Discussing the Iran deal Mark Habeeb - Martin Sieff - James Bruce - Paul W. Hamill - James Phillips - Ali Hashem

Issue 14, Year 1
UK £2/ EU €2.50

w w w. t h e a r a b w e e k l y. c o m

July 17, 2015

Celebrating
Eid al-Fitr
The Arab Weekly staff

Special focus:
Fighting ISIS

Mona Alami- Nejib Ben Lazreg

P21

P4

Are UK mosques
venues for
radicalisation?
Mahmud el-Shafey

P16

Standing with
Tunisia v terror
Claude Salhani

P12-13

P14

Fears linger after Iran deal
Ed Blanche

Is terrorism a threat
to Egypt’s economy?
Gregory Aftandilian

P18

Investigating the
Mosul capitulation
Omar Hejab

P11

Syria’s vanishing
heritage
Tom Dinham

P9

Dealing with
pre-Islamic history
Mohamed Hassine Fantar
P7

Omar Sharif,
a superstar dies
Amr Emam

P22

Beirut

T

he landmark agreement
between Iran and US-led
world powers announced
July 14th signals the end
of a 13-year-old confrontation over Tehran’s nuclear programme and possibly a more farreaching rapprochement between
the Islamic Republic and “the Great
Satan” after more than three decades of hostility.
The deal in Vienna, where officials on both sides had engaged
in fevered and often acrimonious
diplomacy for months, points to a
significant shift, not necessarily for
the better, in the geopolitical landscape of the Middle East at a time
when it is gripped by unprecedented turmoil.
The agreement, hailed as a “historic moment” and “a new chapter of hope” by Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif,
alarmed many in the Arab world,
particularly in the neighbouring
Gulf region where countries fear
the Americans are leaving them in
the lurch against an Iran bent on acquiring nuclear weapons.
The West believes the aim of
Iran’s nuclear programme is to develop atomic weapons. Iran denies
that but accepted to block production of enough enriched uranium for at least ten years and
provisions for wider outside
inspections of its nuclear
facilities, including military
sites that have long been offlimits.
A UN weapons embargo
will reportedly remain
in place for five years,
with a ban on purchasing missile technology
staying for eight years.
Despite these limitations, the agreement is not
likely to completely assuage the
fears of Iran’s Arab neighbours, Israel or the US right.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu, who sees Iran as an
existential threat and advocates

US Secretary of State John Kerry leaves the stage after a group picture with foreign ministers and
representatives from China, Iran, Britain, Germany, France and the European Union at the Vienna
International Center in Vienna, Austria, July 14, 2015.
bombing Iran’s nuclear facilities,
branded the deal “a bad mistake of
historic proportions”.

The agreement
alarmed many in
the Arab world,
particularly in the
neighbouring Gulf
region
Monitoring, something Tehran
has steadfastly rejected in the past,
will be all-important in the months
ahead and will provide a barometer
of Iran’s willingness to set aside a
generation of mutual suspicion and
fear.
On July 12th, even as the weary
negotiators neared agreement in Vienna, Fox News quoted German in-

telligence officials as saying Iranian
agents continue to seek nuclear and
ballistic missile technology across
Europe, part of a global clandestine
operation to get around UN embargoes.
In return for Tehran scaling back
its nuclear programme, harsh USled international sanctions that
have hurt Iran’s economy are to be
lifted. That will put up to $100 billion in frozen assets in Tehran’s coffers, with which it can resuscitate
its economy, an immense boost for
Iran’s clerical regime.
But Iran’s opponents argue this
will allow Tehran to boost the widely reviled regime of Iran’s ally, President Bashar Assad of Syria, and
finance extremist groups across
the Middle East, as well as surreptitiously boost Iran’s military.
US President Barack Obama admits to Iran’s possible continuation
of its subversive activities. “Now, I

actually believe that they’re interested in trying to operate on parallel levels to be able to obtain the
benefits of international legitimacy,
commerce, reduction of sanctions
while still operating through proxies in destructive ways around the
region,” he told the New York Times
on July 14th.
Indeed, the Arab Gulf states will
not be reassured by the July 14th
deal and the potential for conflict
with Shia Iran will continue. Saudi
Arabia is already engaged in a proxy
war with pro-Iran Houthis in Yemen and the prospect of further turmoil in the region looms even more
today.
Ed Blanche is Analysis section
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has
covered Middle Eastern affairs
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.
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Libya dialogue advances but Tripoli parliament hinders agreement
Michel Cousins

Tunis

T

he UN-brokered Libya dialogue taking place in the
Moroccan resort of Skhirat has made significant
progress. All the delegates
present indicated their approval of
the latest draft agreement from UN
Special Envoy Bernardino Leon by
initialling it.
Present at the July 11th ceremony
to witness that initialling — in effect
adding their approval to the draft
— were representatives from towns
and cities, notably Misrata and
Zliten, that had been on opposite
sides of the divide, as well as of rival
political parties, such as the Muslim Brotherhood-linked Justice and
Construction Party and the Forces
Alliance.
The initialling has been widely
welcomed by the international community. The Americans, the Chi-

nese and the Europeans, as well as
regional organisations such as the
Arab Parliament, hailed it an important step to ending the conflict
in Libya. But one of the two main
parties to the country’s division, the

pro-Islamist Tripoli-based General
National Congress did not give the
draft its blessing. It boycotted the
proceedings, angry at the wateringdown in the draft of the role of the
proposed State Council, most of

whose members would come from
the GNC. It told Leon that it would
not rejoin the dialogue unless he accepted its changes to the document
and recognised itself as Libya’s legitimate parliament. Leon and the
other delegates in effect said, “No.”
They went ahead without the GNC.
As a result, the situation is that,

The pro-Islamist
Tripoli-based
General National
Congress did not
give the draft its
blessing

Members of the internationally recognised government of Tobruk
sign UN-brokered peace deal in Skhirat, Morocco, July 11, 2015.

unless the GNC relents or otherwise finds a face-saving way of returning to Skhirat, the selection
of Libya’s next prime minister and
government will take place without
it. It also means that if and when a
Government of National Accord is

selected, approved and installed, it
will not be able to go to Tripoli. The
militias there, many of which were
already opposed in principle to the
dialogue and the draft, will not permit it. The move has left the GNC
isolated and the dialogue’s aim of
ending Libya’s divisions as far away
from being accomplished as ever.
But for the international community it brings much closer a
government acceptable to a wider
spectrum of Libyan society than the
present internationally recognised
one of Prime Minister Abdullah alThinni.
Moreover, with the international
community’s insistence that such
a government be formed before it
provides support in the fight against
terrorism, it also brings closer international backing to hit Islamic State
forces in Libya.
Michel Cousins is editor-in-chief of
the Libya Herald.
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Historic deal is reached… now starts
Mark Habeeb

Washington

I

s it “a historic deal that will
prevent Iran from acquiring a
nuclear weapon,” as US President Barack Obama declares,
or “a historic mistake” as Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu argues? The one thing Obama
and Netanyahu agree on is that the
deal is “historic” and most observers would agree.
The agreement reached between
Iran and the P5+1-Britain, China,
France, Russia, the United States
and Germany — came after several
years of tough bargaining, which
began with back — channel talks
hosted by the Sultanate of Oman
and ended over several tense weeks
in which “deadlines” were repeatedly pushed back. Clearly, despite
walkout threats and blustery rhetoric, both sides wanted an agreement.
The agreement — officially the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
– runs 159 pages, including several
annexes. The details buried in those
pages will certainly provide much
fodder for both supporters and opponents of the agreement, most of
whom staked out “pro” or “con” positions well before the outcome was
known.

Key aspects of the agreement
include:
• Strict oversight by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
of Iran’s nuclear facilities, including
“managed access” to Iranian military bases, something Tehran had
initially resisted.
• Phased-in sanctions relief for
Iran, including the unfreezing of
billions of dollars in Iranian assets

held in Western financial institutions. But the P5+1 nations retain
the right to reimpose sanctions if
violations by Iran are uncovered.
• A continued arms embargo
against Iran for five years, although
the UN Security Council would have
the right to lift it earlier.
• Iran will reduce the number
of centrifuges it holds from about
19,000 to just more than 6,000.
The very first paragraph of the
agreement text states, “Iran reaffirms that under no circumstances
will Iran ever seek, develop or acquire any nuclear weapons.” Ultimately, the entire agreement will be
judged on whether it achieves this
goal.

Will Iran “pocket”
this deal and use the
benefits it achieved
to pursue regional
hegemonic dreams?
As gruelling as the negotiations
have been, in many ways the hard
bargaining between US Secretary
of State John Kerry and Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif was the easy part. The game now
shifts to Tehran and Washington,
and powerful factions in each capital would love nothing more than to
torpedo it.
Both the Iranian Majlis (parliament) and the US Congress must
approve the agreement. As long as
Iran’s supreme leader is supportive, the Majlis most likely will fall
in line. Congress, however, is a different matter as almost all Republicans and many Democrats have expressed scepticism, if not outright
opposition, to the agreement.
US Senator Lindsey Graham, RS.C., said the agreement amounts
to “a declaration of war against
Israel and the Sunni Arabs”. Sena-

tor Robert Menendez, D-N.J., and
ranking member Senate Foreign Relations Committee, said the agreement “manages” Iran’s nuclear programme but does not get rid of it.
Even if Congress passes legislation rejecting the deal — after the
60 days it has to debate it — Obama
has said he would veto it. Congress
could only override the president’s
veto by a two-thirds majority vote,
which seems unlikely.
In the final analysis, this agreement only addresses issues in a very
specific arena — nuclear power —
and Iran’s compliance with its terms
will only be apparent over time.
Levels of mutual mistrust remain
high. In that sense, it is by no means
a “peace accord”. Iran and the West,
especially the United States, remain
at odds over a host of issues, including Iranian support for international
terrorism and regional insurgencies.
The fact that the United States
and the other P5+1 states devoted so
much diplomatic energy to achieving this agreement in itself elevates
Iran’s status. Add to that the easing
of sanctions and unfreezing of billions of dollars in assets and there
is no doubt that Iran will emerge
stronger.
The yet-to-be-answered question
is, will Iran use its new status and
resources to develop its stagnant
economy and fulfil its people’s desire to engage peacefully with the
world? Or will it “pocket” this deal
and use the benefits it achieved to
pursue regional hegemonic dreams?
The answer to those questions
will become clear over the next decade.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.
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Highlights of the Iran nuclear deal
View poi nt

Martin Sieff
The reactor of the Bushehr nuclear power plant in the southern
Iranian port town of Bushehr, 1200 km south of Tehran.

Vienna

I

ran and six world powers on
July 14th reached a landmark
nuclear deal meant to curb
Iran’s nuclear programme in
exchange for economic sanctions relief. A look at the main
points:

Enrichment:

Iran will reduce the number of
uranium-enriching centrifuges it
has from almost 20,000 to 6,104
and reduce the number of those
in use from nearly 10,000 to half
that. It also commits to using only
its current models, rather than
more advanced centrifuges it had
wanted to install.

Stockpile:

Iran committed to reducing its
stockpile of enriched uranium from
about 4,500 kilograms to 300 kilograms for 15 years. US officials say
that at this level it would take Iran
more than a year to enrich enough
uranium for a nuclear weapon.

Underground site:

Iran committed to convert its
Fordo enrichment site — deep in a

mountainside and thought impervious to air attack — into a research
centre.

Transparency:

Iran will give more access to its
nuclear programme to the UN nuclear agency. If the agency identifies a suspicious site, an arbitration
panel with a Western majority will
decide whether Iran has to give the
agency access within 24 days.

Reactors and reprocessing:

Iran must redesign its nearly built
reactor at Arak so it cannot produce plutonium for nuclear weapons.

Sanctions:

All US and EU nuclear-related
sanctions will be suspended after
experts have verified that Iran is
adhering to its commitments. If at
any time Iran fails to fulfil its obligations, those sanctions will snap
back into place. An arms embargo
will stand for five years and restrictions on Iran’s ballistic missile
programmes for eight. Iran will get
some access to restricted sensitive
technologies.
(The Associated Press)

John Kerry with Javad Zarif in Vienna (AFP)

H

ow fitting that US
Secretary of State
John Kerry’s nuclear
deal with Iran
should be signed in
Vienna.
Vienna is the city of the Anschluss — the forced union of
Austria with Germany. It is the city
that eagerly opened its gates and
rapturously welcomed Adolf Hitler
in March 1938. Half a year later
Britain, the hyper-power of the
day, solemnly assigned Czechoslovakia to the same dark force.
Hitler had now, according to
the rational calculations of British
prime minister Neville Chamberlain and his foreign minister Lord
Halifax, been drawn into a web of
rational diplomatic cooperation
with the Western democracies.
Chamberlain, old fool that he was,
was convinced he had won the
hard-earned respect of the Nazi
führer.
Hitler, of course, saw things rather differently. “I saw my enemies
at Munich,” he boasted afterwards.
“They are worms.” Can anyone
seriously doubt the ayatollahs of
Tehran see their negotiating partners from Washington in exactly
the same way?
US President Barack Obama and
Kerry are about to make the same

fateful mistake as Chamberlain
and Halifax. Filled with the same
ignorance, vanity and boundless
confidence in their own infallibility, they are about to throw their
country’s security and that of their
allies to the wolves, just as the British appeasers wrote off Czechoslovakia.
There are several differences.
Czechoslovakia had only been an
independent democracy and ally
of Britain and France for less than
20 years when it was sold down the
river at Munich. Saudi Arabia has
been an ally of the United States
for more than 80 years.
Britain protected the Gulf states
for even longer. The United States
took over that historic obligation
in the 1970s. The US commitment
to defend the Gulf in general and
Kuwait in particular led to the fateful first Gulf War to liberate Kuwait

Obama administration is
convinced that Tehran has
become the magic key to
peace in the Middle East
Critics question results.

Arab leaders
warned
clearly and
repeatedly in
vain against
this suicidal
folly
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the hard part

Iran nuclear programme timeline
Vienna

uranium for a bomb within a year.

he July 14th nuclear
agreement
between
world powers and Iran
culminates more than a
decade of diplomatic efforts to ensure that Tehran cannot
develop nuclear weapons.

July 2008

T

A timeline of major events
in that time:
August 2002

Western intelligence services and
an Iranian opposition group reveal
a covert nuclear site at the eastern
city of Natanz. An inspection by
the UN’s International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) reveals it was
used to enrich uranium, a process
for producing fuel or nuclear warheads.

June 2003

Britain, France and Germany engage Iran in nuclear negotiations.
The United States refuses to join.

October 2003

Iran suspends uranium enrichment.

February 2006

Iran announces it will restart uranium enrichment following the
election of President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad, a critical Iran report by the IAEA to the UN
Security Council, and after Britain, France and
Germany walk out of
stalled negotiations.

Under President George W. Bush,
the United States joins the nuclear
talks for the first time.

September 2009

Western leaders announce that
Iran has dug a covert enrichment
site into a mountain, escalating
concerns because the facility may
be impervious to air attack.

October 2009

Under President Barack Obama, a
senior US diplomat meets one-onone with Iran’s top nuclear negotiator. The talks are some of the most
extensive between Washington
and Tehran in three decades.

February 2010

Iran announces it has started to enrich uranium to near 20%, a technical step away from weapons-grade
material.

May 2010

Brazil and Turkey announce their
own nuclear deal with Iran, to
America’s great dismay. The arrangement quickly falls
apart.

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

November 2007

The number of uranium-enriching centrifuges assembled by Iran
reaches about 3,000 from just a few
hundred in 2002. Its stockpile of
low-enriched uranium also grows,
giving Tehran a theoretical ability
to make enough-weapons grade

Negotiations restart between Iran
and the six world powers but go
nowhere.

July 2012

US and Iranian officials meet secretly in Oman to see if diplomatic
progress is possible. Talks gain
speed the following year, particularly when Ahmadinejad’s presidency ends.

August 2013

Hassan Rohani defeats several
hard-line candidates to become
Iran’s president, declaring his
country ready for serious nuclear talks. By now, Iran has about
20,000 centrifuges and the US estimates the country is only a few
months away from nuclear weapons capability.

September 2013

Rohani and Obama speak by telephone, the highest-level exchange
between the two countries since
Iran’s 1979 Islamic Revolution. US
Secretary of State John Kerry and
Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif begin their diplomatic exchanges.

July 2014

Talks miss the deadline for a final pact. A four-month extension
is agreed.

November 2014

December 2006
of the world. Obama and Kerry
have ignored Winston Churchill’s
warning about choosing between
war and shame at Munich. They
have chosen shame. They will also
have war.
Arab leaders who warned clearly
and repeatedly in vain against this
suicidal folly will recognise the
coming dangers and act accordingly.

April 2012

Iran and the six powers announce an interim agreement
that temporarily curbs Tehran’s nuclear programme and
unfreezes some Iranian assets. The deal sets the stage
for extended negotiations on
a comprehensive nuclear accord.

The United States,
Russia and China
join Britain, France
and Germany to
form the P5+1 group
of nations trying to
persuade Iran to curb
its nuclear programme.
Washington
initially
stays away from the negotiating table.
The UN Security Council imposes
the first set of sanctions on Iran,
banning the sale of sensitive nuclear technology. Five more Security
Council resolutions are passed by
2010, tightening the sanctions vice
on the Islamic Republic.

The IAEA says Iran is enriching to
20% at its mountain facility near
Fordo. The European Union freezes the assets of Iran’s central bank
and halts Iranian oil imports.

November 2013

June 2006

from Saddam Hussein in 1991.
The United States has benefited
mightily from its long-lasting alliances with Saudi Arabia, Egypt,
Turkey and Pakistan in particular
— the four great pillars of stability
in the modern Middle East. For
36 years, those four nations have
been bulwarks against the revolutionary threats emanating from
Iran.
But today, Obama administration policymakers in Washington
are convinced that Tehran has
become the magic key to peace in
the Middle East. After wrecking
the region themselves by their
naïve and witless enthusiasm for
perpetual revolution dressed up
as the “Arab spring”, they have
now decided that there is a magic
Band-Aid to heal all the chaos
and suffering their own irresponsible stupidity has caused: That
Band-Aid, that magic solution, is
revolutionary Iran.
To quote the science fiction
writer Isaac Asimov: “Such folly
smacks of genius. A lesser mind
would be incapable of it.”
The meaning of the nuclear
deal in Vienna is very clear: It is a
second Munich. It threatens Iraq in
particular with the fate of Austria
in 1938 — a second Anschluss, or
forced union, this time with Iran
playing the role of Hitler’s Germany.
US policymakers are convinced
that Iran’s tactical cooperation in
its own interest against the forces
of the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq
will make it a strategic ally for the
21st century. Chamberlain and
Halifax harboured similar ludicrous fantasies about Hitler.
The writing is not just on the
wall: It is clear in all the headlines

3

January 2011

Negotiations between Iran and the
six world powers break off for what
proves a 15-month hiatus. Iran refuses to make deep cuts in its nuclear programme.

November 2011

The IAEA outlines the possible military dimension to Iran’s nuclear
activities. Iran denies the allegations, saying they’re based on falsified Israeli and US evidence.

January 2012

The final pact remains elusive.
Talks are extended a further seven
months.

April 2015

A framework deal is announced,
outlining long-term restrictions
on Iran’s nuclear programme and
the removal of many international
sanctions. Much remains unresolved, however.

July 14, 2015

World powers and Iran announce
long-term, comprehensive nuclear
agreement.
(The Associated Press)
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The Iran deal:
A diplomatic
speed hump
James Phillips

T

he Obama administration made a risky gamble
when it signed the flawed
nuclear agreement with
Iran. Washington squandered its bargaining leverage and
settled for a deal that could dangerously undermine the long-term
national security interests of the
United States and its allies.
US President Barack Obama
entered the negotiations pledging to cut off all pathways to a nuclear weapon, but the agreement
amounts to little more than a diplomatic speed hump that will delay,
but not permanently halt, Iran’s
drive for a nuclear weapons capability.
The ill-considered deal, in effect, legitimises Iran as a nuclear
threshold state. Once key restrictions on uranium enrichment expire in 10-15 years, Iran will have
the option to develop an industrialscale enrichment programme that
will make it easier for it to sprint
cross that threshold.
Tehran used “red lines” and
deadlines to wear down and outnegotiate the US administration,
which undermined its own bargaining position by making it clear
that it wanted a nuclear agreement
more than Tehran seems to have
wanted one, despite the fact that
Iran needed an agreement more for
economic reasons.
The administration’s downplaying of the military option and frontloading of sanctions relief early in
the negotiations reduced Iranian
incentives to make concessions.
This gave the Iranians bargaining
leverage they have used shrewdly.

Iran dug in its heels on key
red lines proclaimed by Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei,
while the administration’s red
lines gradually became blurred
pink lines.
Iran’s nuclear infrastructure is
left largely intact. Centrifuges will
be mothballed but not dismantled. Iran’s illicit nuclear facilities
— Nantaz and Fordow — whose operations were supposed to be shut
down under multiple UN Security
Council resolutions, have been legitimised, despite their being built
covertly in violation of the nuclear
Non-proliferation Treaty.
Instead of dismantling Iran’s
nuclear infrastructure, the agreement dismantles the sanctions
that brought Tehran to the negotiating table in the first place.

The dangers posed
by Iran’s enhanced
ability to finance
global terrorism
would be
compounded
This fact is not lost on US allies, friends and frenemies in the
region. Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu, who understandably sees Iran’s potential nuclear threat as an existential issue,
denounced the deal as “a historic
mistake”.
Sunni Arab states threatened by
Iran are likely to hedge their bets
and take out insurance by working to expand their own nuclear
options. Saudi Arabia has let it
be known that it will demand the
same concessions on uranium enrichment that Iran received. The

What impact on Iran’s proxies?
Saudis have begun negotiations to
buy French nuclear reactors and
this civilian programme could become the foundation for a future
weapons programme.
Other Arab states and Turkey
are likely to tee up their own nuclear programmes as a prudent counterweight to offset Iran’s expanding nuclear potential, after some
of the restrictions on its uranium
enrichment programme automatically sunset.
The end result could be accelerated nuclear proliferation and a
possible nuclear arms race in the
most volatile region in the world.
Another major problem is verification of Iranian compliance. The administration’s initial insistence on
“anytime/anywhere” inspections
was downgraded to “sometimes/
some places”.
Iran has up to 14 days to weigh
the requests of inspectors of the International Atomic Energy Agency.
If it decides to object, its objections
would be relayed to an arbitration
committee that would have seven
days to rule. If it rules against Iran,

Tehran would have another three
days to arrange an inspection.
This gives Iran up to 24 days to
move, hide or destroy materials
sought by inspectors. This is far
from a foolproof system, particularly in light of Iran’s long history
of cheating.
Sanctions relief is another potential headache. Tehran would
benefit by the release of about $150
billion of its money frozen in overseas accounts. Ultimately the Iranian economy would be boosted
by tens of billions of dollars more
through a surge of oil revenues as
oil sanctions are lifted.
This could help Iran reshape the
regional balance of power and establish hegemony over Iraq, Yemen, important oil resources and oil
supply routes. Much of this money
no doubt will go to fund the Assad
regime, Hezbollah, Yemeni Houthi
rebels, Hamas, Palestinian Islamic
Jihad and other terrorist groups.
This would rapidly lead to escalation of the wars, shadow wars and
civil wars already taking place in
the Middle East.

The dangers posed by Iran’s enhanced ability to finance global terrorism would be compounded by
the administration’s last-minute
capitulation on the UN arms embargo, which will be gradually
eased if Iran remains in compliance with the agreement.
This would allow Iran to upgrade its conventional weapons
through imports from foreign suppliers and enable it to more easily arm its foreign allies and surrogates.
The bottom line is that the
Obama administration has signed
an agreement that will expand
Iran’s power and influence, strain
US relations with its regional
friends, weaken long-standing
non-proliferation goals on restricting access to sensitive nuclear
technologies and contribute to the
evolution of a multipolar nuclear
Middle East.
James Phillips is the senior
research fellow for Middle Eastern
affairs at the Heritage Foundation
in Washington.

