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ISIS bombing a turning 
point for Turkey
London

“I
f I cannot get revenge, let 
them not bury me next to 
you Alper,” wrote the girl-
friend of 19-year-old Alper 
Sapan, one of 32 young ac-

tivists killed in a suicide bombing 
in the Turkish town of Suruç on the 
Syrian border. “It is my vow to nev-
er give up,” the young woman said 
on social media.

Pictures showed left-wing activ-
ists smiling on the bus to Suruç. 
Their plan was to travel to Kob-
ane, just across the border in Syria 
where Kurdish forces, aided by US 
air strikes, inflicted a major defeat 
on the Islamic State (ISIS) in 2014.

“We decided to go to Kobane to 
put smiles on the faces of the chil-
dren,” Turkish media quoted one of 
the survivors of the July 20th attack 
as saying. They planned to deliver 
toys, plant trees and build a play-
ground.

Video showed the activists hold-
ing up a banner in the garden of the 
cultural centre. “We are marching to 
victory,” they chanted as the bomb 
suddenly tore through the crowd.

“When the bomb exploded, I 
found myself on the floor,” said 
the survivor identified by Turkish 
media only as T.T. “There was a 
woman’s body on top of me. I called 
my grandmother. After saying I was 
all right, I said, ‘Whatever you do, 
don’t turn on the television’.”

More than 100 were wounded in 
the bombing. Though it follows a 
string of smaller ISIS attacks, the 
scale of the Suruç bombing may 
force Ankara to reverse what many 
observers see as its ambivalence to-
wards the extremists.

Turkey has said its priority in 
Syria is the overthrow of President 
Bashar Assad but has been accused 
of turning a blind eye to ISIS and al-

lowing thousands of foreign jihad-
ists to cross the border, charges An-
kara denies.

Turkey appears more wary of 
the Kurdish enclave carved out in 
northern Syria by the Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), fearing it could 
reignite the armed separatist cam-

paign by Turkey’s Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK), which is closely 
aligned to Syrian Kurdish forces.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan in June accused the West 
of helping Kurds capture Tal Abyad, 
another Syrian border town, saying 
its seizure from ISIS “means paving 
the way for a structure which could 
threaten our border”.

“The PYD is much more danger-
ous than ISIS,” said a staunchly pro-
government newspaper summing 
up the government view.

In recent weeks, though, Turkish 
leaders loudly condemned ISIS and 
Turkish police rounded up dozens 
of ISIS suspects. But anger boiled 

over in cities across Turkey after the 
Suruç attack with  protesters chant-
ing: “Murderer Islamic State, col-
laborator Erdogan and AKP.”

While the PKK stopped short of 
formally ending its ceasefire, senior 
PKK leader Cemil Bayik blamed the 
government. “The AKP nourished 
ISIS and turned it into a herd of 
murderers. The massacre of young 
people who were our people’s con-
science and future was a joint attack 
by the AKP and ISIS,” he said.

Jon Hemming is an Arab Weekly 
editor in London.

Beirut

W 

hile US President 
Barack Obama 
hailed the nuclear 
agreement with Iran 
as a historic break-

through that has delayed Tehran’s 
alleged drive to acquire nuclear 
weapons by a decade, Iranian Su-
preme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei is yet to formally embrace the 
deal.

Khamenei’s position has raised 
concerns that he does not favour the 
agreement or is unwilling to risk an-
tagonising hardliners in the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 
and their clerical allies, even though 
it would lift crippling sanctions. The 
measures are to be lifted once the 
United Nations’ nuclear watchdog 
confirms Iran is dismantling key el-
ements of its nuclear programme, 
which the West says is aimed at de-
veloping nuclear weapons.

The agreement got a big boost July 
20th when the UN Security Coun-
cil unanimously endorsed the Iran 
deal, including an arms embargo 
and a ban on ballistic missile tech-
nology that are part of five “techni-
cal annexes” to the agreement.

But that triggered a blistering 
broadside the following day from 
the IRGC commander, Major-Gen-
eral Mohammad Ali Jafari, who 
charged the resolution was an un-
warranted interference in Iranian 
military operations and crossed 

“red lines” set by Khamenei. “We 
will never accept it,” Jafari declared.

There is bitter opposition too 
from long-time US allies in the Mid-
dle East, particularly Israel and 
Saudi Arabia, which both fear the 
agreement, the most important 
piece of diplomacy in the region 
since the 1991 Middle East peace 
conference, leaves Tehran’s nuclear 
programme intact while freeing up 
upwards of $150 billion in assets 
frozen by US-led economic sanc-
tions that could be used to finance 
Iranian subversion across the re-
gion.

