christian community. Beyond the 
agenda, she ensured that members 
experienced the national culture, 
through home-stays, day-trips and 
museum visits.

In 1998 she also spent a two-
month sabbatical in Bethlehem, 
teaching adult students to craft 
items for the tourist market using 
broken bottles and glass.

Whitlatch’s artwork reflects her 
study of Islamic ornamentation, 
appreciation of Middle Eastern cul-
ture and a deep sadness about the 
region’s intractable turmoil. She 
brilliantly weaves “found objects” 
into her artwork, evoking the re-
gion’s diversity, conflicts and cul-

tural heritage.
Damascus Inflamed is a dramatic 

interpretation of Syria’s wartime 
violence and destruction. Whitlatch 
celebrates Syrian marquetry and 
brass arts with the 12 points repre-
senting different communities and 
the focal point celebrating the old 
city’s architecture.

Hebron Architecture of Fire and 
Water evokes the story of God sav-
ing Abraham from Nimrod’s pyre 
by transforming fire into water and 
embers into fish; fruits signify hope 
for abundance. The outer white 
arches reflect old city architecture. 
Scraps of broken cobalt, cast medal-
lions and fish were gifts from local 
glassblowers.

Beit Jala Besieged memorialises 
the destruction of homes during 
fighting across the West Bank’s Gilo 
ravine in 1991 including shards of a 
broken vase from the floor of the Or-
thodox Youth Centre.

Jerusalem addresses Israel’s sov-
ereign claim. The blue surrounding 
the Star of David symbolises the 
Dome of the Rock and the diminu-
tive lamb represents the shrinking 
Christian community as flames leap 
from the rose medallion.

Whitlatch’s artwork appears in 
numerous juried exhibitions. She 
accepts private commissions. Her 
work can be seen online at www.
corinnewhitlatch.com.

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

Prize-winning Tunisia’s Memoir evokes beauty and brutality

Corinne Whitlatch with Tunisia’s Memoir Artwork Select
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Najwa Margaret Saad

Washington

B 

erlin-based electronic 
music label Monkeytown 
Records is known for 
techno acts such as the 
German duo Modesele-

ktor but one of its newest artists, 
Omar Souleyman, certainly does 
not fit that description.

Souleyman, a middle-aged wed-
ding singer from the north-eastern 
Syrian town of Tal Tamr, has slow-
ly brought Levantine dabke music 
to American and European ears 
with the help of electronic musi-
cians such as Modeselektor and 
Four Tet, as well as Seattle’s Sub-
lime Frequencies records.

His first studio album, Wenu 
Wenu, was released by Ribbon Mu-
sic in 2013 and his second effort, 
Bahdeni Nami, has a July 28th re-
lease scheduled. While these are 
his first studio albums, to say so 
is somewhat misleading about his 
body of work; Souleyman has re-
portedly recorded more than 500 
tapes, mostly live performances at 
weddings in Syria.

Souleyman’s template, dabke, is 
a traditional folk music and dance 
of Levantine Arab cultures. Syrian 
dabke typically features relentless 
male vocals, long instrumental 
passages performed on mizwij — 
a traditional reed clarinet — and 
beats that are appealing to Western 
ears due to their similarity with 
electronic music.

But Souleyman’s dabke is far 
from traditional. Souleyman may 
walk on stage in jalabiya and keffi-
yeh, but his band replaces the miz-

wij with synthesised sounds from 
a Yamaha keyboard. And instead of 
tablah drums, Souleyman’s band 
taps out beats on electronic drum 
pads, instrumentation that is fa-
miliar to electronic music fans.

Some refer to the more elec-
tronic dabke music of recent years 
as “New Wave dabke“, a version 
of the traditional genre infused 
by globalisation. In addition to 
modern instrumentation, Souley-
man also incorporates elements 
of Turkish, Kurdish and Iraqi mu-
sic heard in the north-eastern re-
gion of Syria. The final product is 
a culturally hybrid form of Syrian 
dabke.