The Iran-US nuclear agreement — a win-win deal

View poi nt

Ali Hashem

T

he historic deal
between Iran and the
P5+1 over Tehran’s
nuclear programme
prompts several
questions that are to be
answered in the coming months as
it starts to be implemented.
Iran and the United States claim
the agreement was a substantial
achievement that will give both
countries the chance to increase
cooperation in combating
“terrorism”, the threat that seems
to have found a common ground
for both the “Great Satan”, the
term used in Iran to describe the
United States, and a part of the
“Axis of Evil”, as former US
president George W. Bush used to
refer to Iran.
The fact is Tehran and
Washington are both serving their
own agendas; yet Iran played the
nuclear card cleverly to get as
much as possible from the deal.
The more the West, and mainly
the United States, were
concerned by the bomb the more
the Iranian agenda was served,
the more Israel felt furious of the
Islamic Republic’s nuclear
programme, the more the price
was going to go higher. A Persian
saying explains it all: “If your
enemy is saying something

Tehran and Washington
are both serving their own
agendas

wrong, behave in a way that
makes him say more.”
According to the Iranian
rhetoric there was never a plan to
make a bomb. This was backed
with a fatwa by Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, and,
according to US historian Gareth
Porter, former leader Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini had a similar
fatwa. Indeed, Iran never showed
any real intention verbally to
make an atomic bomb, and,
therefore, there is a lot to be said
about the deal and its real impact
on Iran, the region and Iranian-US
relations.
Iran’s main priority is its
regional role; this surpasses the

nuclear programme or any other
project the Iranians are working
on. Iran’s influence in the region,
power-wise, is greater than having
a bomb, for a bomb is going to be
kept for years without being used,
as is the case with India, Pakistan
and North Korea. Iran’s power in
Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Yemen
represents the real bombs the
Islamic Republic has in hand.
In Syria, the Iranian role has
helped a defiant President Bashar
Assad stay in power despite
worldwide pressure and the
ongoing revolt against his regime.
The Islamic State’s rise in Syria
and Iraq gave the Iranians an
opportunity to intervene to take

Iran’s power
in Lebanon,
Syria, Iraq
and Yemen
represents
the real
bombs the
Islamic
Republic has
in hand

Regional ambitions. Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif and the head
of Iran’s Atomic Energy Organization, Ali Akbar Salehi.

back areas seized by the hard-line
militants.
In Yemen, Iran’s strong ties to
the Houthi movement have
enraged Saudi Arabia. Riyadh
regarded the growing Iranian
influence in its backyard as
threatening and has launched a
war on the Houthis aiming at
restoring President Abd Rabbo
Mansour Hadi in power, yet the
war has turned into a crisis that
does not seem to have an end in
sight.
Given all the above, the nuclear
deal could serve the Iranian
agenda in the region in joining
forces, wherever possible, with
the United States and its allies to
combat the main existential threat
it is facing: the Islamic State (ISIS).
Iran takes ISIS very seriously. As
an Islamic Republic, Iran
understands the meaning of
having within its borders of
influence, a self-proclaimed state
that does not hide its ambition to
unify the Muslim world under the
banner of the caliphate.
This is enough for Iran to decide
to do whatever it can to combat
the threat, even if that means
accepting restrictions on its
nuclear programme, as far as this
agreement will not pose a serious
threat to national security.
Iran sold the West a nuclear
bomb it never built and the West
decided to give up on sanctions on
Iran it never paid for; therefore,
this was to all parties a win-win
deal.
Ali Hashem is a columnist, blogger
and broadcaster based in Beirut.
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Iran’s ballistic missiles still a threat
James Bruce

Beirut

I

ran’s ballistic missile arsenal,
the largest in the Middle East
and the Islamic Republic’s most
potent conventional threat, remains largely untouched by
the July 14th nuclear deal and could
well grow larger and deadlier despite the ongoing UN ban on selling
missile technology to Tehran.
That sends shivers of concern
through the Arab monarchies of the
Gulf, which are the most vulnerable
to any Iranian aggression and are
locked in an escalating confrontation with the Islamic Republic at a
time when the United States is scaling down its military presence in
the region.
Saudi Arabia and the other five
members of the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) are already acquiring US-made anti-missile systems
in a belated effort to build up longneglected air defence networks.

Iran’s missile
programme is
controlled by the
Islamic
Revolutionary
Guards Corps
The agreement between Iran and
the P5+1 global powers — Britain,
China, France, Russia, the United
States and Germany — is thus providing a bonanza to the US defence
industry — increasingly reliant on
export orders to compensate for
stringent cuts in US military procurement — as well as weapons
makers in France, Britain and elsewhere.
The expected weapons boom
will centre largely on counter-missile systems such as Lockheed Martin’s Patriot system, which made
its combat debut against Iraqi Scud
missiles during the 1990-91 Gulf

War, and Lockheed’s Terminal High
Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system.
Iran’s missile inventory and
Tehran’s immense effort to boost
these capabilities was a key issue
throughout the lengthy negotiations in Lausanne, Switzerland, and
Vienna, Austria’s capital, in recent
months.
A framework agreement reached
in Lausanne in April largely left
Iran’s ballistic capabilities untouched because Tehran had steadfastly refused to include its ambitious missile programme in the
negotiations.
The final deal concluded a UN
ban of selling missile technology
to Iran would run for another eight
years. But that embargo has been
constantly breached by the vast,
largely clandestine, procurement
network that Iran has operated,
primarily in the United States and
Europe, for many years, and may
well continue while the embargo
remains.
In the early stages of the nuclear
negotiations, the Americans said
that “every issue”, including Iran’s
missiles, would be discussed. But
with the United States well out of
range of Iranian ballistic weapons,
in February 2014, Under Secretary
of State for Political Affairs Wendy
Sherman said: “If we’re successful
in assuring ourselves and the world
community that Iran cannot obtain a nuclear weapons,” then that
“makes delivery systems… almost
irrelevant”.
Iran’s missile programme is controlled by the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps, which has acquired
great political and economic influence over the last couple of decades. The 120,000-strong corps,
the most powerful military force in
Iran, has made little effort to mask
its opposition to the diplomacy that
produced the July 14th deal.
Fox News, the conservative US
cable news and radio network, reported on July 12th that, even as

nuclear negotiations in Vienna were
being wrapped up, Iran was continuing to seek missile technology in
Germany, a key target for Iran’s undercover procurement operatives
over the years.
Fox quoted a source in Germany’s
security service as saying, “Despite
the talks to end Iran’s programme,
Iran did not make an about-turn.”
There was no verification from
Western monitoring bodies but
Iran’s covert procurement operation
has apparently been able to sustain
Tehran’s missile programme.

At least some of
these missiles
would likely be
nuclear-armed if
Iran eventually goes
that route
Israeli and Western intelligence
services say this is aimed at developing an inter-continental ballistic
missile, even though in June 2011
Tehran announced it was placing a
cap on the range of its missiles to
2,000 kilometres, enough to reach
Israel but not Western Europe.
Michael Eisenstadt, who heads
military and security studies at the
Washington Institute for Near East
Policy, observed on July 6th that
Iran’s steady build-up of its conventional ballistic missile strength,
non-stop development of weapons
with longer ranges and its alleged
drive to build a nuclear warhead
“highlight the need for a UN Security Council resolution (as called for
in the Lausanne parameters) that
would impose limitations on Iran’s
missile research and development
work and threaten real consequences for those who assist Iran’s missile
programme.
“Tehran has built this massive
inventory so that it can saturate
and thereby overwhelm enemy
missile defences,” Eisenstadt noted. “Many of Iran’s missiles are
mounted on mobile launchers and

Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei visiting the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps Aerospace Force exhibition in Tehran.
a growing number are based in silo
fields mainly in the northwest and
towards the frontier with Iraq. This
mix of launch options is likely intended to impede pre-emptive enemy targeting of its missile force.
“The resources invested in this
effort are unprecedented for a conventionally armed force, which indicates that at least some of these

missiles would likely be nucleararmed if Iran eventually goes that
route.”
James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He lives
in Beirut.

The Iran problem after the nuclear deal
View poi nt

Paul W. Hamill

T

he deal has been done.
After years of talking
to Iran, both in the
open and in secret, the
international community, represented by
the permanent members of the
UN Security Council plus Germany (P5+1), have agreed with
Tehran to a comprehensive
agreement to halt Iran’s development of nuclear weapons. This
agreement includes what many
have described as the most
rigorous inspection regime the
world has ever seen, lasting more
than ten years.
While there is jubilation in
foreign ministries from Berlin to
Washington, and relief in Beijing
and Moscow a deal has been done,
there is deep concern in Arab
capitals.
First the good news. It is clear
that the Iranian government has
decided to turn away from the
self-imposed economic isolation
caused by its push for a large
nuclear weapons programme and
decided that its future rests with
working within the international
system.
The sanctions imposed by the
international community worked.
They brought Tehran to the
negotiating table and the P5+1

The Arab world is feeling
the direct impact of
Tehran’s policy in the
Middle East

worked hard to maintain
consensus to force Iran to give up
its nuclear programme.
The deal itself achieves an
intrusive inspection regime (some
of which last many years longer);
and at least a one-year break-out
capability even if Tehran decided
in the meantime to build a nuclear
weapon, this is up from months, if
not weeks, right now. Even if Iran
decided to break the agreement
and go for a bomb, the deal allows
snap-back sanctions; Iran would
be in a far worse position than it is
now.
For Iran, the deal will allow
Tehran to access international
capital and markets via the pulling
back of sanctions. It will give Iran’s
young people access to global
products, lifestyles and culture.
With more than 60% of Iran’s
population under 30, the hope is
that with opening up Iran to the
international community, young
people will fundamentally change
Iran to join more and more of the
international norms required by
modern nations.
But there are also major
concerns with the deal. These fall
into two separate areas.
One key concern surrounds the
agreement itself. Will the
international inspection regime
put in place by the deal really be
sufficient to ensure the one-year
break out-capability and will it
stop Iran cheating?
These are separate issues but
both will require constant
monitoring of the monitors to
ensure they are doing their role
well and ensuring that the
one-year break-out capability is
reached. With this, the
international community will have

to use all intelligence networks
and systems to ensure that Iran is
not cheating the inspectors and
the deal.
Due to the past nature of the
Iranian nuclear programme, it will
only be over time that trust can be
established but, in the meantime,
Iran will have to expect
international suspicion and even
increased intelligence gathering.
The other problem the deal
throws up is that of the
geopolitical stability of the Middle
East. Already there is deep
suspicion in the Arab world of the
negotiations that the P5+1, and
specifically the United States, has

A new US-Iran relationship?

The deal
itself
achieves an
intrusive
inspection
regime

been conducting with Tehran. The
formal deal will heighten the
concern.
The Arab world is feeling the
direct impact of Tehran’s policy in
the Middle East, from the militias
it supports in Iraq — burning and
pillaging their way through Sunni
tribal communities to the
propping up of the Syrian dictator
Bashar Assad and his barrel bomb
attacks on his own population, to
supporting terrorist networks
across the region and world.
Many in the region believe that
the nuclear deal will allow Tehran
to expand its present actions and
may even mean Western support
of these policies. The loosening of
UN sanctions on conventional
weapons within the next eight
years is an unwelcome sign. This
may force Arab nations to actions
that the West would not support,
leading to greater global
instability.
These issues are not
insurmountable; time will see if
the nuclear agreement can be fully
implemented and that the key
concerns of the deal can be
mitigated.
In the meantime, the P5+1, and
specifically the United States, will
need to work hard to reassure Arab
capitals that the deal will not stop
the world countering all the other
problems that Tehran causes
around the world, for the next task
will be for the West to work
together to ensure that Iran stops
its malign actions and fully rejoins
the community of responsible
nations.
Paul W. Hamill is a senior adjunct
fellow at the American Security
Project in Washington.
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Historic agreement comes
with problems

T

he agreement reached by major world powers
with Iran in Vienna is historic in the sense that it
will end three decades of Western sanctions on
Iran and usher in a different relationship
between Washington and Tehran. The deal could
also change the balance of power in the Middle
East.

There are, however, many problems in the agreement,
some of them quite worrisome.
It remains to be seen whether the verification protocol will
work. One can hope that Iran will keep its commitment not to
pursue nuclear programmes or ballistic arms. But that
commitment is limited in time and Iran’s nuclear infrastructure has not been dismantled.
Western powers are betting that within ten years, regime
change will take place in Tehran and usher in a new democratic Iran – or at least a less radical Iran. That remains to be
seen.
The deal with Iran could, ironically, encourage nuclear
proliferation in the region where countries have no long-term
guarantee against Iran’s nuclear ambitions. All nations can
see the benefits of being perceived as a “threshold” nuclear
power.
Another problem with the agreement is that it considers
Iran’s pursuit of aggressive and sectarian policies in the
Middle East as a secondary concern. “[Critics say,] ‘Well, even
if the nuclear issue is dealt with, they’re still going to be
sponsoring terrorism and they’re going to get this sanctions
relief. And so they’re going to have more money to engage in
these bad activities.’ That is a possibility,” US President
Barack Obama told the New York Times.
That possibility is a vital concern to other countries in the
region that fear what Iran may do with the billions of dollars
in new revenue it will enjoy from sanctions relief.
Will Iran disengage from its proxy wars in Iraq, Syria,
Yemen and elsewhere? Not likely. Nothing in Iran’s recent
behaviour or the West’s negotiating posture would lead to
that conclusion. Tehran’s revolutionary ideology, strategic
objectives and regional designs point to its likely pursuit of
expansionist policies at the expense of the interests of other
countries in the region. This may have been outside the scope
of the Vienna agreement, but it is not outside the legitimate
concerns of countries in the region.
In expressing such concerns, Arab nations are not necessarily pinning the blame for the region’s woes solely on
Tehran. The Arab world still has a long way to go before
taking ownership of all its problems and the collapse of states
such as Syria, Yemen and Libya has provided Tehran with
convenient opportunities for meddling. But Iran has yet to
show a willingness to stop meddling and to reassure its
neighbours by pursuing less sectarian or aggressive policies.
Until it does, the other states in the region must assume the
worst and remain wary and vigilant.
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How will history
judge Obama?

T

rusting diplomats
across the table to
adhere to decidedupon agreements is
central to any
negotiation. This
takes on an even larger dimenJohn Hendel
sion when decades of suspicion
and misgivings precede the
talks.
US President Barack Obama,
thus, must be very trusting of the
Iranian officials with whom the
P5+1 cut a deal aimed at limiting
Iran’s nuclear programme and
easing economic sanctions on
Tehran. He has staked his legacy
on their word.
British prime minister Neville
Chamberlain was in a similar
place. He talked with German
chancellor Adolf Hitler in
September 1938 in an attempt to
head off German aggression that
threatened to restart world war.
Chamberlain gave in on several
key points — “appeasement” it
was later called — and trusted
that Hitler would keep his word.
However, Hitler scoffed that the
Munich Agreement was “of no
further signification whatsoever”
even as Chamberlain went home
and claimed, “I believe it is peace
for our time.”
But Hitler should not have
been trusted. The peace lasted
less than a year. Chamberlain’s
reputation was quickly
shredded.
Chamberlain had the noble
goal of trying to halt a war before
it started and assure peace for
generations; Obama, though,
seems to be willing to push the
threat of a nuclear-armed Iran
10-15 years down the path of
history.
Obama sorely desires a foreign
policy win to burnish his bona
fides as a world leader. His
attempts to befriend the Muslim
world and Latin America; solve
the Gordian knot that is IsraeliPalestinian relations; “reset”
relations with
Russia; and
set “red lines”
Obama seems to be
Syrian
willing to push the threat against
President Bashar
Assad, limits
of a nuclear-armed Iran
crossed without
10-15 years down the path consequence, all
fell well short of
of history
their intentions.
Even longtime US allies
downplay their relationships
— special and otherwise — with
the Obama administration.
As Obama heads into

true lame-duck status, Iran
represented a last-ditch
opportunity for a desperately
sought foreign policy win.
Obama claimed that victory July
14th with the announcement of
the deal with Iran. He said that,
with the deal, “every pathway to
a nuclear weapon is cut off” for
Iran. He promised the agreement
is “not built on trust. It is built
on verification.”
Other US officials admitted,
however, that Iranian nuclear
“pathways” were not completely
severed since Tehran will be
allowed to remain about a
year from the breakout time to
produce a nuclear weapon.
This seems more like pushing
the problem down the road
— and not very far down the
road — but that is often the best
outcome in diplomatic dealings.
Well, at least the best outcome
for those at the table who aren’t
likely to have to deal with
the consequences should the
agreement fall apart.
Diplomats, at least publicly, are
the world’s optimists. Certainly
Chamberlain was, judging by
his words after meeting with
Hitler. Obama is in that position:
He has to see the best outcome.
His victory relies on trust of
the Iranians. History will judge
whether that optimism is
justified.
Tehran says its nuclear
programme was for only
peaceful purposes; many
international figures seriously
doubt that.
Even after a framework
agreement was reached in
April, the Iranians said they
had different readings of the
document than Obama —
echoes of Hitler’s “no further
significance” statement.
Will there be more such
interpretations in the coming
weeks?
A Saudi official told Reuters,
“We have learnt as Iran’s
neighbours in the last 40 years
that goodwill only led us to
harvest sour grapes.”
Obama has an agreement with
Iran but does it assure “peace
for our time” or only “peace in
HIS time”? If the latter, the Iran
deal would turn into a selfaggrandising moment that could
turn “Obama” into a synonym
for “Chamberlain”.
John Hendel is Senior Editor for
The Arab Weekly. He lives in the
United States.
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As Mideast splinters,
beware of small states

I

t is often difficult to recall
that the 20th century was
characterised by massive
population transfers,
usually accompanied by
great suffering. The
problem of minorities and their
Michael Young
protection was a principal
concern of those who met at the
Versailles Conference to end the
first world war.
While minority protection was
the preferred solution, gradually
this was discredited in the interwar period as international law,
on which such protection was
based, was undermined by states,
particularly in Europe. Emerging
from the maelstrom was another
idea: that minorities were best
served by becoming part of
entities in which they were a
majority.
The mechanism was population
transfer. This was the rationale
behind the massive exchange
of populations between India
and Pakistan in 1947. It served
to justify the immigration of
Jews to Palestine both before
and after the second world
war. And in a more barbaric
form, it underpinned Nazi
Germany’s efforts to engage in
brutal population transfers, the
ultimate aim being to settle ethnic
Germans in occupied countries
and satisfy the Nazi objective of a
Greater Germanic Reich.
The Middle East is passing
through a similar trauma. In
Syria and Iraq, sectarian and
ethnic cleansing has become the
norm as Sunnis, Shias, Alawites,
Kurds and armed groups such as
the Islamic State (ISIS)
carve out territories for
themselves, forcibly
In Syria and Iraq,
displacing or murdering
sectarian and ethnic those who do not fit into
their vision for the areas
cleansing has
they intend to create.
In Syria, for instance,
become the norm
the Alawite-dominated
regime, assisted by Iran
and its proxies, has been
engaged since 2011 in laying
the groundwork for an Alawitecontrolled statelet that includes
the Syrian coast, Damascus and
the communication lines in

between, including the cities of
Homs and Hama. This statelet is
to be linked to Shia-majority areas
in Lebanon’s Bekaa valley, giving
Iran strategic depth in the event of
war between Hezbollah and Israel.
To make the scheme
demographically viable, large
numbers of Sunnis have been
pushed out of Homs province
and the Qalamoun region along
Lebanon’s border, the majority
of them refugees in Lebanon.
For Bashar Assad, such an entity
would allow him to retain power.
For Iran, it protects Hezbollah and
allows Tehran to remain relevant
in the Levant.
In Iraq, the situation is similar.
Starting after the US invasion in
2003, the Shias expelled Sunnis
from large areas of Baghdad. In
northern Iraq, a similar trend took
place as Kurds turned on Sunni
Arabs in contested areas (a trend
visible in northern Syria, where
Kurds have recently expelled
Sunnis). With the arrival of ISIS,
minorities, mainly Kurds, Yazidis
and Christians, were forced to
leave or were allowed to remain
in majority Sunni areas but under
draconian conditions.
The irony is that as Arab states
break down, ethno-sectarian
entities gain in credibility as
coexistence no longer appears
to be a viable option. Yet the
attractions of such entities also
ensure that multi-sectarian and
multi-ethnic states are far more
difficult to achieve in the first
place, because societies have no
impetus to agree over consensual
social contracts.
A rare exception to this rule
is Lebanon, once held up as
an example of the failure of
multi-sectarian states. Yet in
1943 Lebanon, unlike most
other Arab countries, implicitly
acknowledged that, in sectarian
terms, it was a divided society
and put in place a social contract,
called the National Pact, setting
general principles to manage
relations between the sects.
While the National Pact was far
from perfect, for example failing
to adapt to growing Muslim
population numbers in the 1960s,

it has held, and may be
one reason why Lebanon
has not dissolved into
sectarian war, despite
tensions in the country.
The reflexes of compromise
and coexistence are well
ingrained in the society
and have, so far, contained
violence.
In judging the desirability of
pure sectarian or ethnic states,
it is important to realise that the
backlash is rarely smooth. Those
expelled from their land will
strive for generations to regain
what they lost. The Palestinians
are a case in point.
And at the end of the second
world war, Nazi hubris backfired
as some 31 million ethnic
Germans were driven out of
Eastern Europe.
Between sectarian, ethnic
and nationalist yearnings, little
room has been left for the
ideal of mixed societies and
coexistence.
It is easy to idealise such
entities, as they are often more
conflictual than is immediately
visible.
However, the Ottoman
Empire was an enthralling
creation nonetheless, one in
which a large number of very
diverse communities lived
side by side for centuries.
The push for pure sectarian
and ethnic entities may
succeed in some places and
may fail in others. However,
it will not create a more
stable Middle East.
Religious and ethnic
diversity is a feature of the
region and finding ways
to circumvent this makes
little sense. But the push
for pure entities will go on
despite all, and the misery
will rise. In our region it
always does.
Michael Young is a
commentator and analyst
based in Beirut. He is the
author of The Ghosts
of Martyrs’ Square: An
Eyewitness Account of
Lebanon’s Life Struggle.

Displaced civilians fleeing Ramadi

On Palmyra and pre-Islamic history

A

dding insult to
injury, terrorists,
acting as judges
and executioners,
selected the
magnificent
ancient theatre of Palmyra to
Mohamed Hassine Fantar
serve as the backdrop for a mass
execution. A marvel of architecture and culture, the theatre was
defaced in the name of Islam by
the black and white banner of
these pseudo-judges and
executioners. What a joke! What
blasphemy! What an unforgivable outrage!
The theatre of Palmyra stands
witness to the splendours
produced by Syrian humanity
in pursuit of a pure and glorious
future. At Palmyra, one comes
across the ghosts of Queen
Zenobia and her husband
Odaenathus and of all those who,
by the sweat of their
brows and their genius,
In our schools, we do developed a rich and
nourishing culture.
not lift a finger to
The designers and
builders
of Palmyra’s
come to terms with
magnificent theatre in
our pre-Islamic past the second century of
the Christian era wanted
it to be a sanctuary filled
with hymns to life. And
here it is now being desecrated by
idolaters of death and soiled by
the blood of innocent victims.
Of course, I have not forgotten
the cruelty from another

barbarous era when fanatic
emperors ordered those who did
not share their creeds be thrown
to the lions in arenas all over the
empire. But as I contemplated
with great sadness the picture of
the recent execution by Islamic
State (ISIS) fanatics of 25 Syrian
soldiers, I could not help thinking
of our own Tunisian environment
as a Muslim country that had
seen flourish a multitude of
materially and culturally rich
civilisations.
Of these eras, we have only
a few fossilised souvenirs.
The populations of those
countries that share the
Arabic characteristic, without
really knowing what it is and
therefore unable to enrich it,
live in environments adverse to
knowing the other in general and
especially knowing the details
about him/her.
But let us stay within the
confines of Tunisia. In our
schools, we do not lift a finger
to come to terms with our preIslamic past. Our history manuals
do indeed cover Carthage and
the Romans but in terms without
soul or taste to make an impact.
The Tunisian citizen has yet to
own his/her history and heritage
from pre-Islamic times.
Clinging to an established
orthodoxy, our historians gladly
apply the term “conquest” to the
Roman period, for example, but

will shun using it when it comes
to the Arab period. The arrival
of Arab conquerors in Tunisia is
often seen as liberation. Referring
to it as a conquest will often
expose you to protest in the
strongest terms. No wonder then
that we are sluggish in protecting
a part of our heritage that remains
distant on the intellectual level as
well as the affective dimension.

What a joke! What
blasphemy! What
an unforgivable
outrage!
In our elementary and
secondary schools, nothing is
done to make our youth feel
materially and emotionally
connected to their country’s
pre-Islamic past. The great
civilisations of Mesopotamia, of
Syria, Palestine, Yemen, Egypt
and the Maghreb countries are
the loci of interest and study by
the “other” so that it ends up
the other’s civilisations being
enriched and fertilised.
Struck with amnesia and
carelessness, the people of the
Arab countries could care not
less, and, in this domain, their
contribution remains negligible if
not totally absent.
For them, pre-Islamic
civilisations are “pagan cultures”

unworthy of attention. The
remains of ancient cities are
inhabited by demons and attract
only infidels.
We hear of fatwas for lifting
the protection and even for
the desecration and pillaging
of pre-Islamic historical sites.
The sites of Carthage have long
suffered, and continue to suffer,
from such attitudes and acts,
which prompted UNESCO, the UN
cultural agency, to, once again,
raise the alarm flag.
For some, archaeological
sites are no more than physical
assets to be used for profit by the
lucrative tourist industry.
So long as the peoples of
Arab and Muslim countries
remain indifferent or even,
frankly, negative towards
their pre-Islamic heritage, the
way to durable development
and constructive modernity
will forever elude them. The
monstrosity that soiled the
theatre at Palmyra is frightening
and painfully raises the question
of culture in the whole of the
Arab world.
Bringing down icons and
wiping out the past are being
legitimised in our schools and
media. We must remain vigilant
and act to reverse the trend.
Mohamed Hassine Fantar is an
emeritus professor of history at
Tunis University.
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For Hezbollah,
Qalamoun may be
one battle too many
Ed Blanche

Beirut

H

ezbollah is locked in an
escalating battle with
jihadist insurgents in the
mountainous Qalamoun
region that straddles
Lebanon’s north-eastern border
with Syria, but the Iranian-backed
Shia movement may be biting off
more than it can chew as Syria’s civil
war increasingly infects its tiny
Mediterranean neighbour.
Fighting has spluttered along
the rocky frontier for months with
neither side gaining control. But on
May 4th, Hezbollah, already heavily committed to fighting the rebels
in other part of Syria, launched a
major offensive aimed at securing
Qalamoun. Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah says it will be “a decisive battle”.
Hezbollah fighters, who are
struggling to support the embattled regime of Syrian President
Bashar Assad, Tehran’s key Arab
ally, have taken large areas of the
rugged terrain, an area of roughly
2,600 sq. kilometres consisting of
cave-riddled hillsides and peaks
that reach as high as 2,500 metres.

Hezbollah is
suffering from
combat fatigue and
heavy losses
On July 1st, Hezbollah began a
determined push to capture the
strategic Syrian town of Zabadani,
one of the first towns they captured in the early stages of the civil
war that began in March 2011.
Before that, Zabadani was the
key logistics base for Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)
to supply weapons to Hezbollah in
Lebanon through the nearby Masnaa border crossing.

The Qalamoun region runs from
the border across central Syria to
the outskirts of Damascus, and is
important for both sides. For the
Sunni Syrian rebels of Jabhat alNusra and the Islamic State (ISIS),
it is a vital corridor for supplies and
fighters in the battle to topple Assad’s minority Alawite regime.

The Iranian-backed
Shia movement may
be biting off more
than it can chew
Hezbollah has to secure the region because it is through there
that it resupplies its ever-growing
arsenal of Syrian and Iranian missiles to threaten Israel to the south.
At the same time, it needs to counter the jihadist threat to its heartland in the Bekaa valley of northeastern Lebanon.
In recent days, Hezbollah, aided
by Syrian government forces and
air strikes, reported heavy fighting around the town that straddles the main Damascus-Beirut
highway at the southern end of
the 100-kilometre Qalamoun
range.
But after four years of constant
fighting in Syria, Hezbollah is suffering from combat fatigue and
heavy losses in a regional upheaval that has become a sectarian war
for power between the dominant
Sunnis and the minority Shias.
Hezbollah is also wrestling
with growing discontent among
its once-quiescent Lebanese Shia
supporters,
who increasingly
question why it is shedding their
young men’s blood supporting a
regime that uses chemical weapons against it own people instead
of confronting Israel, the traditional enemy.
Indeed, where it was once lauded across the Sunni-dominated
Arab world for driving out Israeli
forces from south Lebanon in May

Mourning a Hezbollah fighter killed in Qalamoun region.
2000 and in the 2006 war becoming the only Arab force to ever
fight the mighty Israeli army to a
standstill, Hezbollah is now being
scorned as the tool of Tehran and
its expansionist plans by backing
Assad’s reviled regime. This is
exacerbating Lebanon’s long-simmering sectarian rivalries.
“So far the peace in Lebanon
has mostly held, in no small way
because memories of the civil war
there are still fresh,” US journalist
and security expert Dexter Filkins
observed recently. “But as Hezbollah commits itself more deeply to
the Syrian war, the more difficult
it will be to contain the violence in
Lebanon itself.” Hezbollah’s reputation as a highly disciplined defender of Arabs against Israel has
been undercut in recent years by
corruption scandals and penetration by Israeli intelligence.
Five Hezbollah members are
currently on trial before a UN tribunal in the Netherlands for the
February 2005 assassination of
Rafik Hariri, a former Lebanese
prime minister and iconic oppo-

nent of Syrian control of Lebanon.
Although the Syrian regime is seen
as the mastermind of that plot, the
affair has cost Hezbollah dearly.

Hezbollah is
reported to be trying
to mask its losses by
burying some of its
dead in Syria
On top of all that, as the threat by
ISIS expands across the Arab world
up to the borders of Shia Iran, Hezbollah also has to maintain a presence in Iraq and far-away Yemen at
the behest of its religious and ideological patron, Tehran, stretching its limited resources. It is also
committed, again at Iran’s urging,
to establish a permanent military
foothold, with the support of the
IRGC’s elite al-Quds Force, on the
Golan Heights, a volcanic plateau
in southern Syria partially occupied by Israeli since the 1967 ArabIsraeli war.
The Israelis view with deepening
concern the prospect of a new front

against Hezbollah that extends
eastward from the traditional battlegrounds of south Lebanon.
All this is putting a growing strain
on Hezbollah’s military capabilities, particularly a dwindling manpower pool. It is an increasingly
critical problem that also troubles
Assad’s minority Alawite regime.
According to the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, which monitors the war, Hezbollah is showing
signs of being stretched thin. It has
an estimated 5,000 fighters in Syria
out of an overall force of 20,00025,000, including reservists.
There are unverified reports Hezbollah will have to boost its contingent to 6,000-7,000, with a similar
number of Iraqi Shia militiamen
recruited by the IRGC.
Hezbollah does not disclose its
losses but they are considerable
and increasingly difficult to conceal. The observatory estimates
Hezbollah lost at least 700 killed
before the battle of Qalamoun began, a toll that is now believed to
top 1,000. Double that, at least, for
the wounded.

For Syrians, truth and reconciliation must start today
View poi nt

Stephen
Starr

A

lthough the political
and military facets of
the war dominate
popular and policy
debate, addressing
the individual
grievances of Syrian refugees and
the internally displaced may be
the single most important factor
in determining whether a sustainable peace may exist in Syria —
not this year or next, but ten
years from now.
The scale of this crisis means a
new generation of angry, uneducated and disaffected children
and youths is set to be unleashed
in Syria in the decades to come. If
they do not receive the right
education, specifically in the
form of truth-and-reconciliation
workshops, to help them understand the other side, the situation
in Syria is doomed.
Oftentimes figures betray scale.
The number of Syrian refugees in
Turkey equals the population of

Talking reconciliation is
an important and perhaps
low-cost way to help start
the rebuilding of Syria

Barcelona while refugees in
Lebanon would fill the city of
Dallas, Texas. Combined, seating
the region’s Syrian refugees
would require 44 Wembley
stadiums stretching over 14
kilometres end to end.
They are angry with Syrian
President Bashar Assad, the West
and their fellow countrymen. This
resentment is being passed from
parent to child of the families who
have had their homes and lives
destroyed. They will pick up the
baton of hate unless they hear of
alternative ways of thinking about
their society and country going
forward.
National reconciliation commissions do not always work, but
some do. During the 1980s and
1990s in Peru, for example,
almost 70,000 people were killed
by government and rebel forces in
a war over political ideology.
Within seven months of the
fleeing of former President
Alberto Fujimori, a Truth and
Reconciliation Commission was
set up resulting in reparations
being paid to the families of
victims; a small victory but a
crucial and symbolic acknowledgment of wrongdoing nonetheless.
Writing about societal attitudes
in post-Apartheid South Africa,
the authors of Truth v. Justice:
The Morality of Truth Commissions found that: “The public

shaming that came through the
open nature of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission
procedures substituted reasonably well for penal justice.
Exposure is punishment. It is a
powerful component of accountability.”
Yet food, water and shelter
shortages dominate the concerns
of aid workers and governments
alike when thinking of Syria, and
rightly so. Aid agencies are in
deep financial trouble. In Lebanon, the UN Relief and Works
Agency for Palestinian Refugees
in the Near East (UNRWA)
announced it will let go 85% of its
international personnel on
short-term contracts over the
next two months because of a
$101 million funding deficit. This
means thousands of Syrian and
Syrian-Palestinian refugees will
lose access to support networks
that keep them alive.
Critics may aver that it is much
too early to be talking truth and
reconciliation in Syria — men,
women and children are being
slaughtered every day and that
will continue. Moreover, how
could the topic of reconciliation
or understanding of Assad regime
supporters be broached in refugee
camps where people have lost
loved ones, livelihoods and pride?
But attempting to sow the seeds
of forgiveness or at least to try to

If the truth,
like the
thousands
of dead, is
swept into
the soil,
Syria will
haunt the
region

banish the poisonous atmosphere
of hate and revenge that pervades
the tents and streets of Turkey,
Lebanon and Jordan can be
addressed now.
The keys to a functioning state
in Syria in the long term are in the
hands of the millions of displaced
children around the region. They
must be informed of Syrian
history under the Assad regimes,
the 2011 revolution and the
violence that followed. They must
know “why”, more than “how”,
and that their country’s unique
beauty lies in its various religions
and interests, all of whom are
Syrian.
They must hear the voices of
those they oppose, though it
would be painful to listen to.
For outside interests seeking a
peaceful Syria, be they governments, aid agencies or the general
public, talking reconciliation is an
important and perhaps low-cost
way to help start the rebuilding of
Syria; for if the truth, like the
thousands of dead, is swept into
the soil, Syria will haunt the
region — as well as Western states
— long after the last shot in war is
fired.
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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Syria’s heritage disappears in the fog of war
Tom Dinham

W

ith its civil war grinding into a fifth year,
Syria’s archaeological heritage is an
increasingly highprofile victim of a shattered economy
that allows some to profit from war.
Precise figures are hard to come by
but, activists claim, many people
are cashing in.
The Islamic State (ISIS) is the
armed faction most visibly exploiting the propaganda and material
value of Syria’s heritage. After the
ancient city of Palmyra fell to the
group in May, ISIS decked out its
Roman amphitheatre, once the site
of cultural events, with its black
flag and used it to stage and film the
execution of regime soldiers.

The number of
Syrian antiquities for
sale in Turkey and
Lebanon is on the
rise
Many fear ISIS will destroy Palmyra’s historical sites, as the group
did in Nimrud in Iraq. But this
seems unlikely as there does appear
to be method in the madness. ISIS
used religious arguments to justify its destruction of Nimrud. King
Nimrod had declared himself a god
and, according to Islamic scholars
cited by the terrorist group, refused
the invitation of the Prophet Abraham to worship God alone. As such,
claims ISIS, the destruction of Nimrud was a religious obligation to enforce the principle of Tawheed, the
monotheistic unity of God
According to a source in Palmyra ISIS has destroyed only statues that its members say may be
worshipped, in keeping with the
group’s extreme interpretation of

Islam. This includes the 2,000-yearold Lion of Al-Lat statue, which the
source says was destroyed. But ISIS
has yet to release images of the destruction as it had previously done.
Palmyra’s ruins have been left unguarded by the militants but locals
remain too fearful to photograph
the purported destruction.
Aside from high-profile acts of
destruction, the fate of Palmyra’s
heritage is unclear. The Arab Weekly’s source confirmed that artefacts
remaining in Palmyra’s museum
were transferred by militants to
an unknown location. Jaber Baker,
spokesman for the Association for
the Protection of Syrian Archaeology, which tracks looting and damage of Syria’s archaeological heritage, says much of it probably ends
up for sale in Turkey.
“According to the latest information to reach me from Palmyra,
large amounts of artefacts have
been moved in the direction of
Raqqa,” Baker said, “and from there
across the Turkish border via middlemen and large smuggling networks.”
ISIS militants are not the only
ones cashing in, says Baker. The
fate of artefacts supposedly rescued
by the Assad regime before the fall
of cities to ISIS or other opposition
factions is largely unknown. This
includes the majority of the artefacts from Palmyra’s museum.
“In every area that has changed
hands from the regime to the opposition or extremist organisations
like ISIS it is a fact that nobody
knows where the artefacts have
gone,” said Baker.
“The Ministry of Antiquities has
only given abstruse statements that
the artefacts of the museums in
Idlib and Palmyra have been transferred to a safe place, [but] the fate
of these artefacts is completely unknown.”
What is known is that the num-

Artefacts smuggled from the Syrian city of Palmyra before they were destroyed by Islamic State (ISIS)
fighters in the town of Manbij, north-east of Syria’s embattled northern town of Aleppo.
ber of Syrian antiquities for sale in
Turkey and Lebanon is on the rise.
Artefacts found on the market in
Turkey, claims Baker, had been
looted by either ISIS or rebel factions, while the Lebanese market is
supplied by members of the Assad
regime.
“All of the Lebanese border crossings are under the control of the
regime,” said Baker. “I hold the regime responsible for neglect and
sometimes participation in one
form or another, as we are talking
about large artefacts. Mosaics confiscated in Beirut were large.

The smallest one was 1 square
metre.”
The sale of Syria’s heritage to the
highest bidder has historical precedent for Syria’s Ba’athist regime.
During the rule of Hafez Assad,
senior regime figures amassed large
fortunes from the sale of antiquities. The old smuggling networks
work with both the regime and opposition, depending on their area
of operation, and have been supplemented by new networks, says
Baker.
“I sent someone to Syria posing as
a trader in antiquities,” he said. “He

took many photographs claiming
that he would show them to customers in the West. A lot of the pictures are of counterfeit artefacts…
but there were pictures of complete
mosaics still in the ground being
excavated. The operation was being overseen by an emir in Jabhat
al-Nusra. He considered it a kind of
business and did not care who he
sold to as long as he got the highest
price.”
Tom Dinham is a London
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Safe zones in Syria need to be sustainable

View poi nt

Riad Kahwaji

S

etting up the safe zones
inside Syria to securely
resettle millions of
refugees would require
military intervention,
but creating an area
free from conflict is one thing,
sustaining it against threats from
the likes of Islamic State and
President Bashar Assad’s forces
is quite another.
The Syrian war has driven
nearly 9 million people from their
homes and the fighting is driving
more civilians from their villages,
towns and cities each day. Some
5 million Syrians are believed to
have fled to neighbouring Turkey,
Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq.
Turkey and some Arab countries have repeatedly called for
the creation of a safe zone that
would protect refugees in secured
areas inside Syria, sparing them
the economic, political and security burden.
But neither the United States
nor Russia have shown much
enthusiasm for safe zones, or
even no-fly zones in Syria, saying it would be risky and hard to
achieve.
Washington cited Syrian government military capabilities as
one objection, saying Syria’s surface-to-air missiles could threaten
pilots policing the zones.
But many analysts noted that

It appears Syrian air
defence capabilities have
become too weak to stand
in the way of a safe zone

Israeli warplanes have struck
targets throughout Syria without
challenge from either the Syrian
Air Force or government air defences, and the US-led alliance has
attacked terrorist positions inside
Syria without challenge. It appears
Syrian air defence capabilities
have become too weak to stand in
the way a safe zone.
Moscow meanwhile objected to
safe zones because it fears Syrian
rebels would use the areas to take
refuge and build up their capabilities to fight the Syrian regime,
which it supports.
Nevertheless reports have resurfaced that both Turkey and Jordan
are considering reviving the idea
of setting up safe zones along their
borders with Syria.
Alarmed by the growing influence of Kurdish rebel fighters
in north-eastern Syria, Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
warned he would not tolerate the
redrawing of Syrian borders.
Citing deteriorating conditions, the Turkish military then
deployed extra tanks and artillery
along its southern border.
According to Turkish media,
while the government favoured
military action, the generals
objected to unilaterally creating a
safe zone without political cover
from the United Nations Security
Council.
Jordanian media reports also
told of increased efforts by the
kingdom to establish a safe zone
to limit the growing influence of
Islamic radical fighters as well as
Shia militias supported by Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC).
The Jordanian media said Amman has been using the frequent
shelling of the Jordanian bordertown of Al-Ramtha as a pretext

to seek international support to
establish a safe zone along its
borders.
Tribal-based Jordan is also worried about the effects of radical
groups, such as the Islamic State
(ISIS), on Jordanian tribes. ISIS has
occupied large parts of the Syrian
tribal heartland of Deir ez-Zor and
nearby Bedouin areas, and both
have groups linked to Jordanian
tribes.
On July 6th, Jordanian media
reported the arrest of an IRGC
operative in the kingdom on
charges of smuggling explosives

Turkey and
Jordan lack
the financial
capability to
sustain such
a safe zone

Syrian rebels observe an aeroplane operated
by forces of Syria’s President Bashar Assad fly
overhead in the Hama countryside.

with the intent of carrying out
terrorist attacks in Jordan. Both
Turkey and Jordan have reasons
for creating safe zones along their
borders with Syria and they have
the means to do it unilaterally if
need be.
But maintaining the safe zones
would be more difficult.
Turkey, with the second biggest
military in NATO, is more than
capable of occupying an area 30
kilometres inside Syria and could
use anti-missile batteries already
at the border to defend the safe
zone. Syrian air power and air defences have been largely depleted
by the civil war and are unlikely to
be able to confront the Turkish Air
Force or the US-supplied Patriot
missiles.
The same can be said for the Jordanian military, which is believed
to be more than capable of establishing a 30-kilometre deep safe
zone, especially in Daraa province.
This would enable Jordan to
push back radical Syrian rebel
forces as well as IRGC militiamen
and reduce ISIS influence on Jordanian tribes.
But both Turkey and Jordan lack
the financial capability to sustain
such a safe zone for very long, let
alone the lengthy commitment of
manpower and resources that may
prove necessary.
Though Jordan and Turkey have
a strong desire to create safe zones
and have the ability to establish them, both would need the
support of the United Nations to
finance the operation and provide
the political cover.
Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief
executive officer of the Institute
for Near East and Gulf Military
Analysis (INEGMA) based in Dubai
and Beirut.

10

July 17, 2015

Gulf Yemen

News & Analysis

Saudi media blast Iran nuclear deal
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

D

espite an official statement from Riyadh welcoming the Iran nuclear
deal,
Saudi
Arabia’s
state-controlled media
blasted the agreement, labelling it a
mistake and an assault on Arab interests.
In a statement issued late July
14th, Saudi Arabia said it supported
an agreement to stop Iran gaining
nuclear weapons but emphasised
the importance of a strict
inspections regime and the ability
to reimpose sanctions.
The comments, attributed to “an
official source” by the state-run
Saudi Press Agency, went on to say,
“Given that Iran is a neighbour,
Saudi Arabia hopes to build with her
better relations in all areas on the
basis of good neighbourliness and
non-interference in internal affairs.”
That conciliatory tone was absent
from Saudi media. In an editorial in
Al Riyadh newspaper, the nuclear
deal was described as “a green
light for the Gulf countries, led by
the kingdom, to develop a nuclear
programme that allows them to
possess nuclear fuel and also acts
as a deterrent to guarantee the
stability of the balance of power”.
Echoing the pessimism, the lead

editorial in Al-Watan newspaper
dismissed the nuclear agreement,
saying: “The latest deal delayed
the ‘nuclear weapon’ for 15 years
only… in return for lifting sanctions.
This is a real Iranian gain and opens
the door to the Persian state to be
totally dedicated to regional affairs
and to its attempts to boost its role
in some Arab capitals like Baghdad,
Beirut and Damascus.”

“This agreement
represents an
indirect threat to
Gulf and Arab
interests and
peace”
A cartoon in the pan-Arab daily
Asharq al-Awsat, which is affiliated
with King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al
Saud’s branch of the royal family,
showed a trampled body marked
“Middle East”, with a placard
saying “nuclear deal” sticking from
its head.
Saudi analyst and Council of Gulf
International Relations President
Tariq
al-Shammari
told
the
Associated Press: “This agreement,
from our point of view, represents
an indirect threat to Gulf and Arab
interests and peace.” He went on
to say that behind the scenes, Gulf
Arab countries will work to try
to keep Iran isolated politically
and economically, pointing out

that Saudi Arabia in particular has
moved to improve ties with Russia,
which is a strong ally of Iran.
According to Saudi military and
strategic expert and Director of the
Middle East Center for Strategic
and Legal Studies, Anwar Eshki the
agreement reached with Iran is not
perfect but the positives outweigh
the negatives if it is enforced and
respected by the parties involved.
“With the lifting of sanctions and
the freeing of Iran’s frozen assets,
Iran can choose from two paths,”
Eshki said. “Either it allocates
these funds to support and help its
population, which is a good thing; or
it could use this new-found wealth
to continue its unlawful activities in
the region, which would lead to the
UN Security Council, Arab coalition
states and the entire international
community… to stand against it.
And now the ball is in Iran’s court.”
Concerning the issue of mistrust,
which is a recurring theme in the
Saudi media’s reaction to the nuclear
agreement, Eshki said: “The lead US
negotiator, Wendy Sherman, has
stated publicly that ‘deception is a
part of [Iran’s] DNA’, which upset
Iran at the time, but indicates that
the negotiators have factored this
issue into their calculus.”
“But Iran at the moment is in a
difficult situation because it has to
allow international inspectors into
all nuclear facilities, as well as some
of its military locations; moreover

Anwar Eshki: “Now the ball is in Iran’s court”
these UN inspectors will have their
own intelligence on the ground,
which puts Tehran in a vulnerable
position in front of the international
community,” Eshki added.
A Saudi official told Reuters he
feared the agreement would make
the Middle East more dangerous if
it gave too many concessions to an
Iranian government, which Riyadh

blames for turmoil in Yemen, Syria
and Iraq. Earlier in 2015, former
Saudi intelligence chief Prince Turki
al-Faisal warned that a deal might
fuel a regional arms race, stating
that “whatever comes out of these
talks, we will want the same”.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Yemen: Despite a failed ceasefire diplomatic efforts continue
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

W

ith the latest UNbrokered humanitarian
ceasefire
failing to hold,
speculation is rampant on what the future holds for
the crisis in Yemen, particularly in
terms of an elusive political solution that would end the military
conflict.
An Arab coalition led by Saudi
Arabia has been bombing Iranianallied Houthis and army forces loyal to the former president, Ali Abdullah Saleh, since late March. The
aim of the campaign was to restore
the legitimate Yemeni government, currently in exile in Riyadh.
But with the conflict continuing, the sense of urgency tied to
finding a permanent political solution has intensified in recent
weeks, with the United Nations
designating the situation in Yemen
a Level 3 humanitarian emergency,
the highest on its scale.
Despite the bleak state of affairs, analysts contacted by The

Arab Weekly said efforts continued
towards a possible solution, but
that sticking points exist.
According to Adam Baron, an
expert on Yemen and a visiting
fellow at the European Council
for Foreign Relations, the issue involves getting key parties to make
concessions.
“Until recently, attempts at negotiations have been nothing but
political theatre, so how do you
move to something more substantial? And from what I’ve been told
there have been some positive developments particularly through
Omani negotiations,” Baron said.
He went on to say that would
require negotiations among Saleh
and the General People’s Congress
(GPC), the Houthis and the Saudis
to reach an acceptable solution.
It would mean an end to fighting
along the Saudi border and a more
sustainable ceasefire, specifically
in the southern city of Aden and
the central city of Taiz.
“You would then have President
(Abd Rabbo Mansour) Hadi take a
step back, with current Vice-President Khaled Bahah emerging as
president or acting president as a
consensus candidate,” Baron said.