But those who have seen Souley-
man at his numerous performances 
at European and North American 
music festivals probably know little 
of this. In the last few years Souley-
man has performed at the Pitchfork 
Music Festival in Paris, the famous 
English music festival Glastonbury 
and the trend-setting CMJ Show-
case in New York.

For an Arab-language performer, 
let alone a Syrian wedding singer, to 
perform on these stages is unheard 
of.  Arab musicians have found pop-
ularity before with North American 
audiences but not in the same way. 
Renowned Lebanese singer Fair-
uz, for example, had many fans in 
North America but mostly among 
Arab diaspora communities. Other 
musicians, such as Oum Kalthoum, 

are universally respect-
ed but generally 
by those fa-
miliar with 
Middle East-
ern or world music.

Souleyman has found a 
different niche — neither 
Arab Americans nor listen-
ers well-versed in world 
music. Instead, he appeals 
to trendy, young hipsters 
and electronic music fans.

Sublime Frequencies, 
which released four com-
pilations of his work, in-
troduced Souleyman to 
North American audiences 
in 2007. Sublime Frequen-
cies is self-described as “a 
collective of explorers dedi-
cated to acquiring and exposing 
obscure sights and sounds from 
modern and traditional urban and 
rural frontiers”. Souleyman’s first 
releases, including Dabke 2020, 
Jazeera Nights and Highway to Has-
sake, all featured previously re-
corded tracks or live recordings.

In 2013 Souleyman released 
Wenu Wenu, his first studio album. 
Produced by English musician Ki-
eran Hebden — known by his stage 
name Four Tet — Wenu Wenu made 
inroads with electronic fans. Oth-
er than an improved production 
quality, Wenu Wenu faithfully pre-
served the sound that Souleyman 
had spent years perfecting.

Souleyman’s forthcoming album 
features more collaborations with 
Hebden, including the title-track, 
Bahdeni Nami. 

The album also features collabo-
rations with German duo Mode-
selektor, BBC Radio Six DJ Gilles 
Peterson, and a remix by Cole Al-

exander of the Atlanta-based ga-
rage rock band Black Lips. Bahdeni 
Nami, however, was not recorded 
in a Brooklyn studio but in Istan-
bul and still features long-time 
collaborators Khaled Youssef on 
the oud-like saz and Rizan Sa’id on 
keyboards, as well as poet and lyri-
cist Ahmad Alsamer. The conflict in 
Syria has affected Souleyman and 
his family, forcing him to relocate 
to Turkey. Yet, the war has never 
become central to his music. As 
Monkeytown Records puts it, “De-
spite the world’s insistence to asso-
ciate him with his home country’s 
unending war, Omar gives back 
nothing but love.” And this “love”, 
rather than the novelty of listening 

to a musician from a war-ravaged 
state, seems to be central to his pop-
ularity abroad. Still, exactly why 
Souleyman has earned such a fol-
lowing among hip North American 
and European musicians and fans 
is unclear. Modeselektor, curators 
of Monkeytown Records, offered its 
own explanation in a statement on 
Souleyman’s signing with the label: 
“They say that we, Modeselektor, 
play at an awful lot of parties. Omar 
Souleyman has sung at a very, very 
large number of parties — wedding 
parties. We reckon that fits!”

Noah Habeeb, based in Washington 
and Boston, is an editor of Sound 
of Boston.

Omar Souleyman: 
The global appeal of a Syrian 
wedding singer

Omar Souleyman at Perth International Arts Festival 2011. 

Souleyman appeals 
to trendy, young 
hipsters and 
electronic music 
fans

Noah Habeeb

(Photo: Wikimedia Commons)

Whitlatch’s artwork 
reflects her study of 
Islamic 
ornamentation



23July 10, 2015

Challenging extremists with the sound of the Oud

Baghdad

I 

n a Baghdad workshop plas-
tered with black-and-white 
photos from a more peaceful 
time, Mahmoud Abdulnabi 
hand-carves a wooden oud, 

a string instrument with ancient 
roots that has fallen silent in 
much of the war-torn country.