“Some sort of consensus government should be formed with a new
transitional process leading the
way to parliamentary and presidential elections. The key is getting
things back to politics as usual.”
However, some analysts see
the engagement of Saleh as a nonstarter.

Speculation is
rampant on what the
future holds for the
crisis in Yemen
“I don’t think there’s a chance
of any kind of satisfactory resolution with Ali Abdullah Saleh still
pulling strings in Yemen,” Manuel
Almeida, a former Asharq Al-Awsat
editor and expert on Yemen, said.
“He still has too much influence,
funds and the loyalty of the Republican Guard and various army
units.
“One of the key aspects to understand the present crisis is that
the Houthis would not have been
able to take Sana’a, let alone half
of Yemen, without the crucial support of the pro-Saleh military and
tribal forces. In fact, I think the

Houthis are the weaker side in this
alliance.”
Almeida also said there had
been significant diplomatic manoeuvring on various fronts towards a political solution, with the
United States, the United Nations,
UN Special Envoy for Yemen Ismail
Ould Cheikh Ahmed, Gulf Cooperation Council states, the Houthis,
members of the GPC still loyal to
Saleh, even Iran, to varying degrees involved in talks concerning
the crisis.
“For Oman, there are at least
two major concerns regarding
Yemen. One is to avoid the total
collapse of its neighbour, which
can have very negative repercussions within Oman. The other is
to maintain its general position of
neutrality on regional conflicts and
in relation to the strategic rivalry
between Saudi Arabia and Iran,”
Almeida said.
Another obstacle to a resolution, according to Almeida, is that
the Houthis have violated agreements they made since the crisis
started. “So they now have a reputation of being quite unreliable.
Then there is Iran, prepared
to do with the Houthis what they

Smoke billows following air strikes on a weapons depot at a military airport controlled by Houthi rebels in Sana’a.

have done with Hezbollah in Lebanon,” he said.
With both sides of the crisis
echoing their resolve to see the
conflict through, what would satisfy both sides?
“Obviously this has not been
the quick spectacular victory the
Saudis were hoping for. However,
if things go a certain way it would
be very easy for them to spin it the
way they want.” Baron said.
Baron highlighted that Riyadh
was never particularly happy with
Hadi and see Bahah as someone
they can work with.
Additionally the bombing campaign stopped the Houthis from
taking complete control of the
country and Riyadh is in a position
to broker a deal that could bring
Yemen back into its sphere of influence, while playing a deterrent role
against Iran getting more deeply
involved in Yemen.
“It would not be very hard for
Saudi Arabia to call it a success for
them,” he said. “It’s going to be one
of those situations where the Saudis are going to claim success and
the Houthis are going to claim success and to some extent both sides
are right.”
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The battle for Iraq’s soul — Najaf v Qom
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

ran is steadily expanding its
influence, if not its control, over
Iraq, its one-time mortal foe,
as Baghdad struggles to contain
an equally assertive Islamic State
(ISIS). Iranian influence has been
rising ever since then US President
George W. Bush got rid of Saddam
Hussein in 2003 and his successor
Barack Obama withdrew US forces
in December 2011.
These were both great gifts to the
Islamic Republic. On the face of it,
there should not be a problem. More
than half of Iraq’s population of 35
million is Shia, as are most Iranians. They both loathe and fear ISIS
and its Sunni jihadists, who have
proclaimed an Islamic caliphate in
northern Iraq, a Sunni entity invoking Islam’s conquests of the seventh
and eighth centuries.
The religious rivalry between
Iraqi and Iranian Shias, the “quietist” largely apolitical branch led by
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, Iraq’s
most revered cleric, and the radical
beliefs of the late Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and his concept of
clerical rule, velayat-e faqih, or government by the jurisprudent has
intensified since the 1979 Iranian
revolution.
This rivalry centres on Iraq’s holy
city of Najaf, south of Baghdad,
and Iran’s Qom, lying on the northwestern fringe of the Dasht-e Kavir,
the Great Salt Desert.

Who comes after
Sistani is extremely
important
Najaf contains the tomb of Hussein, the Prophet Mohammad’s
cousin and son-in-law and the most
revered of the Shia martyrs. He was
seen as the prophet’s rightful successor after Mohammad’s death in
632 AD, but Hussein was killed by
the Sunni Umayyads in the Battle
of Karbala in 680 AD. For centuries
Najaf was the holiest city in Shia Islam.
Najaf began losing its pre-eminence with the establishment of
modern Iraq in 1921. Its influence

waned further during Saddam Hussein’s harsh suppression of Shia Islam. When Khomeini took power in
Iran, he promoted Qom as it gave
legitimacy to his rule.
Najaf languished until Saddam
was toppled in the US-led invasion
of March 2003. With Iraq’s Shia taking the reins of power, Najaf has undergone a renaissance as the Vatican of the Shias, focusing more on
theology than politics and playing a
critical role in restoring stability to a
country struggling with itself.

Tehran is well aware
it faces a problem
with Iraqi Shias’
loyalty to Sistani
Call this the battle for Iraq’s soul.
The theological rivalry is key
right now because Sistani, who
holds the title of al-marjaa al-akbar
— the greatest source of emulation
— of the world’s 150 million Shias,
has his seat in Najaf. He is almost 85
and is expected to step down soon.
The white-bearded Sistani, an Iranian by birth, is the acknowledged
leader of Iraq’s Shias and widely
revered. He has never been linked
to the Iranian regime and is deeply
opposed to Khomeini’s concept of
clerical rule.
Tehran wants one of its own
ayatollahs, Iraqi-born Mahmoud
Hashemi Shahroudi, 65, to replace
Sistani, a move that would give
Tehran an immensely powerful
platform to influence Iraq’s Shia
and possibly transplant the Islamic
revolution.
Shahroudi is a diehard Khomeinist, a senior member of the hardline clerical hierarchy that rules Iran
and a former judiciary chief with
a brutal record against opponents
of the Tehran regime. He played a
major role in crushing the reformist
movement led by former president,
Mohammad Khatami.
It is ironic then that Sistani
helped promote the sharpest instrument in the Iranians’ efforts to
gain dominion in Iraq: the Shia militias, trained, armed and funded
by Tehran, which are the main bulwark against ISIS.
On June 13, 2014, Sistani, the
most venerated cleric in the land,
urged Iraqi Shias to join the militias

Can the allegiance be challenged? A portrait of Grand Ayatollah al-Sistani on an Iraqi military vehicle.
to defend their homeland against
the jihadists, and they did, by the
thousands.
He saw them as part of the Iraqi
military. But the militias are now
tightly controlled by Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps and
the political power of their leaders
is growing rapidly.
It is hard to believe that Sistani
so unwittingly aided those who
seek his departure in a far-reaching
Iranian effort, led by Iran’s powerful Shia clergy, to establish Iranian
dominance.
Tehran is well aware it faces a
problem with Iraqi Shias’ loyalty
to Sistani and knows that deeprooted historical and theological
differences make Iranian control far
from assured. These days, Baghdad
and other Iraqi cities are plastered
with portraits of Khomeini and current Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, along with posters of
Iranian commanders killed fighting
ISIS, a reminder that Iranian blood
is helping keep the jihadists at bay.
From Sistani to the man in the
street, “there’s been a backlash in

Iraq at the grass-roots and at the
highest political and religious levels”, observed Iraqi analyst Hayder al-Khoei of London’s Chatham
House think-tank.

The rivalry centres
on Iraq’s holy city of
Najaf and Iran’s Qom
The graffiti campaign is the work
of the vast network of influence that
Iran has built over the years in all
sections of Iraqi society. Since June
2014, when ISIS captured the northern city of Mosul and proclaimed
its Islamic caliphate, Iran has been
doling out millions of dollars to Iraqi clerics as well as politicians and
tribal leaders to establish their own
Shia militias and expand Tehran’s
influence. The feeling is increasingly that the Iranians, wary of a direct confrontation with Sistani, are
simply waiting for him to die before
claiming the religious guardianship
of the Shia holy cities.
“Iran’s government is eagerly
awaiting Sistani’s death,” said Ayad

Jamaluddin, an Iraqi cleric and a
member of Iraq’s post-Saddam parliament from 2005 to 2010.
“If Shahroudi assumes the mantle of leadership in Najaf, Khomeini’s work will be complete — the
old Shia faith, with its institutions
and its moderate outlook, will have
been replaced by the new faith of
Khomeinist political Shi’ism.”
Renad Mansour, an Iraqi scholar
of the Carnegie Middle East Centre
in Beirut, said “Iran has gained immense influence in Iraq” since US
military forces withdrew.
But, he said, “Iran is not happy.
The trust that Iran used to have in
Iraqi parties is no longer there. The
number one consideration for Iran
is security. It must have a friendly
government in Baghdad. The religious element is very important…
“Sistani has the power to dismantle the Shia militias. Many of
these fighters are pro-Sistani. His
message is important and it will be
interesting to see if he will, or can,
follow through if he has to. Who
comes after Sistani is extremely important.”

Iraq’s parliament investigates army capitulation to ISIS in Mosul
Omar Hejab

Baghdad

A

n Iraqi 26-member parliamentary committee investigating the June 2014 army
capitulation to Islamic
State (ISIS) militants in
the northern city of Mosul is reporting problems getting answers from
some of the top officials being questioned.
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city,
405 kilometres north of the capital,
fell on June 6, 2014, in an ISIS offensive that was directed more against
Iraq’s western desert province of
Anbar. At the time, Iraqi media reported that many troops in Mosul
abandoned their positions, weapons
and uniforms as they fled the militants’ advance.
The army’s humiliating defeat was
widely blamed on a lack of coordination between the commander of the
Iraqi armed forces; Nuri al-Maliki,
who was then prime minister; and
generals in the field. Media reports
suggested Maliki declined a Kurdish offer to have peshmerga forces
intercede to stop the ISIS onslaught.
Mosul’s capture was a disastrous
setback for the Iraqi government
and exposed the weaknesses of its
army — once the world’s fifth largest before being dissolved in the
wake of the US-led invasion of Iraq
in 2003.
Maliki, who agreed to step down

to allow Haider al-Abadi to form a
new cabinet on August 14, 2014, is
one of two vice presidents who are
both being questioned, according to
Kurdish lawmaker Shakhawan Abdullah who is deputy to the investigative committee’s chief, Hakem
Zamli. The other vice president being questioned is Osama al-Nujayfi,
who was Iraq’s parliament speaker
at the time of Mosul’s fall, Abdulah
said.
“The committee is trying to identify and hold accountable all those
who were responsible for the fall
of Mosul,” said Abdullah, a Kurdish
lawmaker who is the rapporteur of
the investigating committee and

also a member of Iraq’s security
committee.
He said the investigating committee’s findings will be binding to the
government, including the cabinet
and the judiciary.
Abdullah said the focus of the
investigation “is the role played by
senior army commanders, officials
in government, including parliament, as well as local state representatives based in the city at the
time”. Abdullah said the investigation also includes Joint Operations
Commander
Lieutenant-General
Abboud Qanbar, Ground Forces
Commander Lieutenant-General Ali
Ghaidan, and Commander of Nin-

A fighter from the Islamic State mans an anti-aircraft gun in
Mosul, in July 2014.

eveh Operations Lieutenant-General Mahdi al-Gharrawi.
Others being questioned include
Masoud Barzani, president of the
Iraqi Kurdistan Region since 2005,
said Zamli who is also president of
Iraq’s parliamentary Security and
Defence Committee.
“Arrest warrants will be issued against all those proven to
be involved in Mosul’s fall,” Zamli
warned in an early July news conference in Baghdad. He said officials
believed to have fled abroad would
be arrested and extradited with assistance from Interpol.
Zamli admitted the investigation
was facing hurdles, mainly difficulties receiving answers from some
of the more than 100 public figures,
including 36 top officials and witnesses, who were summoned for
questioning.
He said Barzani refused to reply
to some committee questions on
grounds that some are “private”.
But he noted without elaborating
that Barzani’s partial reply was “useful” and provided insight to the investigation.
Separately, Abdullah said in June
that Maliki and Nujayfi did not respond at all.
He said Barzani only “replied to
some of the 12 questions we asked
him but most of his answers didn’t
touch on how ISIS entered Mosul.
The reply was rather on “Mosul’s
situation two months before Daesh
conquered it”, he added, using the
Arabic acronym for ISIS.

In a reply statement, the Kurdistan Region presidency said the committee’s questions to Barzani had
“indirect accusations” and that they
were “irrelevant” and “misleading”.
It implicitly accused Maliki of shouldering all responsibility.
Iraqi media quoted Abadi, the current Iraqi prime minister, as vowing
to “punish” any official involved in
crimes that resulted in Iraqi deaths.
“No one will be immune from the legal accountability,” Abadi said.
Babacar Zebari, the army’s chief
of staff, has publicly accused Maliki
of the ultimate responsibility for
Mosul’s fall. In remarks to local media, he said Maliki ignored a request
from Kurdish leaders pleading for
air strikes on ISIS militants on the
outskirts of Mosul, prior to the city’s
fall. Commander of Nineveh Operations Mahdi Gharrawi, in press remarks before he disappeared in the
wake of Mosul’s capture, said he and
his forces had fought advancing ISIS
militants until the army was ordered
to retreat by Maliki, Ghaidan and
Qanbar.
Gharrawi may face a military tribunal; if found guilty, he faces the
death sentence.
Ghaidan, Qanbar and Gharrawi
and other senior army officers who
fled the battlefield before their
troops when ISIS invaded Mosul
have since disappeared.
Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly
correspondent covering Iraq.
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How prison breaks helped ISIS
James Bruce

Beirut

O

n July 21, 2013, as many
as 800 inmates broke
out of Iraqi prisons when
teams of highly disciplined fighters of the Islamic State (ISIS) attacked the facilities, using suicide bombers to blow
holes in the high walls and dozens of
gunmen and mortar crews to cover
the mass escapes.
The operation bore the ISIS hallmark: innovative and meticulous
planning and bold execution. The
main breakout at the notorious Abu
Ghraib prison west of Baghdad rang
alarms in the Iraqi capital and Washington for it was a signal that big
trouble was coming.
Among the escapees were some
500 seasoned jihadist fighters and
master bomb-makers but more important, dozens of senior and midlevel commanders, including the
group’s “minister of war”, Adnan Ismail Najim Abdullah al-Dulaimi, aka
Abdul Rahman al-Bilawi.
The Abu Ghraib breakout was one
of several mass escapes engineered
by ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi,
who in July 2012, two years after taking over the group, unveiled a battle strategy called “Destroying the
Walls”, the prime mission of which
was to free thousands of jihadists
from prison to form the backbone of
his new army.
His strategy to establish an Islamic caliphate, evoking Islam’s centuries of conquest and expansion,
from Spain to the East Indies and
even China, owed much to the former Ba’athist leaders who had been
Saddam Hussein’s generals and
intelligence chiefs and who were
among the Abu Ghraib escapees.
The prison breaks were an enormously successful operation for
ISIS and a disaster for counterterrorism forces. “We just lost track of
everyone we didn’t kill who was in

A 2006 photo of prisoners walking out of Abu Ghraib prison west of Baghdad.
al-Qaeda during the surge” of 200607, one Western intelligence analyst
confessed.
It was these escapees who have
made ISIS the most feared terrorist
group on the planet, eclipsing its
parent, al-Qaeda, and planned the
capture of Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, in northern Iraq on June 10,
2014, and the strategic city of Ramadi, 100 kilometres west of Baghdad,
from May 15th to 17th.
In both instances Iraqi Army garrisons fled in disarray, abandoning
vast stores of tanks and armoured
vehicles along with weapons and
ammunition.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider alAbadi had to call on Iranian-backed
Shia militias to stem the advances
of ISIS’s Sunni jihadists, who now
threaten Baghdad. But in doing so,

Abadi — like his equally beleaguered
Syrian counterpart, Bashar Assad
— had to rely on Iran and its many
proxies, such as the Iraqi Shia militias, for survival.

Prison breaks were
successful for ISIS
and a disaster for
counterterrorism
forces
That infuriates the already disillusioned Sunni Iraqis and drives them
into the arms of ISIS, which, despite
its horrendous brutality, wants to
portray itself as the defender of Sunni Islam.
It is this that is the key to understanding how ISIS has been able to
grow, amassing vast economic re-

sources and a seemingly endless
supply of recruits and reverse major
setbacks with surprise attacks that
leave its foes reeling.
ISIS has proved to be resilient
since it emerged from the wreckage
of al-Qaeda in Iraq in 2010.
About 20 of its 43 command echelon leaders have been killed, mainly in US air strikes, US intelligence
sources told The Arab Weekly. But
it remains a highly effective fighting
force and still controls vast regions
of Iraq and Syria, with a constant
supply of volunteers from across the
Arab world, Asia and Europe.
Baghdadi proclaimed this an Islamic caliphate on June 29, 2014,
at a stroke nullifying the artificial
borders imposed on the Levant by
the British and French after the fall
of the Ottoman Empire in the first

world war and which have been a
source of conflict ever since.
By invoking the religious legitimacy of the glory days when Muslims
ruled much of the Middle East, ISIS
has made Baghdad, once the seat of
the powerful Abbasid dynasty (7501258) that symbolised Muslim power, a major target.
Taking the Iraqi capital would
confer immense legitimacy on Baghdadi’s caliphate across the Muslim
world. He declared that all other
Muslim governments had lost legitimacy and that Muslims everywhere
must reject “democracy, secularism,
nationalism as well as other garbage
and ideas from the West”.
The “long slumber of the darkness
of neglect” is over, he proclaimed.
“The sun of jihad has risen” and
Muslims “will own the Earth”.

Marketing ISIS: Turning terror into tweets
View poi nt

Mona Alami

S

ince its inception in
2010, the Islamic State
(ISIS) has relied on an
effective marketing
strategy, rivalling that of
any successful advertising agency. In the manner of
global business powerhouses,
ISIS has developed a strong brand
and put in place a communications strategy carefully adapted
to its target market: the Muslim
world.
Its savvy manipulation of social
media also provided recognition
and notoriety for its militants,
encouraging acts of barbaric
savagery and suicide operations
that have become ISIS hallmarks,
as in the June 26th attacks in
France, Tunisia and Kuwait.
That spasm of bloodshed
included a beheading, the mass
shooting of tourists on a beach
and the suicide bombing of a
mosque. Hundreds of people
were killed, maimed or wounded.
That does not sound like something anyone can sell, but ISIS
has.
ISIS has found a way to sell the
unsellable. It has found a market
that few understood was there.
ISIS, like any other brand, relies
on easily recognisable icons to
propagate its message. Everyone who has witnessed on

Savvy manipulation of
social media provided
recognition and notoriety
for its militants

social media images of ISIS
beheadings or its symbol, the
black flag, will immediately
recognise even a glimpse of it.
This is because icons are
powerful and emotional: think of
Coca-Cola’s logo. ISIS has chosen
a symbol known to all, in this case
the Islamic declaration of faith,
and placed it on black flag.
In its beheading videos, ISIS
relies heavily on powerful
colours: black balaclavas for the
executioners and orange jumpsuits for the victims.
On the face of it, ISIS has linked
its brand with a compelling
narrative, restoration of the
Islamic caliphate that ended in
1924 with the fall of the Ottoman
Empire and that has once again
seemingly been restored by God
under Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi who
claims descent from the Prophet
Mohammad.
ISIS’s approach to communications is highly sophisticated and
shows the significant resources
dedicated by the group to its
high-tech media centre, which
issues magazines and slick videos
showing torture and execution in
Syria, Iraq, Libya and Egypt.
“ISIS is applying a high level of
creativity aiming at terrorising
people,” observed Nisreen Sadek,
a communications expert and
producer in Dubai. “Their videos
are highly technical and produced
with the style of Hollywood
movies, entailing the use of
several cameras and people with
expertise, something that’s very
difficult to achieve in a theatre of
war.”
ISIS also produces Dabiq, a
glossy propaganda magazine that

features the organisation’s
ideology and successes as well as
stories about its fighters. This
online content is generally
uploaded to hosting services and
disseminated by supporters on
Twitter, Facebook or Instagram
and uses clever hashtags.
A recent Brookings Institution
Twitter census estimated that in
September-December 2014 “at
least 46,000 Twitter accounts
were used by ISIS supporters,
although not all of them were
active at the same time”. The
study said each ISIS supporter has
an average of 1,000 followers, a
figure considerably higher than
an ordinary Twitter user.
ISIS-supporting accounts were
also considerably more active
than non-supporting users,
according to the study. It
observed that much of ISIS’s
social media success can be
attributed to a relatively small
group of “hyperactive users,
numbering
between 500 and
2,000 accounts,
which tweet in
concentrated
bursts of high
volume”.
These users
understand and
speak the
language of
ISIS’s target
audience, young
Muslims and
possible
converts
generally aged
between 20 and 30 who feel
marginalised and alienated,
whether they live in Arab coun-

ISIS has
found a way
to sell the
unsellable

Multilingual
hacking

tries or the West.
By resorting to poster boys for
brutality such as the infamous
“Jihadi John”, who appeared in
the videoed beheadings of
journalists James Foley and
Steven Sotloff, ISIS has been able
to appeal to a new generation, an
essential element of its ambitious
expansionist plans. “Jihadi John”,
the nickname of British national
Mohammed Emwazi, is now a
celebrity figure in extremist
circles.
ISIS has also sought to show
jihadists in a more personable
way. Abu Hamza al-Britani, a
21-year-old Londoner of Pakistani
origin was depicted being teased
in 2014 about his insatiable
appetite by his fellow ISIS
militants. Besides his love of junk
food and sweets, Abu Hamza’s
favourite topic of conversation is
the pet kitten he left behind to go
for jihad.
By using such figures, ISIS has
attracted a large pool of youngsters who, once indoctrinated, can be used to spread
the ISIS message.
In her book What Terrorists Want: Understanding The
Enemy, Containing The
Threat, Irish political scientist Louise Richardson states
that terrorists seek revenge,
reaction and renown. ISIS
publicising its jihadists’ acts of
war and victorious military
offensives achieves exactly
that.
Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese
analyst and a fellow at the Rafik
Hariri Center for the Atlantic
Council. She lives in Beirut.
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Saudi comedian mocks ISIS in popular TV show
Dubai

A

new TV satire programme
has become a hit in the
Arab world by mocking
some of the region’s most
serious issues, from the
intractable Sunni-Shia divide and
religious extremism to the brutality
of the Islamic State (ISIS).
The show, Selfie, has also drawn
a backlash. ISIS sympathisers have
made death threats against its Saudi
star and top writer. One mainstream
Saudi cleric denounced the show for
heresy for mocking the country’s
ultraconservative religious establishment. That has made it the buzz
of the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, which is peak television viewing season in the Middle East.

ISIS sympathisers
have made death
threats against its
Saudi star and top
writer
Nasser al-Qasabi, the series’ star,
and its writer, Khalaf al-Harbi, told
the Associated Press (AP) in their
first interview with foreign media
that they expected the backlash but
were not prepared for the popularity. It is one of the top shows on MBC,
the privately owned Saudi network
that airs it, and has been the talk of
Gulf media.
Al-Qasabi says the series’ dark
humour reveals just how tragic the
situation across the Middle East has
become.
“What’s coming is darker,” he
said. “Maybe I am a bit pessimistic,
and I hope that I am wrong, but I
don’t think I am.”
In one of the show’s episodes, alQasabi plays a would-be caliph starting his own ISIS-style militia but
he is surrounded by buffoons and
hypocrites. His mufti, or top cleric,
never finished school. He strug-

gles to find ways to differentiate his
group — his group’s flag is the same
as ISIS’s notorious banner but with
the black and white colours flipped.
When one of his cronies boasts of
plans for a mass beheading, the caliph complains that he wants a new
form of execution.
“Behead, behead, behead. That’s
all you got?” he groans, before suggesting the captives be put in a
freezer. It is particularly bitter humour given the increasingly grisly
ways ISIS has killed captives.
In the show’s most popular skit,
al-Qasabi plays a Saudi father whose
son has run off to join ISIS. He smuggles himself into Syria, pretends to
be a jihadi joining ISIS and tries to
convince his son to return home. It
is a more serious episode, showing
his horror at ISIS’s “perversions” of
Islam and at the group’s atrocities —
and his torment as he tries to avoid
committing atrocities himself in his
disguise.
It has comic moments as well as
he fumbles his way through militant
training and is chased around the
bed by a militant bride who is forced
on him by the group and who has
dedicated her life to pleasing jihadis
as a means of going to heaven.
Other, lower-budget Iraqi and Syrian TV shows have mocked ISIS and
other militants but Selfie stands out
with its high production values —
and the fact that it is a show with
Saudi actors on a Saudi network at
times mocking attitudes to religion
in the kingdom, where there is little
tolerance for discussing the many
taboos.
In one episode, two Saudi men
meet at an airport in Europe and
bond over their love of women, alcohol and hard partying. But, though
neither is religious, their budding
friendship takes a nosedive when
they discover that one is Sunni and
the other Shia. They argue until airport security detains them. When
police discover they are fighting

Saudi comedian Nasser al-Qasabi, centre, in a scene from his recent TV show titled Selfie.
over a split that happened 1,400
years ago, they send the two to a
mental hospital.

Al-Qasabi says the
series’ dark humour
reveals just how
tragic the situation
across the Middle
East has become
Another skit lampooned Saudi
Arabia’s powerful ultraconservative religious establishment and its
stance against music. That was the
show that prompted cleric Saeed bin
Mohammed bin Farwa to accuse alQasabi and MBC of heresy.
Columnist Hamad al-Majid criti-

cised the show in the Saudi-owned
Asharq al-Awsat newspaper, saying
that in its attempt to ridicule extremism the series also disrespected
Islamic traditions and made generalisations, especially about Saudi
Arabia. Al-Qasabi said he views his
acting career as his own form of jihad, which in Islam literally means
any struggle in the path to God.
“Offering something positive that
raises awareness of issues, I see this
as jihad,” he said. “Jihad is that you
raise your children well. Jihad is
that you work and are on a path to
doing things well. Jihad is that you
are good at your work… Life is one
great jihad.”
Al-Qasabi and al-Harbi are no
strangers to controversy. They both
worked on Tash ma Tash (No Big

Deal), a long-running comedy that
ruffled feathers for its handling of
sensitive issues in Saudi society.
Al-Harbi said he wanted to kick it
up a notch with Selfie. He explained
the title, saying the show is trying to
give a snapshot of Arab society.
Selfie’s biggest success, said alHarbi, is in exposing how extremist
groups manipulate religion. He said
the show delivered that message
to the Arab public more effectively
than lectures or government-controlled newspapers.
“I felt this is a weapon that will
reach the audience,” he said. “If
it was just something comical, we
would have focused on easy societal
issues that aren’t dangerous and are
guaranteed safe.”
(The Associated Press)

Death spectacles from the Romans to ISIS

View poi nt

Nejib
Ben Lazreg

I

mages are an important
means of conveying messages. In antiquity, sculptures and bas-reliefs often
served as ideological
iconography loaded with
messages, especially when they
were related to those who were in
power.
Fast-forward to 2015 and the
recent spectacle staged (and recorded) by the Islamic State (ISIS):
The execution of 25 Syrian soldiers
by teenage boys in the ancient Roman theatre of Palmyra, performed
in front of male spectators.
In Roman civilisation, the theatre was the symbol of high culture
and refinement. Any city that
aimed to be recognised as Roman
and belong to the civilised sphere
had to boast at least one theatre.
Political elites competed, in the patronage fever that animated their
careers, to sponsor the construction of theatres and to pay for the
actors.
The theatre was meant to host
comic shows and, thus, bring
entertainment, pleasure and happiness to the general public. It also
offered more serious tragedies,
which could only be followed by
the social and educated elites.
However, the deaths and suicides
acted out on stage were never real.
They were lyrical, designed to

With the ISIS spectacle,
Barbarians are butchering
regular soldiers who
served their own country

Death show at Palmyra amphitheatre.
evoke models of heroism, sacrifice
for family and country, abnegation
and altruism.
Theatres reflected the skills of
Roman architects, who built solid
edifices capable of hosting thousands of spectators while providing efficient acoustics. Thousands
of theatres were built across the
Roman Empire and had an important role in projecting high culture,
which the Greeks called paideia,
and the Romans humanitas.
It is hard to imagine how the
builders of the magnificent theatre
at Palmyra would react to the ISIS
video.
One cannot idealise the Romans.
We know more than enough how
cruel and ruthless they were in
pursuit of imperial greatness. They
destroyed all that was in their way.
But they replaced it by a structured
and cultured civilisation.

The amphitheatre, which is a
Roman architectural invention,
epitomises both the greatness and
the vileness of Roman civilisation.
The building reflects the greatest
of Roman technical achievements.
But in contrast to theatres, what
happened inside amphitheatres
was cruelty: Fights to the death by
gladiators (mostly slaves), public
executions of Christians and other
atrocities.
The Romans were able to
conceive and build structures according to the need and the use —
theatres for comedies and dramas;
amphitheatres for bloody combat
and death penalties.
In the case of ISIS, the show
organisers are incapable of
building anything. Rather, they
merely used an edifice erected
by a former advanced civilisation
and perverted its use for macabre

The bloody
Roman
amphitheatre
shows were
meant as an
example,
to establish
order and to
protect the
empire

purposes, instead of for happiness
and culture. This is consistent with
ISIS’s ideology and techniques,
which damns Western culture and
all things civilised, while using and
abusing the inventions of the West,
such as social media.
ISIS organisers of the macabre
spectacle at Palmyra were similar
to the Romans in two respects: in
their use of the theatre for tragedy
(although in their case, for real
tragedy) and in their anti-feminism,
for the public includes only males.
In the ISIS video, we see an audience which is calm and disciplined,
much like the attendees of real
theatres. I surmise that this audience was dragged by force to attend
the executions and are frozen on
their seats in terror under the menacing eyes of machine gun-toting
jihadists.
The bloody Roman amphitheatre
shows were meant as an example,
to establish order and to protect the
empire from internal and external dangers, because the victims
were domestic outlaws or foreign
enemies. With the ISIS spectacle, it
is the opposite: Barbarians butchering regular soldiers who served
their own country, which protected
this theatre and used it for joyful
festivals.
History has witnessed cultural
destruction before, often during
times of war, and ISIS’s pillaging
of Palmyra will certainly not be
the last example. But ISIS went
further. By staging their inhuman
spectacle in an ancient edifice of
architectural and cultural grandeur,
they are committing a perversion
against civilisation and an assault
on humanity.
Nejib Ben Lazreg is a Tunisian
archaeologist.
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Tunisia struggling with Sousse’s aftermath
Soumaya Sokkar
and Yassine Halila

Tunis

T

unisia continues to struggle with the aftershocks
of the June 26th bloody
rampage that cost the
lives of 38 foreign tourists
in Sousse.
A lone shooter killed 30 Britons,
three Irish nationals, two Germans,
one Belgian, one Portuguese and a
Russian. The attack was claimed by
the Islamic State (ISIS) terror group.
Tunisian authorities’ foremost
priority since the attack has been to
reassure foreigners — and Tunisians
— that the country is safe, especially
after speculation that dormant terror cells might be lurking, waiting
to strike.
New measures include the deployment of more than 100,000
police, national guard and civil protection officers in addition to the
army. About 3,000 security guards
were assigned to protect beaches,
hotels and archaeological sites in
the country.
“Since the attack, the security
forces have carried out more than
700 operations resulting in the arrests of 127 suspected members of
terrorist gangs,” Tunisian Government Minister Kamel Jendoubi said.
With the July 4th declaration of
a state of emergency, the Tunisian
Army could play a more important role in cities and
around key installations but authorities
had to deal with concerns of human rights
groups over possible restrictions to freedoms. “Imposing a state of emergency does
not give the Tunisian government
the right to gut basic rights and
freedoms,” New York-based Human
Rights Watch said in a statement.
For Jendoubi, such concerns are
unwarranted. “When security is
targeted and we face armed criminals… the first right is to ensure
security and guarantee the right to
life,” he said. The state of emergency “only raises the level of vigilance
in the country… It has been put into
practice but has never threatened
freedom in Tunisia”.
President Beji Caid Essebsi insisted in parliament on July 8th that
security measures were aimed “at

preserving the democratic achievements” in the country.
A recent opinion survey by Tunisian polling company Emrhod
showed that more than 78% of the
Tunisian public supported the declaration of state of emergency.
The United Kingdom dealt a serious blow to Tunisia’s confidencebuilding measures when it decided
on July 9th to warn against all but
essential travel to Tunisia. Denmark and Ireland also warned
against travel to Tunisia.
The negative signals from Europe made the economic toll of
the Sousse attack even heavier.
UK travel operators announced,
right after the London advice to
UK citizens to leave Tunisia, that
they will stay away from Tunisia
until end of the year.
Tourism Minister Salma
Rekik had predicted that the
Sousse episode would lose
Tunisia about $500 million
in revenue but that figure could be revised
upward.
The
economy overall is
expected
to
slow. Finance
Minister Slim
Chaker said
he expected
economic
growth
to

drop to about 1% in 2015, compared
with 2.3% in 2014.
The North African country’s tourism industry represents about 7%
of the nation’s gross domestic product.

Regional security concerns complicate Tunisia’s task. Speaking to
parliament, Prime Minister Habib
Essid said 15,000 people “have
been prohibited from leaving the
country to reach conflict zones”.
Although authorities describe the
measure as purely precautionary,
the huge number of Tunisians affected by the travel ban reflects the
magnitude of the problem posed by
the nation’s would-be jihadists.
The most serious terrorist attacks
in Tunisia since 2013 have been
perpetrated by Tunisian jihadists
trained in Libya. On March 18th,
21 tourists and a policeman were
killed in an attack on the Bardo National Museum in Tunis. The two
terrorists, like the June 26th Sousse
shooter, were said to have been
trained in Libya.
“Libya is our problem,” a Tunisian security source told Reuters.
“If Libya were stable, with one
government and one army, then Tunisia would be safer. All the attacks
were planned in Libya.”
The decision to prevent
young Tunisians travelling
coincided with a warning
by UN experts who said
on July 10th that about
5,500 Tunisians were
fighting alongside jihadists abroad, urging Tunis to adopt
a “national strategic plan” to curb
the flow.

A British tourist queues at the check-in counter at the Enfidha
International airport.

“The number of Tunisian foreign
fighters is one of the highest among
those travelling to join conflicts
abroad such as in Syria and Iraq,”
said Elzbieta Karska, head of a UN
working group on the use of mercenaries.
“Sophisticated travel networks
operate to take recruits across the
porous borders,” Karska said after
an eight-day mission to Tunisia.
She drew a clear picture of the
itinerary followed by Tunisian jihadists. “Testimony has documented that the routes taken entail travel
through Libya, then Turkey and its
border at Antakya and then Syria,”
she said.

More than 78% of
the Tunisian public
supported the
declaration of state
of emergency
Karska also pointed to possible
links between mercenaries and foreign recruits to groups such as the
Islamic State (ISIS).
“It was reported to us that recruiters in these networks are well paid.
One figure given is that of $3,000 to
$10,000 per new recruit, depending
on the person’s qualifications,” she
said. She said an estimated 4,000
Tunisians were in Syria, 1,000-1,500
in Libya, 200 in Iraq, 60 in Mali
and 50 in Yemen. About 625 who
returned from Iraq are being prosecuted, the expert said.
To stem the flow of fighters, Tunisians were specifically trying to
prevent the movement of jihadists
across the country’s southern border. The Tunisian Army and contractors are building a barrier along
part of the border with Libya to
keep out extremists.
Essid told Tunisian TV the barrier
will cover 168 kilometres — about
one-third of the border — and will
include fencing, a sand wall, trenches and surveillance posts.
But even with fences erected, Tunisian authorities will have to deal
with Salafists radicalised and recruited at home. Preventing them
from committing acts of terror will
be a priority every day and every
minute of the day. The country cannot afford more mayhem.
Soumaya Sokkar and Yassine Halila
are Arab Weekly correspondents in
Tunis.

Tunisia needs support in the face of terror
View poi nt

Claude
Salhani
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t is quite understandable
that the British government
and Danish leaders are
concerned for the safety of
their nationals in the wake
of recent attacks by Islamist
terrorists on Tunisian sites
favoured by tourists: the Bardo
National Museum in Tunis and a
popular beach resort in Sousse,
where a gunman walked through
the resort firing indiscriminately
at foreign tourists in a coldblooded attack. Thirty-eight
people were killed; all but eight
were Britons.
Showing such concern is, after
all, what governments are meant
to do. But calling tourists to shun
any one country carries consequences. In the case of Tunisia,
the call on British travellers and
other countries following suit will

Asking people not to
travel to Tunisia is
precisely what the
terrorists hoped to
achieve

deeply affect Tunisia’s tourism
business. It will swell the ranks of
the unemployed in a country
where jihadist formations seem to
have implanted solid radicalisation and recruitment venues.
More young Tunisians have
volunteered to fight in the ranks
of the Islamic State (ISIS) than in
most other Arab countries, about
5,500 by some estimates. Many
have returned to Tunisia,
equipped with rudimentary
military training and some
presumably acting as “sleepers”,
waiting to strike.
In light of threats from jihadists
who have declared war on just
about everyone who does not
accept their distorted vision of
Islam, this problem is not just
Tunisia’s. It concerns Britain as
much and the right approach at
this crucial time for Tunisia is to
give full support to the country’s
government and its people who
are fighting for a democratic way
of life.
If Britain believes the situation
is so worrisome that it calls for its
nationals to pack up and leave,
then, by George, it’s high time for
Britain and Western allies to make
a stand against the terrorists — in
Tunisia.

Asking people not to travel to
Tunisia is precisely what the
terrorists hoped to achieve. The
intent of the cowardly terrorist
acts is twofold: first, to kill as
many foreigners as possible, and
second, to strike a blow at
Tunisia’s economy, which will
render the government weak,
facilitating the work of radical
Islamists who hope that their
nefarious actions will create the
type of generalised anarchy they
seek, allowing them to wrangle
their way into power.
Why are the jihadists so
focused on Tunisia?
Tunisia represents everything
they want to abolish. The people
of Tunisia were the first in the
Arab world to rise up against their
authoritarian regime and force
the government to change. They
demonstrated that they were able
to have fair elections and voted to
follow a democratic approach to
governance. All along they have
rejected theocratic government
and way of life.
Tunisia is under siege and it is
of great importance that Europe
and the United States not hesitate
in supporting the government
and the people of Tunisia. In
many ways the country will be

Buttressing
the country’s
economic
and
democratic
experiment
would
require
clearly
supportive
initiatives
from the
West

looked at as a test case by radical
Islamists to gauge the West’s
reaction, determination and
commitment to supporting
smaller pro-Western countries.
Tunisia needs two things in the
immediate level. It needs financial aid to get over the economic
disaster of losing an entire tourist
season — if not many more — and
military assistance.
Tunisia’s status as a “nonNATO ally” of the United States
has just been approved, paving
the way for enhanced security
cooperation between the countries.
This privileged position offers
Tunisia a number of advantages
in training and equipment
acquisition that would help it
fight terrorism but today’s
security needs of Tunisia encompass more than that. Buttressing
the country’s economic and
democratic experiment would
require clearly supportive
initiatives from the West as it
faces the current terrorism
onslaught.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
Follow him on Twitter @
Claudesalhani.
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Libya: Agreeing to peace
terms but without the GNC
Michel Cousins

Tunis

E

fforts to bring peace to
troubled Libya took a step
forward when most of the
delegates to UN-brokered
negotiations in Morocco
initialled an amended draft agreement submitted by UN Special Envoy Bernardino Leon.
Nonetheless, the process is far
from ended.
“Initialling” does not mean the
same as “signing”. By initialling the
draft, negotiators simply approved
the content and can now select a
prime minister, two deputy prime
ministers and address other items
in the annexes to the agreement.
These include the priorities for
the Government of National Accord, a mechanism for choosing
the members of the State Council
and the organisation of its functions and terms for the administration of Libyan financial policies
and national assets.

Efforts to bring
peace to troubled
Libya took a step
forward
Once chosen, the prime minister
and his deputies will select the rest
of the government whose names
will be added to the appendices
and the entire draft is to then be
sent to the House of Representatives for approval.
If it is approved, the delegates
will formally sign the agreement,
the Government of National Accord
will be set up and Libya will be in a
new situation.
But there is a major complication: The team from the continuing
General National Congress (GNC) in

Tripoli did not sign the draft.
The GNC took exception to
amendments and decided that its
delegates would not return to Morocco unless Leon agreed to address changes it wants in the text.
More importantly, it demands Leon
accept its interpretation of the Supreme Court ruling last November,
that the House of Representatives
does not legally exist and that the
GNC is the only legitimate Libyan
legislature.
Such a demand would unravel the
draft, which is based on the idea
that the House of Representatives,
elected in 2014, is Libya’s main
legislature. The GNC was given
the secondary role of contributing 90 members to the 120-seat
State Council, which is effectively
an advisory upper chamber in the
Libyan parliament. In an early version of the draft, the council had
limited powers but in the amended
versions these were removed at the
House of Representatives’ insistence, which is what prompted the
GNC to walk away.
After its boycott decision, there
were appeals to it to return to Morocco, repeated by Leon at the July
11th initialling. But he and the delegates who turned up have taken
the view that they can live without
the GNC, at least for now.
That may strike many as bizarre.
After all, the initial idea of the
dialogue was to achieve peace in
Libya by bringing together the rival
groupings in the country: the internationally recognised one consisting of the House of Representatives
in Tobruk as well the government
of Abdullah al-Thinni in Beida and
the Libyan National Army, and the
unrecognised one in Tripoli consisting of the GNC together with
the “government” of Khalifa Ghwell and the Libya Dawn militias,
as well as a small grouping of regular army officers, supporting it.

Going ahead with the initialling
without the GNC followed by the
selection of the prime minister and
government negates that original
idea.
Moreover, a Government of National Accord will not be able to go
to Tripoli as planned because the
militias there, which are the real
masters of the city, will not allow
it. Libya will therefore continue
with rival structures: the GNC and
its government in Tripoli and the
Government of National Accord replacing the Thinni administration
elsewhere, possibly again Beida.
Libya will remain divided.
However, the reasons for the initialling are far more complex — one
might even say crafty.
For the international community,
notably the United States and European states, the prime concerns
in Libya are the rise of the Islamic
State (ISIS) and, to lesser extent, illegal migration.
In a bid to push the Libyan parties to agree on a Government of
National Accord, states such as
the United States and the United
Kingdom have constantly said
that they would provide support
to Libya, particularly military support to fight terrorism (but not stating what form that support might
take), only when a such a government is in place. But now, with the
growing presence of ISIS in Libya,
their concerns have become urgent.
The initialling of the agreement,
albeit without the GNC, brings the
Government of National Accord
and with it tough action against
ISIS much closer.
That, according to one ambassador at the initialling ceremony, was
the reason why it was decided to go
ahead without the GNC.
With the cracks in the Libya Dawn
edifice growing wider and the divide between Misrata and other

Morocco’s Foreign Minister Salaheddine Mezouar addresses
reporters before the latest round of a new version of a UNbrokered peace deal at the Palais des Congres of Skhirate in Rabat,
Morocco, July 11, 2015.
west Libyan towns and the House
of Representatives diminishing, it
may well be that Congress changes
its mind and allows delegates to return to Morocco to join the discussions on who should be in the new
government.
They could easily do so in response to Leon’s offer to them that
“in the weeks ahead we will… address the outstanding concerns” —
although the House of Representatives have made it plain that the
text of the draft is final and there
can be no changes.
The decision to initial it, in the

presence, moreover, of the mayors
of cities and towns previously solid
supporters of Libya Dawn — Misrata, Zliten, Emselata and, most striking of all, central Tripoli — certainly
provided a stark demonstration of
the GNC’s declining position and
its growing isolation.
There are those in the capital who
oppose both the Dialogue and who
have the power to prevent the GNC
delegates going to Morocco.
But the GNC may decide it has no
choice but to rejoin.
Leon and the delegates in Morocco are certainly banking on it.

under heavy shelling. His extended family had a total of 45 houses
there, built on a vast swath of land
owned by his late grandfather, he
said.
“Houses were first looted, then
burned down. We lost everything,”
Idrissi said as he and his relatives
huddled in a school turned into a
shelter.
Civilians in the city live against
the backdrop of gunshots and ambulance sirens that fill the night. In
May, more than 27 civilians were
killed, including 12 members of
one family who were preparing for
a wedding party when a rocket hit
their house.
The groom and five children were
among the dead.
The city’s residents also fear abductions at the hands of militiamen
from the Shura Council of Benghazi

Revolutionaries, an umbrella group
of hard-line militias that includes
Ansar al-Sharia, which the United
States blames for the September
2012 attack on the US consulate
in Benghazi that killed Ambassador Chris Stevens and three other
Americans.
Benghazi’s descent into all-out
war started in May 2014, when
Libyan General Khalifa Haftar,
once Qaddafi’s army chief who later
joined the opposition, launched
an offensive against the militias
blamed for a series of assassinations of the city’s army officers,
policemen, judges and journalists.
He soon formally joined ranks with
Libya’s elected government and,
since then, Haftar’s forces have taken back parts of Benghazi.
Essam al-Hamali, a member of
the Benghazi Crisis Committee,
said there are 140,000 displaced individuals in the city.
“Most of these families left their
homes in a hurry, taking whatever
they could grab,” he said. “Some
only had the clothes they were
wearing when the fighting began.”
Over the past five months, his
committee received a one-time
voucher of about $100 per person
for 481 families living in one Benghazi school.
In March, it got about 7,000 food
parcels from international donors
through the Libyan Aid Agency —
less than 1% of what is needed. It
was promised $20 million to $40
million in aid but the government
only delivered $5 million.
“We have declared Benghazi a
disaster zone,” Hamali said. “But it
seems that no one cares.”
(The Associated Press)

Ruin and rubble in Benghazi
Benghazi

T

he old courthouse in central Benghazi, Libya’s
second-largest city and
the birthplace of the uprising against Muammar
Qaddafi, is a shelled-out ruin — a
testimony to the destruction and
chaos that permeate this North African country four years after the civil
war that ousted the longtime dictator.
The building is steeped in symbolism. It was here that the rallying cry
first came against Qaddafi’s 42-year
rule. It was here that pro-democracy
protesters and rebels first raised the
tri-coloured Libyan flag, replacing
Qaddafi’s green banner.

Many landmarks
have been
destroyed, including
much of the Old City
Now, the courthouse is rubble,
like much of the rest of Benghazi.
Libya is bitterly divided between
an elected parliament and government that are cornered in the
country’s east with little power on
the ground and an Islamist militiabacked government in the west.
Hundreds of militias are aligned
with either side or on their own, battling for power and turf.
UN-backed talks between rival
factions have not managed to strike
a power-sharing deal. Meanwhile,
Libya’s Islamic State (ISIS) affiliate
is fighting on different fronts, losing ground in its eastern stronghold
of Derna while expanding along the
country’s central northern coastline.