“The oud is different than other 
musical instruments,” said Ab-
dulnabi, who has crafted ouds 
played by some of Iraq’s best-
known musicians, many of whom 
look down from photographs on 
the walls. “If you feel joyful, it can 
play your joy. If the circumstanc-
es are sad, it can play your sorrow 
and… help to empty whatever is 
in your chest.”

The Islamic State (ISIS) group 
has banned music in the 
one-third of Iraq under its 
control, but in Baghdad 
a growing number of 
musicians and other 
artists are defying the 
extremists, hoping to 
revive a rich culture 
smothered by decades 
of war.

“In Iraq there is renewed 
interest in oud and other high-
calibre music since the war but 
this effort is still in the very be-
ginning,” said Bassam Salim, an 
expert oud player and teacher in 
Baghdad. “Every artist has a very 
huge responsibility to renew and 
revive the real value of (classical) 
Iraqi music.”

Abdulnabi is one of the last 
craftsmen in Baghdad who carves 

ouds by hand. “Our brothers, 
the makers in Syria, Turkey and 
Egypt, might produce 12 pieces a 
day” using machines, Abdulnabi 
said. “We produce one or two 
pieces in a month.”

Iraq is widely believed to be the 
birthplace of the oud, an ancestor 
of the guitar and a central instru-
ment in Middle Eastern music. 
The oldest known image of an oud 
is a 5,000-year-old stone carving 
found in southern Mesopotamia 
depicting a woman strumming 

the instrument on a boat.
These days the most prized 

ouds are made from ebony 
and Indian sesame, woods 
not available in Iraq. At Ab-
dulnabi’s shop, on the top 
floor of a building in a his-
toric neighbourhood, prices 
range from $300 to several 
thousand dollars.

His business suffered 
during the sectarian vio-
lence that erupted after 
the 2003 US-led invasion, 
when Sunni and Shia ex-

tremists threatened musi-
cians and drove them un-
derground. Many of the 

country’s top musicians 
fled, and parents kept 
their children from tak-

ing up music for fear 
of attacks.

These days the 
capital is more 

secure, despite 
the war raging in the 
country and a small 
group of musicians 

and other artists hope to in-

spire a new generation to see past 
the war and destruction that has 
convulsed the country for dec-
ades.

Karim Wasfi, the conductor 
of the Baghdad Symphony and 
founder of the organisation Peace 
Through Art, says the arts are es-
sential to “a life of civility.”

The group runs a school in 
the former Nigerian embassy at 
which children study music, art, 
poetry and even traditional eti-
quette. It recently opened a sec-
ond Baghdad branch and hopes to 
inaugurate a third in the southern 
city of Basra.

“There’s a freedom in it,” Wasfi 
said. “Radicals tend to control 
people through ideologies… 
When we send the opposite mes-
sage, we challenge them and we 
challenge their existence.”  Wasfi 
himself has taken the defiance a 
step further, by playing his cello 
at the sites of bombings. His stu-
dents have performed in front of 
prominent sculptures and monu-
ments.

Salim says the oud “represents 
every special moment in life, 
from sorrow, sadness, joy and all 
combinations of emotions… It’s 
a huge national pride when I feel 
that through this great instru-
ment, I represent Iraq’s cultural 
history.”
(The Associated Press)

Old music instrument is expression of freedom in Iraq

The oud is different 
than other musical 
instruments

London

T 

he hijab — the Islamic veil 
— is the subject of an in-
depth documentary that 
uncovers the history and 
motivations behind argu-

ably one of the most polarising re-
ligious symbols in both ancient and 
modern history.

The Tainted Veil, an Anasy Media 
production, premiered on June 15th 
to more than 75 guests at a private 
screening in London. The Emirati 
production, which comes with the 
tag line “Damned if you wear it and 
damned if you don’t”, took seven 
years to make, and scenes were 
filmed in nine countries.

The ambitious documentary por-
trays Muslims as they share stories 
behind their decisions to wear the 
veil or not. 

Complemented by historical con-
text presented by leading special-
ists and academics, the documenta-

ry seeks to introduce the audience 
to a choice of clothing that has had 
much misrepresentation over the 
years and lays the facts bare about 
the hijab.