For Benghazi, the past year was
the worst. Near-daily street fighting has pitted militias made up of
a myriad of al-Qaeda-linked militants, ISIS extremists and former
anti-Qaddafi rebels against soldiers
loyal to the internationally recognised government and their militia
allies.
Once known for its mix of architectural styles left behind by Arab,
Ottoman and Italian rule, Benghazi — shaped like a crescent moon,
hugging the Mediterranean on one
side and sheltered by the Green
Mountain on the other — has lost
the flair of times past.
Many landmarks have been destroyed, including much of the Old
City, with its Moorish arches and
Italian façades. The Benghazi University, its archives and department
buildings hollowed-out, is occupied by militiamen who put snipers
on rooftops and turned the campus
into a warzone.
Charred and wrecked cars, piles
of twisted metal and debris act as
front-line demarcations between
warring factions. In many neighbourhoods, Libyan soldiers have
blown up buildings to clear snipers’
nests or search for tunnels used for
smuggling weapons.
Schools are closed, few hospitals
remain open and wheat and fuel
shortages force residents to queue
up for hours every day outside
bakeries and petrol stations. Many
neighbourhoods have been emptied out by fleeing residents, only to
be looted and torched by marauding militias.
More than one-fifth of Benghazi’s population of 630,000 has
been forced out of their homes.

Destruction on a Benghazi street.
Those with money fled abroad. The
rest sought refuge in other Libyan
towns and cities or crowded into
Benghazi’s makeshift camps and
schools turned into shelters.

More than one-fifth
of Benghazi’s
population of
630,000 has been
forced out of their
homes
The overall number of displaced
within Libya has almost doubled
from an estimated 230,000 in September 2014 to more than 434,000
amid escalating fighting, according
to a UN report.
Benghazi resident Hamid al-Idrissi says he and his family fled their
war-torn Gawarsha neighbourhood
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UK mosques can play a role in radicalisation
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A

mid increasing fears of
radicalisation of young
British Muslims, questions are being asked
about the role mosques
and Muslim organisations in the
country are playing, or failing to
play, to stop this dangerous phenomenon.
Estimates of British membership
in the Islamic State (ISIS) range
from 500-2,000, according to British Muslim Member of Parliament
Khalid Mahmood in November
2014.
But questions remain over how
to counter this dangerous ideology
that is increasingly gaining purchase among some segments of the
British Muslim community, with
many calling for tighter regulation
of mosques.
Unlike most countries in the Arab
world, mosques in the United Kingdom are largely unregulated, with
a number of independent bodies
such as the Mosques and Imams
National Advisory Board (MINAB),
the Muslim Association of Britain
(MAB) and the British Council of
Muslims seeking, and competing,
to fill that gap.

Either way, the local
mosque is being
bypassed
In other words, there is no acrossthe-board standard for who can
call themselves an imam in Britain
or what they can or cannot preach.
While some applaud this pluralistic approach, others are concerned
that it leaves the door open for the
proliferation of extremist ideology.
This is also at odds with the situation in most Middle Eastern countries, where imams must be approved by the government. Egypt’s
Ministry of Awqaf, in charge of religious endowments, for example,

in late 2013 banned clerics who had
not graduated from al-Azhar from
preaching in a bid to unify religious
discourse in the country.
Although ISIS does most of its
recruiting online, security experts
say that an extremist, albeit nonviolent, strain of political Islamist
ideology is being perpetuated in
some British mosques.

British Muslim
associations are
working to combat
ideological
extremism
Prime Minister David Cameron
said there were some among British Muslims who have “quietly
condoned extremist ideology rather than confront it”.
“There are people who hold
some of these views who don’t go
as far as advocating violence, but
do buy into some of these prejudices, giving the extreme Islamist
narrative weight and telling fellow Muslims ‘you are part of this’,”
Cameron told a security conference
last month.
After initially becoming enamoured with non-violent radical
views, a sub-section of disillusioned and isolated young Muslims
become easy pickings for ISIS’s online recruiters. More than this, the
sheer extremism and brutality of
ISIS’s hard-line ideology, rhetoric
and methodology has moved the
goal posts in terms of the definition
of “moderate” Islamic discourse.
As such, the UK government and
British Muslim community must
challenge and address non-violent
extremist ideology as the gateway to terrorism. The government
has taken legal action with a new
“prevent duty”, which requires organisations such as schools, local
authorities, prisons and police and
health bodies to have “due regard
to preventing people from being
drawn into terrorism” as part of the
Counter-Terrorism and Security
Act 2015.

How to prevent extremist interpretations of the faith?
UK Security Minister John Hayes
said: “We have seen all too starkly
and tragically the dangers of radicalisation and the devastating impact it can have on individuals,
families and communities. The
new prevent duty is about protecting people from the poisonous and
pernicious influence of extremist
ideas that are used to legitimise
terrorism.”
British Muslim associations are
working to combat ideological extremism as the underpinning for
terrorism. The Minhaj-ul-Quran
International organisation, which
is very active within Britain’s
prominent Pakistani community,
launched a “counter-extremism
curriculum” on June 23rd.
Speaking to The Arab Weekly,
Minhaj ul-Quran founder and
director Muhammad Tahir ul-

Qadri said: “Non-violent extremism must be confronted as much
as violent extremism. The issue
must be to tackle extremism at the
source.”
He called for an “absolute, explicit, categorical and unambiguous condemnation” of non-violent
extremist ideology from all British
mosques and Muslim associations.
Accounts of British ISIS recruits
either tell of secular Muslims who
suddenly become radicalised as a
result of online preachers or devout Muslims who become disenchanted by what they are hearing
from their local imam and look for
answers elsewhere.
Radical groups such as Al-Muhajiroun, Hizb ut-Tahrir and others operate on the fringes of mainstream British Muslim society,
possessing an alluring glamour for

some young Muslims as a result of
their outsider status. Hizb ut-Tahrir — banned in most Arab countries — is very active on a number
of British university campuses,
with many mosques across the
United Kingdom welcoming members as visiting speakers. There
are also questions being asked regarding a foreign-backed strain of
Salafist ideology that is increasingly appearing in UK mosques.
Either way, the local mosque is
being bypassed. At best, imams
are guilty of failing to engage with
local worshippers and steer them
away from extremism; at worst
they are laying the foundations for
violent extremism further down
the line.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Can social media drive ‘lone wolf’ attacks in the US?
View poi nt

Robert
Jordan

A

mericans recently
celebrated the Fourth
of July, marking their
declaration of
independence from
Britain in 1776, with
all the traditional fare — from food
to fireworks — and with the threat
of terrorism hanging over gatherings across the land.
Americans were told to be
“vigilant and prepared” for “lone
wolf” attacks.
Thomas Tracy, a New York Daily
News reporter quoted the city’s
police commissioner, Bill Bratton,
as saying in September 2014 that
the Islamic State (ISIS) had
mastered social media, attempting to recruit lone wolf terrorists
to target Times Square. Bratton
said, “ISIS is using social media as
one of the main tools to attract
new recruits and has called for
someone to strike “at the Crossroads of the World”.
A lone wolf terrorist can be
defined as someone who commits
violent acts in support of some
group, movement or ideology but
who does so alone, outside of any
command structure and without

There are five basic
types — secular, religious,
single-issue, criminal and
idiosyncratic

material assistance from any
group .
With that in mind, along with
recent attacks in Tunisia, France
and Kuwait, US Homeland
Security Secretary Jeh Johnson, in
a June 26th statement, called for
local law enforcement to “adjust
security measures — seen and
unseen — as necessary to protect
the American people.”
Behind Johnson’s remarks was
also the fact that ISIS spokesman
Abu Muhammad al-Adnani a few
days earlier had urged jihadists to
turn the holy month of Ramadan
into a time of “calamity for the
infidels … Shias and apostate Muslims”. Adnani also called on
followers to “be keen to conquer
in this holy month and to become
exposed to martyrdom”.
Accompanying these “routine
warnings on holidays”, is a
growing concern of Americans
that threats of home-grown “lone
wolf” attacks, inspired by sophisticated ISIS recruitment through
social media, continue to grow
through self-radicalised Islamists
inside the United States.
It started at the Los Angeles
International Airport in the 2002
attack, in which a gunman
charged the El Al ticket counter,
killing two people. Since then
there have been several cases of
lone wolf attacks, mostly by
foreign-born Islamists, such as
28-year-old Yusuf Ibrahim
indicted for the February 2013
beheading and cutting off the
hands of two Egyptian Coptic
Christian expatriates, but also by

US-born citizens, such as Nidal
Malik Hassan, a US Army major
who was convicted of killing 13
people on November 5, 2009, at
the Fort Hood Army Base in Texas.
There is little evidence that
these instances were significantly
inspired through social media.
However, recent lone wolf attacks
were definitely inspired by social
media-based recruitment and
propagandising.
Just as the Boston Marathon
bomber was sentenced to death,
two home-grown, self-radicalised
terrorists decided to attack the
attendees at the “Draw Mohammed” conference in Garland,
Texas, on May 3rd. Both were
killed. But that did
not dampen the
enthusiasm of
other radicals. The
US Justice Department has
announced the
arrests of ten people
it said were inspired
by and supported
ISIS. Congressional
leaders say that there
have been others that
have not been
announced.
So what motivates
these lone wolves?
Jeffrey Simon, an
expert on terrorism
and political violence,
and author of Lone
Wolf Terrorism:
Understanding the
Growing Threat (Prometheus,
2013), addressed the lone wolf in

Recent
lone wolf
attacks were
definitely
inspired
by social
media-based
recruitment

Shadow of
a lone wolf

an article that appeared April 17,
2013, in Foreign Policy. Simon said
there are five basic types — secular, religious, single-issue,
criminal and idiosyncratic —
although some lone wolves fall
into more than one category.
Simon says the internet has
proven indispensable to every
type of lone wolf. And lone wolves
operate throughout the world.
Warren Richey, a staff writer for
the Christian Science Monitor,
credits ISIS in a June 3rd article
with recruiting new members
through aggressive use of up to
200,000 tweets per day on Twitter
— the estimated work of a couple
thousand “core propagandists”.
Social media experts point
out that ISIS uses Twitter to
drive prospects to closed
websites in the same way
businesses use Twitter to
drive prospective clients to
business websites. As a
result, tracking would-be
lone wolves becomes much
more difficult. As a result of
ISIS success, intelligence
experts are scrambling to
find ways to undercut the
group’s growing appeal
among a small but significant number of US residents.
Robert Jordan is a retired
US Marine Corps major
and served in combat in
South-East Asia and the Middle
East. He has written extensively on
terrorism.
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Jordan scrambles to deal
with water scarcity
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

A

cute water shortages often put Jordan in awkward political positions,
having to negotiate with
Israel to lend it supplies
or with international donors to
bankroll ambitious water plans.
With the United Nations saying
climate change could dry up water
resources in several Middle East
countries within two decades, Jordan is looking for immediate and
long-term solutions to provide
drinking water for its people.
Water pumped through the state
network to Jordanian households
has been rationed to one day a week
since the early 1980s. To cope during the rest of the time, Jordanians
store water in bins on the roofs of
their homes.

A long-term
ambitious plan
involves building a
250-kilometre canal
from the Red Sea
north to the Dead
Sea
“We call it ‘water day’, whereas
the government calls it ‘water rationing day’,” Amman bank employee Samar Ghazi said.
“This is the day when we run all
our household chores such as cleaning and washing,” she said. “Water
is a serious challenge to us. The
situation is not easy at all. We worry
about water shortages more than
anything else.”
In the Jordan river valley, the
country’s food basket, no water is
pumped during the torrid summer,
when temperatures reach 50 degrees Celsius on average. Farmers

buy water from private firms to irrigate crops.
In the Dead Sea, which is shared
with Israel and the Palestinian territories, the level of water has been
receding 1 metre per year since 1990,
threatening an ecological disaster to
the world’s ancient treasure.
The receding water is blamed on
evaporation and Israeli industrial
projects on the western side of the
50-kilometre sea stretch.
Experts warn that the Dead Sea,
a hypersaline lake that boasts minerals and mud used for skin treatments and where the kingdoms of
Sodom and Gomorrah are believed
to be buried, will become extinct by
the year 2050.
“As the world is anxious about
receding water resources, Jordan is
already there and has been suffering from acute shortages for several
years”, said Water Ministry spokesman Omar Salameh.
He said Jordan was the second
poorest country in terms of water in
the region after Bahrain.
Covering an area of 97,000 sq. kilometres, of which 91% is arid land,
Jordan lacks the rivers of neighbouring Israel, Syria and Iraq and
the expensive desalination plants of
Saudi Arabia. It depends on rainfall
for its drinking and municipal water needs. However, the region has
been hit with a drought in recent
years. Jordanians complain of a persistent water deficit. The reasons
include the drought; water lost in a
rusty 60-year-old network, which is
being rehabilitated; and water theft
by farmers and even households,
schools and others who illegally tap
underground wells.
Jordan needs 1.4 billion cubic
metres of water per year, of which
a maximum of 850 million cubic
metres is available through various
sources, which include supplies
from Israel under a 1994 treaty.
With a 500 million cubic metres
annual deficit, a 2.2% annual popu-

lation growth and tens of thousands
of Syrian refugees, Jordan opted for
a short-term plan that had Israel
storing about 50 million cubic metres of water for its neighbour each
year to help with the problem.
The water is considered Jordan’s
rightful allocation of the Yarmouk
river, which is shared by Syria. The
supply is pumped to Jordan in the
summer, when need increases.

In the Dead Sea the
level of water has
been receding 1
metre per year since
1990
A medium-term plan has Jordan drawing water from under
the southern desert in al-Dissi, the
country’s only strategic basin with
supplies estimated to last 100 years.
Currently, 50 million cubic metres are pumped in a 280-kilometre
pipeline to Amman, home to about
30% of the country’s population of
7.5 million. The pipeline is to be extended to northern districts by 2017.
It will then provide 100 million cubic metres of water per year.
A long-term ambitious plan involves building a 250-kilometre
canal from the Red Sea north to
the Dead Sea, to be financed by the
World Bank, of $900 million.
Initially, Israel had insisted on
having the water drawn from the
Mediterranean to the Dead Sea in a
canal passing through its territory,
clearly to keep Jordan and the Palestinians in check.
However, Israel back-pedalled
under pressure from the United
States, Jordan’s long-time ally
which is financing several wastewater treatment and other water plans
across the kingdom.
The three-year “Red-Dead Project”, as it is widely known, envisages a desalination plant in Aqaba
on the Red Sea. It would provide

An irrigation water canal next to a makeshift tank collecting rain
water in Wadi al-Shita village, 35 kilometres west of Amman,
Jordan.
fresh water to Jordan and replenish
the shrinking Dead Sea, where sink
holes — some as deep as 50 metres
— appeared on the seashore in the
past few years.
Under the agreement, the Aqaba
desalination plant would produce
about 80 million cubic metres of
water annually. Israel would buy
part of it at preferential prices with
the rest going to Aqaba. The pipeline, however, is projected to pump
300 million cubic metres of water
annually to the Dead Sea.
An influx of more than 1.5 million Syrian refugees fleeing the civil

war in their country hiked water
demand by 20%, according to Salameh. He said the ministry has been
cracking down on water theft since
2013, dismantling 14,805 illegal
fixtures and sealing off 616 wells
across the country.
Recently, an Amman court sentenced a water violator to three and
a half years in prison and a fine of
$500,000 in the first ruling of its
kind in the kingdom.
Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan,
has been covering cultural issues in
Jordan for more than two decades.

Egypt faces increasing water deficit
Yasser Ahmed

Cairo

W

ater scarcity is fast
becoming part of
the daily grind for
Hashim Farag, a
farmer in his mid50s from Ayat, a rural area in Egypt’s
Giza province.
Every day, Farag, who is the head
of the small farm owners’ union in
Giza, hears complaints from farmers about their inability to find
enough water to irrigate their fields.
“More and more farmers cannot
find water to irrigate their plantations,” Farag said. “Others have
to use costly equipment to tap
groundwater but this water is never
as good as Nile water.”
Egypt’s population — 89 million —
continues to grow, but the level of
water resources remains the same
every year. As a result, water shortages become increasingly more
acute.
The Nile — the country’s main
source of water — provides Egypt
with 55 billion cubic metres of water
every year but there has not been
an increase for decades. The country also gets about 15 billion cubic
metres of water from other sources,
including subterranean ones and
scarce rain.
Irrigation Minister Hossam Moghazi said the country has entered
the phase of water scarcity. He added that Egypt faces a water deficit
of around 24 billion cubic metres
citing the growing population and
increased demand.
Water and irrigation experts,

Mounting pressures
meanwhile, say with an annual individual water share of 650 cubic
metres, Egyptians receive 35% less
water than global average amounts.
The international standard is for an
individual to have a water share of
1,000 cubic metres a year.

Water riots are
becoming common
in parts of the
country
The water shortage along with
the poor quality can lead to big economic losses.
“Water shortage means that the
country will produce less food,
which also means that it will depend more on imports,” Fawzi Diab,
a water expert and a researcher at
the state-run Desert Research Cent-

er, said. “More imports also mean
more pressure on the economy.”
Egypt imported $1.2 billion worth
of food during the first quarter of
2015, according to the Ministry of
Industry and Trade. This is 4% more
than food imports during the corresponding period in 2014.
Egypt produced 21.4 million tons
of cereals, including 8.8 million
tons of wheat, in 2014, according
to the Food and Agriculture Organisation. The country will have to
import 18.1 million tons of cereals,
including 10 million tons of wheat,
in 2015, it said.
Water riots are becoming common in parts of the country. Residents in the Nile Delta city of Mansour staged protests against water
shortages in July.
On June 18th, Hosni Shaaban, the
head of the independent Farmers’

Union in Giza province, called on
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah alSisi to intervene to end the suffering
sustained by farmers in some provinces due to water scarcity.
Observers expect this scarcity
to have adverse political ramifications and contribute to destabilising Egypt if the government does
not act. Egypt’s water shortages are
expected to worsen with Ethiopia,
the country from where the bulk of
Nile water flows, building a multibillion-dollar hydroelectric dam.
Ethiopia says the dam — one of several it has planned on the Nile — is
indispensable for its development
but Egypt says the project will cut
its supply of water from the Nile.
The two countries faced diplomatic tensions until Sisi came to
power in June 2014 and promised to
put an end to the water row.
In March, Egypt, Ethiopia and
Sudan signed a declaration of principles to regulate Nile dam negotiations.
Egypt’s water experts say, however, that the Ethiopian dam will
affect Egypt regardless of the outcome of negotiations between governmental delegations from the
three countries.
“Water used to flow without
any impediments from Ethiopia to
Egypt where the water was stored
behind the High Dam,” Maghawry
Shehata, a leading water expert,
said. “Now, instead of being stored
behind Egypt’s High Dam, water
will be stored behind Ethiopia’s Renaissance Dam and this will reduce
Egypt’s water share even more.”
Like-minded experts say, when
it is complete, Ethiopia’s dam can
prevent Nile water from reaching

Egypt for several years. The Ethiopian government says the project is
expected to be completed by July
2017.
Farag says some Egyptian farmers, after failing to find water, resort
to sewage to irrigate their farms
“The farmers do not have other
solutions,” he said. “They have either to stand idly by and watch their
plants dying before their eyes or use
sewage.”

The Nile — the
country’s main
source of water —
provides Egypt with
55 billion cubic
metres of water
Egypt’s water shortage is not only
about the scarcity of water. It is also
about mismanagement.
Diab referred to outdated irrigation methods across this country,
saying the techniques waste water.
Other experts say around 30% of
the 9 billion cubic metres of water
specified for drinking is wasted by
consumers.
“We are in bad need for a water
management revolution,” Diab said.
“We also need to search for new
sources of water to compensate for
the shortage related to available
sources.”
Available options are for Egypt to
increase its search for subterranean
water, especially in the western desert, and desalinate seawater, using
nuclear technologies, which is very
costly.
Yasser Ahmed is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

18

July 17, 2015

Economy

Terrorists target Egypt’s economic rebound
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

K

nowing that largesse
from Gulf Arab states
is unlikely to continue
indefinitely, Egyptian officials are banking on
increases in foreign direct investment, tourism revenue and Suez
Canal tolls to sustain economic
growth.
These sectors, however, are especially vulnerable to perceptions
of Egyptian stability, even more so
during periods of heightened terrorist activity. Nevertheless, business leaders in Egypt say the country’s long-term economic outlook
remains good, despite occasional
short-term setbacks.
After the ouster of Muslim Brotherhood president Muhammad
Morsi in July 2013, Egypt’s faltering
economy was bolstered by generous assistance from Saudi Arabia,
the United Arab Emirates and Kuwait.

Foreign direct
investment (FDI) has
also showed
significant growth.
In 2014, FDI was a
little more than $4
billion, about double
the figure for 2012
These grants and loans may have
totalled as much as $20 billion over
the past two years and provided
the government of President Abdel Fatah al-Sisi with the cushion
to implement a significant reduction in energy subsidies, which
have been a huge drain on the state
budget.
While Gulf Arab aid is likely to
continue in some form — especially
with Egypt backing Saudi Arabia
against the Houthis in Yemen — it
is unlikely to remain at historically
high levels. Egypt is counting on
both domestic and foreign private

sector investment, an uptick in
Suez Canal tolls from the canal’s
expansion beginning in August
and an increase in tourism, which
was adversely affected by several
years of political turmoil to move
the economy forward and make a
dent in reducing youth unemployment.
Sustained private sector growth
is the only way for Egypt to absorb
new entrants into the workforce.
Data from early 2015 have been
encouraging: Tourist arrivals in
April reached 924,000, up from
835,000 in March. Although still far
below the record high of 1,486,000
tourist arrivals registered in October 2010, the trend is in the right
direction.
Foreign
direct
investment
(FDI) has also showed significant
growth. In 2014, FDI was a little
more than $4 billion, about double the figure for 2012. Although
some foreign investors are hesitant
about Egypt because of shortages
of foreign currency, bureaucratic
regulations and uncertainty over
taxes, the government is addressing some of these concerns.
In early March, Cairo approved
an investment law that would simplify regulations and make business deals less vulnerable to lawsuits by third parties.
A 70-kilometre expansion of the
Suez Canal, set to open in August,
is expected to shorten navigation
time for ships transiting the canal
from 22 to 11 hours. Egypt says
this improvement will increase the
annual number of ships passing
through the waterway from 18,000
to 20,000, boosting tolls from the
already high figure of $5.5 billion
that were collected in 2014.
The government also has ambitious plans to establish industrial
parks on both sides of the canal
that would create thousands of private sector jobs.
But looming over these positive trends is the terrorist threat
from Islamic State (ISIS)-affiliated
groups, the most significant being the so-called Sinai Province,
formerly known as Ansar Beit al-

Egyptian Prime Minister Ibrahim Mehleb speaks during the Egypt Economic Development
Conference (EEDC) in March.
Maqdis, which has carried on a terrorist insurgency in the Sinai peninsula for several years.
On July 1st, this group undertook
a series of attacks against military
checkpoints throughout the northern Sinai region and briefly took
over the town of Sheikh Zuweid,
killing as many as 70 soldiers and
civilians in the process.
Perhaps more alarming have
been terrorist attacks in Cairo, including the car-bomb assassination of the prosecutor general on
June 29th and another car-bomb
attack on the Italian consulate on
July 11th that killed one person and
injured nine.
Such attacks are likely to cause
concern about the planned opening of the expanded Suez Canal in
August. Two years ago, terrorists
fired a rocket-propelled grenade at

a ship passing through the canal,
though no one was injured.
Terrorists are obviously trying to
derail the government’s economic
plans and sow doubts about Egyptian stability to foreign investors
and tourists.

Terrorists are
obviously trying to
derail the
government’s
economic plans
However, a prominent Egyptian
business leader, Anis Aclimandos,
chairman of the Transcentury Corporation, said that while it would
be “foolish” to ignore the shortterm effects that the Sinai attacks
are having on the FDI decisionmaking process, “the long-term

nature of most proposed projects,
the eagerness to seize opportunities and long-term market share
are prevailing” over other issues.
Another business leader said
what is going on in the Sinai is not
dampening investment appetite
but the attacks in Cairo are more
problematic and much will depend
on whether they continue. Nonetheless, he added, there remains
“a lot of interest” in investing in
Egypt at this time.
To ensure that investors remain
bullish on Egypt, the government
is likely to double-down on security in the coming months.
Gregory Aftandilian is an associate
of the Middle East Center at the
University of MassachusettsLowell and is a former US State
Department Middle East analyst.

Iraq gets first funding to rebuild war-struck regions
Baghdad

mainly Shia fighters who retook
Tikrit, mean only 4,000 families
have returned.
A World Bank loan document said
there was a need to restore basic
services quickly and show that the
“state is re-establishing its presence
and credibility”.

I

raq and the World Bank signed
a $350 million loan agreement
to fund emergency reconstruction in towns recaptured from
Islamic State (ISIS) militants, a
deal Baghdad said marked the first
international help to rebuild areas
devastated by war.
Iraqi Finance Minister Hoshyar
Zebari said approximately one-third
of the money would go towards
repairing roads and bridges with a
similar amount allocated to restoring infrastructure, such as electricity networks, water and sewage.

The World Bank is
also preparing a
separate $1 billion
loan

Iraq faces a budget
deficit of up to $20
billion this year
Iraq faces a budget deficit of up
to $20 billion this year as it grapples
with low oil revenues and the heavy
cost of war with ISIS. Militants control much of northern and western
Iraq but have been driven out of
parts of Diyala and Salahdin provinces north of Baghdad by Shia militia, Kurdish peshmerga and Iraqi
security forces, backed by US-led air
strikes.
Extensive damage from those
battles left the Iraqi government,
whose revenues have been battered
by the halving in world oil prices,
appealing for international help.
“This is the first direct tangible
assistance for the reconstruction
and stabilisation efforts by the government to normalise life in the areas liberated from ISIS,” Zebari said

Iraqi Finance Minister Hoshyar Zebari (R) with World Bank Director for the Middle East Ferid Belhaj
during a news conference in Baghdad.
at a July 12th signing ceremony in
Baghdad.
He said the deal granted Iraq a 15year loan at about 1% interest, with
a 5-year grace period.
Iraq has also received pledges
of financial support for a govern-

ment reconstruction fund from
the United States, the European
Union, Japan and individual European countries, Zebari said, but
the World Bank loan was the first to
materialise.Iraqi forces recaptured
Tikrit, hometown of former leader

Saddam Hussein in late March, the
biggest gain by government forces
since ISIS fighters swept through
northern Iraq in June 2014.
But widespread damage and unexploded ordnance, as well as Sunni
residents’ fear of retribution from

Iraq was “possibly going through
the worst and most dangerous challenge to its territorial integrity, economic sustainability and human development capacity”, it said.
The World Bank is also preparing a separate $1 billion loan to
help Baghdad deal with its budget
deficit. Bank officials say the programme, awaiting approval by the
bank’s board, aims to improve energy efficiency, reform state-owned
enterprises and improve budgetary
efficiencies.
“We would like to be as fast with
this budget support as we have been
with the investment operation,” the
bank’s Middle East Director Ferid
Belhaj said. “We are looking forward to finalising the process by…
September or October.”
A third tranche of assistance of
$355 million, aimed at improving roads, including links to the
southern port of Umm Qasr, was
approved by the World Bank in December 2013 but was only ratified
by Iraq’s parliament in March.
(Reuters)
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Early election
in Turkey would
prolong economic
risk
Uncertainty about Turkey’s next
government poses a risk to economic growth and the best scenario
would be a strong coalition rather
than fresh elections, Finance Minister Mehmet Simsek said.
The AK Party lost its majority in
June parliamentary elections, forcing it to seek a junior coalition partner or deal with a re-run. Parties
have until late August to agree on a
working government or face a new
election.
“Having an election again is of
course a negative scenario because
another election means in a sense
facing uncertainty through virtually
the whole of 2015,” Simsek said.
The central government budget
showed a surplus of $1.21 billion
and a primary surplus of $1.8 billion
in June, Simsek said, noting that a
15.8% rise in tax revenues in the first
half had helped.
(Reuters)

Iran deal would
add to oil glut,
open door to
cement, steel
imports

Shops catering to tourists are suffering losses.

Tunisia tourism may be crippled by
European warnings
Tunis

T

he blood on the sand has
washed away but the
damage inflicted on Tunisia by a few terrifying
minutes of gunfire at a
beach resort will be deep and lasting.
The tourism industry, the lifeline for the North African country’s
economy, is likely to be devastated
after 38 tourists were killed in the
June 26th rampage in Sousse. Up
to 2 million hotel nights are expected to be lost over the next
year, hastened by warnings from
Britain and other European governments that their citizens are no
longer safe on Tunisia’s shores.
And Tunisia’s budding democracy — the only one to emerge from
the “Arab spring” uprisings — is
facing its toughest test. Failure to
secure the country against Islamic
extremism while protecting newly
won freedoms would echo across
the region.
A big part of the government’s
challenge will be containing the
economic fallout of the tourist exodus and social unrest that might
result from mass job losses in the
travel industry.

Up to 2 million hotel
nights are expected
to be lost over the
next year
“This is their livelihood. It’s
not just affecting us Britons coming back home. It’s affecting the
whole of Tunisia itself,” said Scottish tourist Darren Blackery, drinking a beer near a pool in the resort
of Hammamet and lamenting his
government’s warning to leave
the country. “They need to earn a

liv here Blackery stayed, can hold
up to 552 guests and is usually full
this time of the year, managers say.
On July 13th, there were 31 guests.
Two days later, the last British
tourists left and only 15 customers
remained. In the two weeks since
the Sousse attack, 1,155 people
have cancelled bookings.

“There are
practically no
European markets
left”
Similar stories are told up and
down Tunisia’s Mediterranean
shore, as resort entertainers seek
work and hotel managers ponder
whether and when to close down.
Twenty-three hotels have shuttered since the Sousse attack, said
Radhouane Ben Salah, president
of the Tunisian Hotel Federation.
“There are practically no European markets left,” he said. “The
picture is almost black.”
Camel guide Fayçal Mihoub
whisked a tourist group to safety
during the Sousse attack, harbouring some in his boss’s house. Passionate about his work and about
the tourists he calls “family”, Mihoub knows only his beach livelihood. Some tourists have been
coming for 40 years to the sands
of the Port el-Kantaoui district of
Sousse.
Now, they may no longer return.
Nicknamed “Bob”, Mihoub is
normally able to save about $1,300
after working nonstop through the
summer. That is usually enough
for him to live through the winter.
He barely worked one month
in 2015 before the Sousse attack
threw his employment into doubt.
The area’s economy is focused on
beach resorts. “For work, we never

get anything in Tunisia during the
winter,” he said. “It’s a touristic
place, so nothing.”
Tourism
employed
about
400,000 people in this country of
10 million and made up about 7%
of gross domestic product in 2014.
The industry was already suffering
after an attack on Tunisia’s leading museum in March that left 22,
mostly foreign tourists, dead.
The government’s investment
minister warned the country will
struggle to pay its international
debts as tourism revenues plunge.
Tunisia is expected to finish the
year $25 billion in debt and the
Central Bank says overall growth
will drop to 1.7%, down from 2.4%
in 2014.
Frustration at unemployment
and corruption drove the original
protests that led Tunisia to knock
down a dictator in 2011, thereby
inspiring revolutionary movements from Egypt to Syria.
The frustration has continued
to simmer.
And now, there is the Islamic
State (ISIS) factor. The group has
claimed responsibility for the
beach attack by student Seifeddine Rezgui, who was killed by
police.
Tunisia has seen a larger share of
its population join the extremists
in Syria and Iraq than any other
country. They are primarily youth
from disadvantaged provinces
alienated by a messy democratic
system they feel is not addressing
their concerns.
The country’s leadership is in
a tight spot. The president came
under criticism from rights groups
for declaring a state of emergency
that gives the government greater
police powers. But five days later,
Britain said Tunisia was not doing
enough to secure the country.

Frustrated Tunisian government
officials said they were trying to
respect democratic freedoms instead of carrying out authoritarian crackdowns. Critics, however,
say the Tunisian government was
slow to grasp the gravity of the
problem.
Tunisia’s president blames his
country’s problems on poor security in neighbouring Libya and a
lack of international resolve in targeting ISIS.
Some in Britain have criticised
the government for telling tourists to get out, pointing out that
an attack in the United Kingdom
is considered “highly likely”, according to a government threat assessment.

Tunisia is expected
to finish the year $25
billion in debt
British Foreign Secretary Philip
Hammond has said British officials would work with Tunisia on
improving security and hoped to
downgrade the travel advice “in
the not too distant future”.
While most European tourists
appear to be abandoning Tunisia,
some are showing solidarity with
the country whose revolution surprised the world and whose path
to democracy remains an inspiration to many.
“The tour operator asked us
regarding our stay whether we
would change or not. I know that
a lot of people in the UK cancelled.
We thought about it and we decided to go ahead and come,” Scottish
tourist Graeme Pringle said.
“Terrorism is all over the world
and wherever we go, to feel 100%
safe is not achievable.”
(The Associated Press)

The Iranian nuclear deal could
add to an oversupplied oil market,
while sectors such as cement and
steel would see a rise in demand as
the country revitalises its economy.
“They can add about 200,000
[barrels per day] bpd, which is not a
significant volume,” said Nick Sharma, managing director at research
and consulting firm IHS, estimating
that it would take at least 18 months
for Iran to add another million bpd
to exports.
While Iran’s oil potential is already largely priced into the market,
analysts say sectors such as cement,
steel and agriculture commodities
would be affected.
“After years of neglect, should
sanctions fall away, then their oil
exports will be able to fund an infrastructure development plan that
will need steel, power and cement,”
said Ian Claxton, managing director
of Thai ship owner Thoresen Shipping.
Claxton said Iran would also need
to import more agricultural products such as rice, wheat, corn and
soy meal.
(Reuters)

Kuwait fiscal
reserves hit record
$592 billion
Kuwait’s financial reserves defied
a slump in oil prices and hit a record
$592 billion at the end of the 2014-15
financial year, a report said.
Reserves grew $53 billion in the
year to March 31, Al-Qabas newspaper reported, citing figures released
by Finance Minister Anas al-Saleh at
a closed session of parliament. Kuwait normally does not reveal the
size of its assets.
The finance minister told parliament that, despite the sharp drop in
oil prices since June 2014, the emirate posted a surplus of $13 billion in
2014-15.
Saleh warned, however, that Kuwait was likely to post a deficit of
$23.2 billion in the current fiscal
year.
Oil income contributes more than
90% of public revenues in Kuwait,
which pumps about 2.8 million barrels per day.
(Agence France-Presse)
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MENA refugees face acute health crisis
Amal Mudallali

Washington

V

iolent conflicts in Arab
countries are creating a humanitarian and
health crisis of unprecedented magnitude. With
millions of refugees and displaced
people in need of the most basic
services, the international support
system is showing signs of fatigue.
Many in besieged communities and
refugee camps face a “slow death”
from disease, which is becoming
the number one killer.
The most important, if depressing, message that emerged from a
recent conference in Washington
was that the health crisis will not
end soon. Anne Patterson, US assistant secretary of state for the Middle East, said that “the profound
instability and violence gripping
countries in the region over the past
several years has done enormous
damage to [health care] infrastructure and basic services that will take
years to repair”.

The health crisis
will not end
soon
Patterson said it was “dispiriting”
and that “not too long ago, health
care was something of a regional
success story”. She noted that from
1970-2010, the Middle East/North
Africa region registered the fastest decline in infant mortality rates
in the world and communicable
diseases were no longer the highest causes of death. But now, “we
are seeing serious structural deficiencies across the board and this
speaks to a larger breakdown in the
Arab world”, Patterson said.
Former US ambassador to Syria
Robert Ford said he was not hopeful that the humanitarian crisis
would abate. Indeed, according to
statistics from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
on average 17 years go by before

refugees make it home after fleeing
their countries.
The refugee problem is compounded by deteriorating economic
conditions, lack of basic health
services to begin with and poor institutions. The Washington conference, which was sponsored by the
Middle East Institute, highlighted a
number of challenges to health care
services.
First and foremost are violence
and war, which are directed at the
population at large and at health
care workers in particular. In Syria,
for example, barrel bombs and diseases are the main causes of death.
Dr Zaher Sahloul, president of the
Syrian American Medical Society
(SAMS), said the most important
necessity is to stop bombing civilians and hospitals. “We have flight
of doctors and nurses because they
are targeted and cannot sustain
their families,” he said.
Dr Ala Alwan, executive director for the Eastern Mediterranean
for the World Health Organisation
(WHO), said 75% of global attacks
on health workers occur in Syria.
According to WHO, in Libya 2 million people are in need of humanitarian assistance. And yet, Laila Bugaighis, deputy director general of
the Benghazi Medical Centre, said
most residents of Benghazi are cut
off from care because 60% of health
care facilities have shut down.
Patterson pointed out that the
United States is providing more
than $1.6 billion to Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey “to mitigate the
multiple stresses — including health
care”. And in Iraq, “the US will
spend $17 million on health care
programmes for people who have
fled [the Islamic State] and other
violence”, she added.
The United States also provided
Iraq with $205 million in general
humanitarian assistance. Ford said
the United States spent $4 billion on
humanitarian aid in Syria but when
UNHCR launched an appeal for $4.5
billion it raised only $1 billion.
But far more is needed. Alwan
spoke of the effects the funding
shortfall has on the work of interna-

A child receives polio vaccination at a Syrian refugee settlement in the Bekaa valley.
tional organisations. Among other
things, it has led to postponement
of immunisations. Syria, for example, had been free of polio for 50
years but new cases are now being
seen.

75%
of global attacks
on health workers
occur in Syria
The donor money is not sufficient
to handle the need. According to
Thomas Staal of the US Agency for
International Development, “We
spend more money in the US buying Coca-Cola than the money that
goes to Syria.”

Yet another problem impeding
the work of health care organisations is access. In Syria, the UN
Security Council had to pass a resolution forcing the government to
allow access for humanitarian aid
and health care to besieged areas.
That desperate state led the Syrian American Medical Society to
issue a report titled Slow Death,
documenting the plight of the more
640,000 Syrians living under longterm siege. The report says the sieges have “caused the complete collapse of local health care systems
and forced the remaining doctors
to practice in primitive conditions”.
Andrew Harper, the UNHCR representative in Jordan, said there
was not enough money to deal
with the problem of Syrian refugees
there and that Jordan was overwhelmed by the needs of its own

population. One heartening fact
is that regional countries are being generous. Two years ago, said
Alwan, 8% of WHO’s local funding
came from the region. Now, most of
it comes from the region. WHO also
changed its way of working. Before,
it was dealing with governments;
now, it is dealing with non-governmental organisations (NGOs).
In Yemen, Alwan said, WHO relies
completely on NGOs.
The speakers agreed that Russia,
China and Iran have not been forthcoming in providing aid to Syria,
which is ironic, given that two of
them are the main supporters of the
Assad regime and the main supplier
of its weapons.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Festival breathes life into old Jeddah
Jeddah

R

esidents of the Saudi Red
Sea city of Jeddah are
slowly returning to its
historic centre, where a
Ramadan cultural festival and UN Heritage Site status are
giving new life to the old quarter.
The United Nations added “Historic Jeddah” to its UNESCO World
Heritage List in 2014, acknowledging the city’s distinctive architecture, which evolved from the city’s
centuries-old role as a global trading hub and the gateway for pilgrims visiting Islam’s holiest sites.
The cultural festival, which began on the first day of the fasting
month of Ramadan, coincides with
a broader tourism drive in Saudi
Arabia.
The kingdom is targeting its own
citizens as well as the millions of
Muslims from around the world
who undertake religious visits.
“We wanted to bring life back to
this area after its people had abandoned it, and we achieved that,”
Jeddah’s Deputy Governor Mohammed al-Wafi said among the festival
crowds.
He said a number of homes in the
old quarter had been renovated but
much work needed to be done in
the historic heart of the kingdom’s
second-largest city.
Among old Jeddah’s most famous
attractions is the Sharbatly House,
made of coral, where legendary
British intelligence officer T.E.
Lawrence stayed in 1917. Like other
buildings in the district, including

Saudi woman tries on a mask at a shop during Ramadan festival.
centuries-old mosques, Sharbatly
House fell into disrepair before recognition by the UN Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) sparked a revival.

The Jeddah festival
brought life to the
houses and the area
Sami Nawar, head of the historic area known as al-Balad, said
several prominent families have
reconstructed homes at their own
expense and more than 700 restoration licences have been granted

over the last five years.
Tourism and Finance Ministry
officials are looking at how to help
other owners fund renovations,
possibly through loans, Nawar said.
UNESCO has noted the importance of the “reduction of the rate
of decay of the historic houses,
which are often abandoned and
squatted (in) by poor immigrants”.
While warning “negative development” could jeopardise the
area’s character, it foresaw “a new
virtuous circle”, thanks to renovation projects and involvement of
homeowners and merchants such
as Maha Baeshn.

Baeshn, an artist and poet, said
the Ramadan festival encouraged
her and other homeowners to take
better care of their properties.
“The Jeddah festival brought life
to the houses and the area,” she
said.
The homes, some of them rising
multiple storeys, are built of rock
and wood, with decorated façades
and large bay windows to help air
circulate. This has the added benefit of creating cooling shadows
outside the buildings.
UNESCO said the design and
function of the homes reflects
their adaptation to the humid climate and to Jeddah’s prominence
as a trading and religious centre.
They include ground-floor offices
and commercial outlets and rooms
rented to pilgrims.
Only “scant vestiges” of this Red
Sea architectural tradition survive outside of Saudi Arabia, UNESCO said. Along alleys between
the houses, the Ramadan festival
features about 80 shops and stalls
and a dozen restaurants — usually
staffed by locals — representing traditional trades and delicacies from
the coastal Hejaz region around
Jeddah.
“We have been running this business as a family for almost 150 years
and this is considered one of the
oldest professions in the kingdom,”
Samir Jastania said at his popular
shop selling Hejazi sweets.
Another vendor offers appetisers,
pickles and traditional spices that
reflect the cosmopolitan history of
Jeddah, a city considered relatively

liberal in Saudi Arabia.
“What makes me happy is that
the people of the area run it all. It’s
amazing,” said festival visitor Ali
Jazar, 39, sipping a popular Ramadan apricot drink known as Qamardeen.
Although 2015’s Ramadan cultural festival in old Jeddah is not the
first, the event has taken on added
significance since the UNESCO designation.

The kingdom is
targeting its own
citizens as well as
the millions of
Muslims from
around the world
who undertake
religious visits
Wafi said that in its first seven
days almost 130,000 people flocked
to the festival’s open-air markets,
games, traditional rituals, foods
and literary discussions.
One visitor, Osman al-Rosaini,
45, said it is a chance to “teach my
children about their roots”.
Mansour al-Zamil, who owns a
gift and memorabilia shop, says
Ramadan is just the start of his
commitment to Jeddah’s old quarter.
“Opening this shop has been my
dream since I was a child. I opened
it in the historical city and it will be
here after the festival is over,” he
said.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Eid al-Fitr
Eid al-Fitr:
A special occasion
across Mideast
The Arab Weekly Staff

Beirut

M

uslims across the
Middle East are celebrating Eid al-Fitr,
the feast that marks
the end of the fasting
month of Ramadan, with a determination to brush away the gloom
engulfing the war-plagued region
and enjoy the holiday.
Although there is not much room
for fun and amusement in a region with the highest number of
refugees and war-displaced people,
children look forward to special
treats on the Eid, including gifts,
new clothes and lots of maamoul
— small shortbread pastries filled
with dates, pistachios or walnuts
— which are popular in Levantine
cuisine and Gulf countries.
In Jordan’s Zaatari camp for Syrian refugees, Nawaf Zoubi, 12, said
he was eager for the Eid day to
come because a benevolent Jordanian businessman promised new
clothes and toys to 100 Syrian children.
“I hope I will be one of them and
my toy would be a machine gun. I
will practice shooting on a photo of
(Syrian President) Bashar (Assad),”
joked the tall, dark-skinned boy in
blue jeans.

Children look
forward to special
treats on the Eid
Zaatari has grown from a desolate desert locale in northern Jordan into the country’s fourth most
populated area, housing more than
80,000 Syrian refugees.
Despite the feeling of despair at
being away from home, the holiday spirit is visible. On nights preceding the feast, the marketplace
bustles with people buying clothes
and stocking up on food for holiday
meals, using UN coupons.
The UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) said it has no
specific activities planned for the
Eid but Mohammad Arslan, who
heads a sports group in Zaatari, said
several football games for differ-

ent ages were scheduled during the
holiday.
Saleem Muthana, 62, a farmer
from the restive southern province
of Deraa, said his wife will bake the
traditional meat-and-spinach pies
on the first day of the Eid al-Fitr.
“My nine sons, their wives and
my 16 grandchildren as well as my
brother and his family of 22 will
come over for lunch,” said Muthana, while sitting in a small green
space he calls his “garden” between
three family caravans.

In Damascus,
demonstrations of
feast are not as
visible
Mohammed Sultani, 49, also a
farmer from Deraa, recalls with
some sadness the simple joys of the
feast back home. “On the first day
of the Eid, we used to pray at dawn,
then go visit my sisters and give
their children some money to buy
Eid candy,” he said.
But in Damascus, demonstrations of feast are not as visible as
Syrians prepare to spend their fifth
Eid in a country torn apart by civil
war. The old souks of al-Hamidiyah,
Syria’s main bazaar in the heart of
the capital, lacked the hustle and
bustle that normally preceded the
Eid days before the outbreak of violence in 2011. Conflict and economic hardship caused by the plunging
value of the Syrian pound have
drastically reduced the purchasing
power of the people who save their
pennies for buying basic needs.
“Most people you see in the souk
come here to spend time and stroll
around, not to buy,” commented
Abu Abdo, the owner of a clothes
shop in al-Hamidiyah. “We also
open our shops as a pastime, instead of sitting at home, and we
hardly sell one piece the whole
day.”
“Many come into the shop ask
about the price of an item and then
walk out without buying. It has
become too expensive with the
pound’s depreciation,” said Mohamad Issa, another shop owner.
Syria’s currency is worth onequarter what it was in 2011. The
Syrian pound, valued at 47 to the

A Syrian girl in Eid attire in a Damascus suburb.
US dollar before the conflict began,
dipped to more than 300 against the
dollar on the black market. The official exchange rate is 260 pounds.
The feast’s spirit is also largely
subdued in Egypt, where the month
of Ramadan was marked by bloody
terrorist attacks and rampant inflation is felt painfully by average
Egyptians.
“We will not buy new clothes for
the feast this year. The children will
have to do with old clothes because
we simply cannot afford it,” said
Shaimaa Magdy, a mother of two,
whose husband works as a driver.
“None of my friends bought any
new clothes for either themselves
or their children, too.”
Magdy said she prefers to save
the money for essential needs of
the children, including school fees
and uniforms. Egypt’s urban inflation reached 8.07% in June, according to the Central Bank of Egypt.
Nonetheless, Egypt’s amusement
parks, cinemas and theatres announced special programmes for
the Eid. Tens of millions of people
are expected to defy the political

gloom that shrouds their country
and converge on these places to celebrate the event as they has done
every year.
The Eid traditions across the Arab
world are largely similar. In Jordan,
mosques are crammed for the Eid’s
dawn prayers before men start family visits in a certain order: parents,
sisters, then brothers and, finally,
in-laws. For some, it is a time to
visit the graves of loved ones.

The feast’s spirit is
also largely subdued
in Egypt
Major cities across Jordan come
to a virtual standstill with public and private offices, including
banks, closed for several days.
Shopping malls, movie theatres and
public parks are usually crammed
with holiday crowds. Nightclubs
and liquor stores reopen the night
of the holiday after a month-long
closure during Ramadan.
Although in Lebanon nightlife
does not come to a stop during

Ramadan, special concerts and
programmes featuring some of
the nation’s top singers occur during the Eid al-Fitr, an occasion for
both Muslims and Christians to celebrate.
Top hotels and nightclubs compete to offer the best-priced programmes and buffets, while summer festivals, including the famous
Baalbeck International Festival, get
under way with the start of the holiday. For the Eid, parents and charity organisations make extra efforts
to bring smiles to the faces of children. Many associations have “Eid
fairs” for orphans and unprivileged
children, while families plan outings for the holiday.
“We will take the children either to the movies, to the malls
or to amusement centres, after of
course paying visits to relatives and
friends,” commented Kamal, the father of two young girls.
Jamal Halaby in Amman, Amr
Emam in Cairo, Khalil Hamlo
in Damascus and Samar Kadi in
Beirut contributed to this report.