In the past few decades, the hi-
jab has been the subject of a global 
debate, particularly in the Muslim 
world, where fluctuations in its 
popularity have been tied to socio-
political factors.

The hijab in Egypt saw a sig-
nificant drop in the 20th century; 
however, today estimates show 
that around 90% of Egyptian Mus-
lim women wear it. In Tunisia the 
Islamic veil was banned in govern-
ment buildings in 1981, while Tur-
key banned it in 1997. Today, both 
countries have lifted the ban, which 
underscores that the debate is not 
exclusive to European countries 
such as France and Belgium.

Moreover, with the spread of 
Islamic extremism, integration 
among communities in Western 
countries diminished even further 
causing a palpable knowledge gap 
towards Muslims and their cus-
toms.

“In recent years the concept of the 
hijab has been politicised,” Nahla Al 
Fahad, one of the three filmmakers 
involved in the production, said. “I 
believe the choice of documenting 
this issue is timely, in order to re-
veal the hijab’s accurate history and 
origin.”

The Emeriti filmmaker went on to 
say the goal of The Tainted Veil was 
to be informative while highlighting 
the motivations behind some Mus-
lim women adopting the hijab and 
giving an accurate historical narra-
tive.

“Let’s keep politics out of it and 
understand that the veil is not ex-
clusive to Islam since it is a part of 
different religions as well,” Al Fahad 
said.

Regarding the reasons it took 
filmmakers seven years to produce 

The Tainted Veil, Al Fahad revealed 
that deciding on the nine countries 
to focus on took a while, however 
finding the right individuals to in-
terview proved even more difficult.

“These types of films require a lot 
of research. It’s not a simple subject 
that you can just tackle with simple 
resources, and it needs preparation 
from the very roots of the issue be-
cause you are looking at something 
that existed before Islam, during 
the rise of Islam and in our modern 
times,” she said.

“After filming, we have spent the 
last year and a half on post-produc-
tion. We had a lot of content, and it 
was not easy cutting things down 
to fit the hour-long documentary 
length. Besides that a lot of docu-
mentaries take years to complete 
from conceptualisation to release, 
some as long as a decade.”

Among the guests at the London 
premiere were Abu Dhabi Minis-
ter for Culture Sheikh Nahyan bin 
Mubarak Al Nahyan, British model 
and actress Suki Waterhouse, de-
signer and Tank magazine Execu-

tive Director Caroline Issa.
After the event, Nahyan said: “I 

was pleased because I think the film 
enlightened people to the origins of 
what the hijab represents and that 
there are different opinions on the 
issue. 

It emphasised the subject matter 
should be applied with discretion 
and that women have the choice to 
wear it or not.”

Issa added: “I found the docu-
mentary fascinating. Any film ex-
ploring the hijab and the veil is im-
portant, but I found this one really 
educational and eye-opening.”

Anasy Media plans on touring 
The Tainted Veil at global film fes-
tivals in 2015, and producers are in 
discussions regarding distribution 
rights.

Documentary tackles issue of Muslim veil
Mohammed Alkhereiji

A screengrab from The Tainted Veil documentary.

In recent years the 
concept of the hijab 
has been politicised

Culture

Mahmoud Abdulnabi tries out an oud

“The veil is not 
exclusive to Islam 
since it is a part of 
different religions as 
well”
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Travel

Agenda

Jounieh, Lebanon:
Through July 15th

Set near a panoramic bay 
north of Beirut, the Jounieh 
International Festival is head-
lined by French rocker Johnny 
Hallyday, stand-up comedian 
Djemal Debbouze and France’s 
The Voice finalists and semi-
finalists.

Jerusalem, Palestinian 
territories:
July 9th-19th

The 31st Jerusalem Film Festi-
val presents a rich programme 
of international movie screen-
ing features, shorts, anima-
tions and documentaries, in 
addition to conferences, work-
shops, symposiums, film labs, 
tribute evenings and sessions 
with filmmakers and actors 
such as Claudio Santamaria 
and Dietrich Brüggemann.