The Eid, a festive holiday for Tunisians
On the morning of the Eid, Tunisians gather in mosques to take part
in the Eid prayer before returning
home to eat the first morning meal
after a month of fasting.
That first meal varies by region.
In the southern town of Tozeur,
people usually make ful medames,
which consists of cooked beans
served with olive oil and spices.

Roua Khlifi

Tunis

I

n Tunisia, as in other Muslim
countries, Eid al-Fitr is a celebration of faith and family at
the end of the holy month of
Ramadan. Marked by the sighting of the moon, the Eid is also an
occasion to enjoy food and the company of family following a month of
fasting and abstaining.
Walking the streets of Tunis, it is
easy to spot the preparations for the
Eid as shops display new merchandise and bakeries put on special displays of the Eid sweets. As Ramadan
nears its end, streets are swarming
with families preparing for the Eid.
Signs of festivity and celebrations
often start on the night of the 27th
day of Ramadan, known as Laylat
al-Qadr, a night venerated for Muslims as the day the Quran was revealed to the Prophet Mohammad.
It is a night of celebrations for Tunisians as they often use it for circumcisions of young boys.
In preparation for the Eid, the traditions of Tunisian families include
buying clothes and toys for children as well as preparing sweets.

The Eid is often
spent visiting older
relatives

Tunisians line up at bakeries to buy traditional sweets.
Children are often the most excited
about the Eid as they accompany
their parents to the stores.
“It is high time we started shopping for the kids. Today is the first
day I go and I am trying to find
something affordable. The kids love
to share their toys with their friends
on the day of the Eid. It is part of the
celebrations,” said Najah Bakri, a
secretary.

Tunisians also line up at bakeries
to buy traditional sweets, including
baklava and other delicacies, rather
than making their own sweets at
home.
“I used to make sweets at home
but it became exhausting so I started buying the ready-made ones
from shops,” Bakri said. “It is not
the same quality but it is the only
possible alternative.”

“We often cook ful medames on
the Eid morning so people drink
more and more water. The spices
and the cumin make you thirsty
so it prompts you to drink water,
which is good for the body of the
person who was fasting for the
whole month,” said Nawress Rouissi, who is from Tozeur.
“It is also believed to help the
stomach be prepared to eat in the
middle of the day after being conditioned for a whole month to eat
after sunset,” she said.
Other regions have different
types of dishes for the Eid.
Sfax is famous for chermoula,
a salty fish cooked with an onion

and raisin marinade, making it both
salty and sweet. The salty taste
is believed to trigger water consumption deemed healthy for the
body of the people who were fasting. The dish is often consumed in
the morning. In the northern town
of Beja, Tunisians make a pastry
called hlalem, which believed to
help the stomach recover from fasting habits.
The Eid is often spent visiting
older relatives. Children play with
their new toys and also receive a
small amount of money given usually on the day of the Eid to buy
toys, candy and firecrackers.
For the average Tunisian family,
however, it has become harder to afford the clothes and sweets of the
Eid.
“It is hard to find the right and affordable clothes for children. It is
also important to have children enjoy the Eid. I make sure to include
that in the budget of the month and
even save some money from the
salary of the month before to make
ends meet during Ramadan,” Arbia
Attia, a nurse, explained.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor for The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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Egyptian-born actor
Omar Sharif dies
Cairo

O

mar Sharif, the Egyptianborn actor with dark,
soulful eyes who soared
to international stardom
in movie epics Lawrence
of Arabia and Doctor Zhivago, has
died at age 83.
Sharif died July 10th of a heart
attack in a Cairo hospital, his longtime agent, London-based Steve
Kenis, and the head of Egypt’s Theatrical Arts Guild, Ashraf Zaki, told
the Associated Press. The actor had
been suffering from Alzheimer’s
disease.
Sharif was Egypt’s biggest boxoffice star when director David Lean
cast him in 1962’s Lawrence of Arabia. But he was not the director’s
first choice to play Sherif Ali, the
tribal leader with whom the enigmatic T.E. Lawrence teams up with
to help lead the Arab revolt against
the Ottoman Empire.
Lean had hired another actor but
dropped him because his eyes weren’t
the right colour. The film’s producer,
Sam Spiegel, went to Cairo to search
for a replacement and found Sharif.
After passing a screen test that proved
he was fluent in English, he got the
job.
His entrance in the movie is stunning: He is seen in the distance, a
speck in swirling desert sand. As he
draws closer, he emerges first as a
black figure on a galloping camel,
slowly transforming into a handsome, dark-eyed figure with a gaptooth smile.
The film brought him a supporting-actor Academy Award nomination and international stardom.
Three years later, Sharif demonstrated his versatility, playing the
leading role of a doctor-poet who
endures decades of Russian history,
including World War I and the Bolshevik revolution, surviving on his
art and his love for his beloved Lara
in Doctor Zhivago.
Lean’s adaptation of the Boris
Pasternak novel had a rocky beginning in its first US release. Attendance
was sparse and reviews were negative. After MGM removed it from

theatres and Lean re-edited the
sprawling tale, it was re-released
and became a box-office hit. Still,
Sharif never thought it was as good
as it could have been.
“It’s sentimental. Too much of
that music,” he once said, referring
to Maurice Jarre’s luscious Oscarwinning score.
Although Sharif never achieved
that level of success again, he remained
a sought-after actor for many years,
partly because of his proficiency at
playing different nationalities.
He was Argentine-born revolutionary Ernesto “Che” Guevara in
Che!, Italian Marco Polo in Marco the
Magnificent and Mongol leader Genghis Khan in Genghis Khan. He was a
German officer in The Night of the
Generals, an Austrian prince in Mayerling and a Mexican outlaw in Mackenna’s Gold.
He was also the Jewish gambler
Nick Arnstein opposite Barbra Streisand’s Fanny Brice in Funny Girl.
The 1968 film was banned in his
native Egypt because he was cast
as a Jew.
In his middle years Sharif appeared
in such films as The Pink Panther
Strikes Again, Oh Heavenly Dog!, The
Baltimore Bullet and others he dismissed as “rubbish”.
In 2003 he accepted a role in the
French film Monsieur Ibrahim, portraying a Muslim shopkeeper in Paris
who adopts a Jewish boy. The role
won him the Cesar, the French
equivalent of the Oscar, and he followed with Hidalgo, a lively western
starring Viggo Mortensen. In that
one he was a desert sheik who duels
11 assailants with a sword. His career
was back on track.
Born Michael Chalhoub on April
10, 1932 in Egypt’s Mediterranean
coastal city of Alexandria, Sharif was
the son of Christian Syrian-Lebanese
parents.
After working three years at his
father’s lumber company, he fulfilled
his long-time ambition to become
a movie actor, appearing in nearly
two dozen Egyptian films under the
name Omar el-Sharif.
His fame increased when he married Faten Hamama, Egypt’s reign-

ing movie queen and screen beauty,
in 1955. Some of Egypt’s most iconic
film posters are of Hamama and
Sharif. Sharif converted to Islam to
marry her and they had a son, Tarek.
They divorced in 1974 and Sharif
never remarried. Hamama died in
January.
“He was a phenomena; a one of
a kind. Everyone had a dream to be
like Omar Sharif. No one will be like
him,” Yousra, Egypt’s most wellknown actress for much of the past
30 years and a close friend of Sharif, told the AP after his death was
announced.
“I don’t think we are going to
ever have someone like him,”
she said, describing him as “classy”
and comparing him to a diamond
that is “clean-cut”.
Sharif’s son Tarek revealed
in May that his father had Alzheimer’s disease. Zaki said
Sharif had stopped eating and
drinking in the last three days
before his death.
Sharif was romantically
linked with a number of Hollywood co-stars over the years.
In 2004, he acknowledged
that he also had another son,
who was born after a one-night
stand with an interviewer.
Away from the movies,
Sharif was a world-class bridge
player who for many years
wrote a newspaper column on
the game. He quit bridge in
later years, however, when he
gave up gambling.
Sharif spent much of his later
years in Cairo and at the Royal
Moncean Hotel in Paris.
“When you live alone and
you’re not young, it’s good to
live in a hotel,” he told a reporter
in 2005. “If you feel lonely, you
can go down to the bar. I know
all the people who work here and
who come here regularly. The room
is done for you and you don’t have
to worry about anything,” he said.
“If you feel anything, health-wise,
you can call the concierge and tell
them to bring all the ambulances
in Paris.”
(The Associated Press)

Omar Sharif, an Egyptian superstar
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gyptian-born actor Omar
Sharif will most likely be
remembered outside his
country for his good looks
and roles in epic films
such as Lawrence of Arabia and Doctor Zhivago. But in Egypt he is remembered for his personality and
the values he personified in unforgettable films over many decades.
The handsome actor with a charming smile and sparkling eyes died
July 9th at a hospital in Cairo at the
age of 83.
He was, above all, an icon of love

and romance. Together with fellows
actors Ahmed Ramzy, Faten Hamama
and Abdel Halim Hafez, Sharif was
for many in Egypt a reminder of the
“good old days” and for “pure and
honest love”.
His Egyptian fans remember the
patriotism he stood for in his role
in the classic film Stranger in My
House, in which he played a revolutionary activist fighting the corruption of the ruling elite in Egypt
before the 1952 revolution. Other
fans will not forget the values he
represented in Ayyamna al-Holwa
(Our Best Days), which co-starred
his lifelong love Hamama and Ramzy,
his close friend.
Sharif, who made his screen debut
in the 1954 Egyptian film Siraa Fil-

Omar Sharif with Egyptian actress and wife Faten Hamama in a
1966 photo.

Wadi (The Blazing Sun), will be
most remembered as the Prince
Charming of generations of
Egyptian women.
“I think his very Egyptian
looks and the romantic roles
he played in his films contributed a lot to this,” cinema
critic Sami Helmi told The
Arab Weekly. “He was loved
until the last minute of his
life.”
As a star, Sharif’s brightness never dimmed. Among
his later roles was one with
Egyptian comedian Adel
Emam in Hassan wa Morcus (Hassan and Morcus),
a 2008 comedy about the
troubled ties between
Egypt’s Christians and
Muslims. His last film
— 1001 Inventions
and the World of
Ibn Al-Haytham – is
in post-production.
The last time Sharif
spoke to the media
was late in
2014 when
he returned
to Egypt.
He told an
Egyptian newspaper then that he returned home
to spend his remaining days. “I came
back to live, die and be buried here,”
he said.
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Tunis women’s slam poetry café
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

he cultural café was
packed with people chatting and awaiting the first
reading. Some sat on the
floor while others stood
at the door. Liber’thé was crowded
with fans of slam poetry. Silence
gripped the room as one of the organisers of the event, Sabrine Ghannoudi, stepped to the microphone
to welcome the participants and the
audience.
“It is with great pleasure that I
welcome you all to the second edition of the Queen of Words, where all
the participants and all the texts are
written by women from different
parts of Tunisia,” Ghannoudi said.
“Some came from other towns,
not just from Tunis, like Mahdia
and we even received a request
from a Palestinian who found us on
Facebook and requested to have her
message read wishing that one day
all women in the Arab world have
such an event.”
The event’s title said it all. It is a
monthly gathering to give women
a chance to share their poetry and
feelings with others. It was inspired
by initiatives that had encouraged
slam poetry in Tunisia but soon
died out.
“We thought about having one
for women only since they do not
have space in other initiatives. A lot
of men write poetry of this form but
often use vulgar language. I wanted
to have something for only women
where they can speak freely,” Ghannoudi said. “Along with other organisers, we set on the mission of
promoting the event and selecting
texts that are relevant in terms of
form and topics.”
Although the event welcomes
participation only from women, it
does not exclude men, who will always be part of the event in some
way, Ghannoudi said.
“We are not excluding men because the event relies on the help of
men. Men help with the organisation, with the promotion and coverage of the event. Even the owners of

Poetic free flow
the place where we hold our meetings are men, and they supported
the initiative right from the beginning,” Ghannoudi explained.
The event, however, focuses on
women and their writing as a means
of expression and assertion of their
presence in Tunisian society.
“It is meant for women to feel
comfortable. After all we are in an
Arabic society, and we are missing so much, and we need to prove
that writing for women is a way of
expression and evolution through
which they can talk about taboo
subjects. On the long term, we

would like to focus on taboo subjects and expand to interior regions,” Ghannoudi said.
She added: “We would love to
have women come and open up to
us about their daughters, their issues, about rape, early marriage,
discrimination and the issues of
women farmers.”
On this day, Shayma Labidi was
reading at the Queen of Words for
the second time. Nervous at first,
Labidi won applause.
“I have participated in this event
for the simple reason that I like writing but I have never read my texts

to a large public. I only read to my
close friends. When I found out
about [this] I decided to try that experience of sharing emotions with
a larger number of people than my
friends,” Labidi said.
“It was important to me to meet
people with whom I share the same
experience This would really help
many women to cope with society
but, personally, I don’t really think
about society since I am still unable
to share with my mother my erotic
texts or even texts with erotic allusions. For me, it is about sharing
what I usually keep to myself with

strangers who might agree or disagree with what I say.”
Salma, a student, has been to both
Queen of Words performances in Tunis. “This event is very interesting,”
she said. “I have enjoyed the mood
of freedom and expression that it
provides. Now that we have freedom of expression in the country,
what else is better than expressing
it in art? ’’
Ghannoudi
echoes
those
thoughts: “We hope this continues
and women feel more at ease to express themselves on different topics
in front of a large audience.”

Syrian author Samar Yazbek cries for her beloved country
Karen Dabrowska

London

I

“

n my mind, I hold a portrait
of Syria but it is no ordinary
image. It shows a dismembered collection of body
parts, the head missing
and the right arm dangling precariously…
“Then you notice a few drops
of blood slowly dripping from the
frame, then disappearing as they
are absorbed by the dusty soil below. This is the calamity that Syrians live with every day. This century will not witness a greater tragedy
than Syria.”
These are some of the reflections
made by self-exiled Syrian journalist Samar Yazbek about her clandestine trips to her homeland that
she documented in a recently published book, The Crossing: My Journey to the Shattered Heart of Syria.
Yazbek was a presenter on Syrian
television and a celebrated novelist
when she fell out with the Syrian
regime, leaving her no choice but to
flee in 2011 after taking part in antigovernment protests.
From her exile in Paris, Yazbek
decided to return Syria and made
three clandestine trips in 2012 and
2013.
The Crossing is more than a
memoir recounting Yazbek’s experiences during the trips. It is powerful testimony to the tragedy of
Syria’s sectarian war.
The book is about ordinary men

Samar Yazbek: “I have hope that we the Syrian people will be able
to rebuild Syria the way we dreamt.”
and women as well as fighters who
tell Yazbek their stories, pouring
out their grief with dignity and
showing an indomitable spirit to
overcome the horrors of war and
rebuild their country.
“This book wasn’t planned at all,”
Yazbek said at London’s Frontline
Club during a symposium on her
work. “The project was to publish
some articles about what was really
happening inside Syria, especially
that … [Syrian President Bashar]
Assad regime’s media was broad-

casting a lot of lies.”
She said misinformation about
developments in Syria started from
the beginning of the conflict with
regime claims that the Syrian opposition was made up only of jihadists
and Islamic State (ISIS) fighters.
“This unfortunately changed into
reality thanks to the international
community’s silence,” she said.
“Writing this book was like magic: It just happened.”
The opening paragraph in which
Yazbek describes her first return

journey to Syria sets the tone:
“The barbed wire lacerated my
back. I was trembling uncontrollably. Under the wire fence marking
the line of the [Turkish] border, a
tiny burrow had been dug out just
big enough for one person. My feet
sank into the soil and the barbs
mauled my back as I crawled [into
Syria] across the line of separation
between the two countries.”
Yazbek’s base for her clandestine
visits was the village of Saraqib in
north-western Syria.
Describing the life of a family
whose home was on a front line and
in direct view of a sniper, she said:
“The day I visited her, as we nervously dashed about, the mother
told me that when she moved between rooms and needed to cross
the yard outside, she sometimes
stood still for a moment, watching
the sniper. She would pretend not
to notice him, then run on to get a
glass of water to drink, or get the
children’s dinner or go to the toilet.”
The 45-year-old author said she
is convinced that the Syria of her
childhood and youth is gone forever. “Syria will never be the same
again,” she writes in the epilogue.
“It has been hung, drawn and quartered.”
When asked about Syria’s future
and the rebuilding of the country,
Yazbek said: “Syria is not Syria anymore. It is divided into provinces.
What I witnessed is that Syria is
completely destroyed.”
However, she added: “Yet, I have
hope that we, the Syrian people,

will be able to rebuild Syria the way
we dreamt.
“The dream is very difficult to
achieve now because we are still in
hell. We can’t do anything before
the Assad regime falls and ISIS is
stopped. But it is very important for
us, as Syrian intellectuals and activists, to build a democratic and civil
society movement either in exile or
around the Syrian border.”

Yazbek decided to
return Syria and
made three
clandestine trips in
2012 and 2013
Yazbek used the money from
the Pen Pinter Prize ($1,540) she
won in 2012 for her courage to help
set up learning centres for women
and young people. The centres are
equipped with a library and cinema
and offer English and French lessons and IT instruction. There are
seven of them in Syria and two in
Syrian refugee camps in Lebanon.
“I am a permanent volunteer,”
she jokes, brushing aside her long
blond hair as she prepares to answer another question from the
audience. The Crossing: My Journey
to the Shattered Heart of Syria, Penguin Random House, 2015, $30.
Karen Dabrowski is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society section of The
Arab Weekly.
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Agenda
Carthage, Tunisia:
Through August 18th
The 51st Carthage International
Festival is one of the most important arts and cultural events
in North Africa, drawing a mix of
local and international performers to Tunisia over a period of
several weeks. It takes place at
the Roman open-air Carthage amphitheatre. The festival will host
artists of international repute
such as Lauryn Hill, Akon, Amal
Maher and Omar Faruk.

Hammamet, Tunisia:
Through August 20th
Hammamet, Tunisia, located on
the northern edge of the Gulf of
Hammamet, hosts the 51st Hammamet International Festival.
Concerts and plays are scheduled
for more than a month. Artists
such as Jimmy Cliff, Umberto
Tozzi, Ayo, Nour M’hanna, Indila
and Alpha Blondy will be present.

Agadir, Morocco:
July 22nd-25th
A general view of an unfinished palace dating back to the Hellenistic period on the western edge of the Jordanian capital.

Iraq al-Amir, a Hellenistic splendour,
stands out near Amman
Raied T. Shuqum
Amman

F

or those who want to see
one of the few remaining
structures, if not the only
one, from the Hellenistic
period in Jordan, a village
on the south-western edge of Amman is the place to visit.
Iraq al-Amir, which means “Caves
of the Prince”, is the name shared
by a palace, nearby caves and the
bigger town surrounding these attractions in a lush valley, sliced by
a stream from natural mountain
springs in Amman’s Wadi el-Seer
suburb.
However, like dozens of biblical
and historic sites across Jordan,
Iraq al-Amir is largely ignored by
the government. Attention is usually given to attractions that generate
income, such as the famed Petra — a
city carved in rose-red stone by the
Nabataean Arab tribe that inhabited
northern Arabia and the southern
Levant 2,000 years ago.
Much of Iraq al-Amir is unguarded, which allows herders to use
the ruins, including the caves, as
shelter for sheep, goats and other
animals, or as a dump for nearby
homes.
“It’s a beautiful place but the facilities and infrastructure are not
good at all,” said tourist Adriana Jukantytar of Finland.
She said her group of 23 Nordic citizens over 60 had problems
walking in the stony and hilly area,
where there was no pavement for
pedestrians.
“Some people in the group also
wanted to use the restroom but
there were none on site, except in
a coffee shop kilometres away,” Jukantytar, 62, said.
“It’s sad that such a treasure is
wasted.”
Tourism Ministry officials were
not available to take calls from The
Arab Weekly.
Arriving at Iraq al-Amir, 15 kilometres from Amman, a signpost
points left from the road to a handicrafts village. To the right, there are
caves carved into the cliff.
About 500 metres south of the
town is the reconstructed Qasr AlAbd, Arabic for the “Palace of the
Slave”. It is thought to have been

built by Hermanus Tobiad, the
governor of ancient Ammon, also
known at the time as Philadelphia,
in the second century BC.
The governor was called the
“Slave of the People” for serving his
community. Having been defeated
by the Seleucid forces of Antiochus
IV in 175 BC, the governor killed
himself, leaving the structure uncompleted.
Soon after that the Tobiad Dynasty died out.
In the palace’s vicinity, much of
the village is in ruins, with its Ottoman buildings crying out for restoration. A column section of a Byzantine church stands as a reminder
of days gone by.
Howard Crosby Butler’s Princeton University Archaeological Expeditions in 1904 gave the first detailed description of the site but it
was not until 1976 that work started
on its restoration when French archaeologists spent three years cataloguing and a further seven years
on reconstruction.
A trip up quite a few stairs of a
newly built stone pathway leading to the various caves on the
cliff, brings into view a large, carefully carved rectangular doorway

that runs into a network of interior
rooms.
Inscriptions in Aramaic suggest that the caves were carved by
members of the Tobiad Dynasty for
defensive refuge against attack, or
perhaps as tombs.
There are many caves in the surrounding hills that date to the Copper Age.

The biggest
advantage for
Dubai is that
people feel
secure
From the caves, it’s an easy stroll
down to the Qasr al-Abd.
Historians suggest that substantial modifications were carried out
on the site during the Byzantine
period but the area was destroyed
by an earthquake in 362 AD. However, opinions remain divided as to
whether the building was a palace
or a temple or perhaps a combination.
The tiny rooms, which occupied
the ground floor, were almost certainly used for storage, with the up-

per floor used for accommodation
or religious purposes.
At the entrance, “Tobia” is engraved in Aramaic. There is also
a carving of a lioness sheltering a
cub. The palace’s exterior was once
richly decorated but only a few features remain.
The animal carvings on the exterior walls are the site’s highlights
— the carved panther fountain on
the ground floor, the eroded eagles
on the corners and the lioness with
cubs on the upper level of the back
side.
“I found the village to be absolutely delightful,” Agnes Vilderman, a German tourist, said.
“I am surprised at the ease of
which one can go around the caves
and the palace. You can walk everywhere and touch whatever you like.
“I love trying to imagine what the
palace looked like and how its people lived in and around it. Perhaps
as the people in this area sustain
the lovely handicraft village, so did
the palace’s people sustain it for its
master at the time.”
Raied T. Shuqum, based in Amman, has reported on regional
issues since 1999.

The 12th Timitar Festival will
take place in Agadir and will
feature international and local
performances. This year’s edition
includes international artists such
as Alpha Blondy, Hani Chaker and
many others.

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

Jerash, Jordan:
July 23rd-August 1st
Since 1980, the Jerash Festival of
Culture and Arts transforms the
ancient city of Jerash into one
of the world’s liveliest cultural
events. With singers, poetry readings, ballet performances, symphony orchestras and art shows,
the festival showcases Jordanian
culture in a host of different
arenas. In its 30th edition, the
festival this year features Nancy
Ajram, Yara and Ramy Ayach.

Beiteddine, Lebanon:
July 29th-September 8th
The 30th Beiteddine Art Festival
in the picturesque Beiteddine in
the Chouf mountains, showcases
a variety of performances, from
operas and concerts to theatre
and art exhibitions. More than
50,000 visitors are expected.
The festival will host the tenor
Juan Diego Florez, soprano Anna
Netrebko, Marcel Khalife, Kadim
al-Sahir and others.

Oujda, Morocco:
August 1st-8th
The ninth edition of the Rai
International Festival celebrates
the Rai music, a form of folk
music originated in Algeria. Since
its launch, the festival invites Rai
singers of international repute
such as Cheb Khaled, Cheb Mami
and Cheb Faudel.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest
to travellers in the Middle
East and North Africa.

A photo showing the side of the unfinished palace in Iraq al-Amir West of the Jordanian capital Amman.
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