Beirut, Lebanon: 
July 10th-13th

Notre Dame de Paris, the origi-
nal French musical, is staged 
with a fresh all-star cast. 
The 2015 world tour started 
in Asia and has a series of 
performances in Beirut before 
moving to Europe and North 
America.

Sousse, Tunisia:
July 10th- August 16th

Sousse, located on Tunisia’s 
Gulf of Hammamet, celebrates 
peace through music. The 
57th International Festival of 
Sousse, over 26 days hosts art-
ists such as Pascale Mechaala-
ni, Saber Rebai, Idir and Omar 
Faruk to mark the diversity of 
Tunisia’s culture and history.

Carthage, Tunisia: 
August 2nd-16th

Tunisia celebrates the an-
niversary of  the creation 
of Carthage (814 BC). The 
programme includes plays, 
shows, lectures about the 
history of Carthage. Visitors 
will be allowed to experience 
some aspects of the ancient 
Carthaginian citizens daily life 
and taste Carthaginian wine, 
olive oil and bread.

Amman, Jordan:
July 27th-August 8th

The Al Balad Music Festival 
music carnival allows visitors 
to immerse in Jordan’s exten-
sive cultural heritage. Con-
temporary bands, soloists and 
performers are to perform in 
the ancient Roman Odeon in 
Amman.

Marrakech, Morocco:
September 11th-13th

The Oasis Music Festival, a new 
event, celebrates electronic 
music. The festival takes place 
in the Moroccan desert and 
features international elec-
tronic musicians Axel Boman, 
Danny Daze, Martin Roth and 
others.

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

Beirut

“I
t was like a firework of hap-
piness and joy… We fell 
into each other’s arms and 
started jumping like kids.” 
With these words, 85-year-

old Lebanese cave explorer Sami 
Karkabi recalled the reaction of his 
team when they first saw the upper 
gallery of Lebanon’s Jeita Grotto in 
the 1950s.

“It is the most beautiful show 
cave in the world. It is a wonder,” 
said Karkabi, a co-founder of the 
Spéléo Club du Liban (SCL). Estab-
lished in 1951, SCL is the oldest cav-
ing club in the Middle East.

Karkabi was driven by curiosity 
when he decided to climb a 10-me-
tre-high cornice in the cave, which 
led to the discovery of the upper 
gallery in 1958.

“We used a telescopic mast to 
reach that ledge and then the mar-
vellous foundations of limestone 
stalagmites and stalactites started 
unfolding in front of our eyes. It 
took us two days to complete the 
visit of the whole upper gallery,”  
Karkabi said.

Jeita Grotto, a tourism landmark 
in Lebanon, was a candidate in 2011 
to become one of the seven natural 
wonders of the world. From a list of 
440 sites in 220 countries, the Leba-
nese wonder reached the final stage 
with 13 other contenders but wasn’t 
selected for the list.

Signs of the existence of the 
grotto, which has two galleries, in-
cluding a lower one that follows 
the course of an underground river, 
were reported in 1836 by an Ameri-

can, Reverend William Thomson, 
who ventured some 50 metres into 
the cave, stopping at the edge of the 
water.

Some 40 years later, American 
W.J. Maxwell, ventured deeper into 
the cave, following the river stream 
about 1,060 metres into the moun-
tain.

Many other expeditions were un-
dertaken by Americans, British and 
French cavers, in addition to Leba-
nese explorers, including Karkabi, 
who ventured as far as 6,200 metres 
into the lower gallery, which is com-
monly referred to as the “water gal-
lery”.

Karkabi recalled how he pushed 
further the exploration of the “wa-
ter gallery” after fellow cavers, Li-
onel Ghorra and Albert Anavy, were 
discouraged by a cliff at 2,800 me-
tres deep.

“In 1946 Ghorra and Anavy 
reached a spectacular room which 
they baptised as the ‘Dome Room’ 
but they hit a cliff, which they es-
timated to be probably 40 metres 
high and thought it was off the limit 
of human capacities,” he said.

“Pushed by my curiosity, I im-
ported a special telescopic mast 
from France and managed with 
my team to climb that obstacle, 
which turned out to be only 12 me-
tres high,” Karkabi said. His exploit 
opened the way for cavers to pro-
gress into the grotto and reach the 
“terminal sump” at 6,200 metres 
from the entrance in 1954.

Karkabi recalls the risks and dif-
ficulties cavers faced at the time, 
“Our equipment was rudimentary, 
as we had no wetsuits to protect 
us from the cold and we were us-
ing candles for the light, instead of 
headlights,” he said.

“It took us many days to do the 
mapping of the cavern. It happened 
that in one instance, we had to stay 
underground for more than one 
week in a row without seeing day-
light,” he said, boasting that they 
“never had a single accident”.

SCL was entrusted to transform 
Jeita into a show cave. The work, 
involving the construction of al-
leyways and bridges in the upper 
gallery, started in 1967 under the 
supervision of artist and sculptor 
architect Ghassan Klink. The grotto 
was opened to the public in 1969.

“To protect the calcite formations 
from dust during the work we had 
to cover them with plastic sheath-
ing,” Karkabi said. “Stalactites, 
stalagmites and other marvellous 
shapes take thousands of years to 
develop and grow; breaking one or 
polluting it could lead to its death.”

For Karkabi the showcasing of Jei-
ta is unfinished. Visitors have access 
to only 200 metres of the more than 
6-kilometre-deep “water gallery”.  
“It’s a shame not to share more 
from this extraordinary artwork 
of nature with the public,” he said, 
noting that “visitors should be able 
to reach 2,000 metres had the work 
been done by the government”.

Lebanon is widely known for its 
richness in caves, which are usu-
ally caused by the wide coverage 
of carbonate rocks of the country’s 
surface area, fracturing and fault-
ing due to tectonic activities and 
the high rate of precipitation. Rain-
water attacks carbonate rock, dis-
solving it along fractures and faults, 
forming caves.

Karkabi says he is disappointed 
with the “lack of enthusiasm” of 
new SCL members in discovering 
new places. “They are not active 
enough to make things evolve even 

though they have all the facilities 
and advanced technology,” he said.

Joey Abou Jawdeh, a young ar-
chitect and member of the club, ac-
knowledged SCL’s decreasing activ-
ities, pointing out that the club has 
60 members but only 20 are active.

Nonetheless, Abou Jawdeh said, 
the club is credited for the discovery 
of several caves and 60 new sink-
holes with depths of 15-60 metres 
in the area of Jaij in Mount Lebanon. 
“In Lebanon, we have more than 
700 caves and sink holes listed, 
many of which are unexplored,” he 
said. Caving in Lebanon has become 
a popular sport in the last decade. 
Trips into caves range from simple 
touristic activities to complicated 
extreme sports.

Touristic caves such as Jeita and 
Qadisha are a walk through beauti-
ful scenery. But adventure lovers, 
who are driven by the exhilaration 
of facing the unknown, can venture 
with SCL teams into caves that are 
not equipped for touristic purposes 
but are sites for eco-tourism. Those 
sites include Roueiss, Nabaa el Qana 
and Mgharet Nabaa el Mghara in the 
northern part of Mount Lebanon.

Definitely, Lebanon has many 
wonders in its belly waiting to be 
discovered.

Khaled Abdel Malek is a Lebanese 
explorer and mountain climber, 
living in Oman, and a regular 
contributor for The Arab Weekly.

Lebanon’s Jeita, 
a natural wonder 
waiting to be 
discovered
Khaled Abdel Malek

Touristic caves 
such as Jeita and 
Qadisha are a walk 
through beautiful 
scenery
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Giant stalagmite in the room of “the Dome” at 2,800 metres deep 
into the lower gallery, an area not accessible to the public.

Rock formations and underground river of the lower cave at Jeita 
Grotto cave complex.

Visitors on a boat take a ride past huge drapery rock formation on 
the underground river at Jeita Grotto cave complex.

( Photo: Khaled Abdel Malek)