Political battles over the contro-
versial agreement are being fought 
in the US Congress, an assembly 
dominated by Republicans who 
bitterly oppose the deal, and Iran’s 
Majlis, the Islamic Republic’s 290-
seat parliament where hardliners, 
many linked to the powerful IRGC, 
are in control.

Obama is seeking to placate Is-
rael and Saudi Arabia with the sale 
of advanced weaponry worth bil-
lions of dollars as one of the main 

inducements. US Defense Secretary 
Ashton Carter headed for Tel Aviv 
and Riyadh but conceded, “I’m not 
going to change anybody’s mind in 
Israel.”

There have been suggestions the 
agreement could result in the Unit-
ed States and Iran coordinating the 
war against the Islamic State (ISIS), 
now entrenched in Syria and Iraq. 
That seems unlikely in the short 
term but it has raised concerns that 
Obama is tacitly recognising Iran’s 
expansionist aims in the region.

Ed Blanche is Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. 
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An Istanbul protest on July 20th against the deaths of dozens of people in Suruç.

Iran’s UN Ambassador Gholamali Khoshroo, centre, listens to 
comments from members of the Security Council on July 20th.
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Beirut

T 

he July 14th agreement 
between Iran and the 
US-led major powers to 
curtail Tehran’s nuclear 
programme in exchange 

for lifting crippling economic sanc-
tions has been called a historic 
breakthrough that could reorder 
the turbulent Middle East.

It has also been branded the 
greatest act of appeasement since 
Neville Chamberlain caved into Ad-
olf Hitler in Munich in September 
1938 and will plunge the region into 
cataclysmic convulsions.

Time will tell which of these ver-
dicts is correct as the Middle East 
stumbles through a geopolitical 
tectonic shift that will reshape the 
region’s strategic landscape just as 
global alignments are changing,

The Vienna agreement, the cul-
mination of two years of the kind 
of intense diplomacy not seen since 
the Madrid Middle East peace pro-
cess in 1991, has the potential of not 
simply delaying the Islamic Repub-

lic’s emergence as nuclear power, 
but to bring it in from the cold and 
moderate its mischief-making as it 
seeks to become the region’s para-
mount power.

Keep in mind that Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini’s ground-
breaking Islamic Revolution in 1979 
toppled the Peacock Throne of the 
Pahlavis, then the key US ally in the 
Gulf, launched radical Islam as a ge-
opolitical force that led to al-Qaeda 
and then the apocalyptic horrors of 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

Bear in mind, too, that although 
the agreement gives a big boost to 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani, 
who showed his hard-line oppo-
nents that negotiation rather than 
subversion can succeed, Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has 
made clear that the revolutionary 
and ideological nature of the Teh-
ran regime remains intact.

Financial Times columnist Philip 
Stephens observed that “the agree-
ment must be measured against the 
unpalatable alternatives”: endless 
conflict, a possible Israeli pre-emp-
tive attack on Iran’s nuclear facili-
ties and a descent into all-out sec-
tarian warfare in the Muslim world.

The agreement is not a magic 
wand that, at a stroke, will halt the 
bloodletting across the region. But 
it could demonstrate to Tehran that 
it can achieve through negotiation 

what it is trying to do by subversion 
and military force. As Stephens so 
grimly observes; “We live in a world 
of least-worst options.”

Here is a look at how the July 14th 
agreement could impact across the 
Middle East:

Saudi Arabia and the Gulf Cooper-
ation Council (GCC): The kingdom, 
appalled at the US retreat from the 
Middle East and fearful that the 
Sunni monarchies of the Gulf are 
being left in the lurch, has shed its 
traditional policy of using its vast 
wealth to buy itself out of trouble 
and taken up the cudgel to confront 
what it sees as Shia Iran’s bid to be-
come the region’s hegemon.

It is engaged with increasing 
violence in Yemen, its southern 
neighbour, to crush an insurgency 
by Shia Houthi rebels it asserts are 
backed by Iran as part of an ever-
widening sectarian war against the 
Sunnis. Riyadh, furious at the Unit-
ed States for dealing with a power 
that was once the enemy of both, 
sees the July 14th agreement as a 
stab in the back.

The GCC leadership has been 
cautious in its official reaction to 
the deal but officially sanctioned 
unofficial comments say it all, such 
as this from Mohammed al-Mohya, 
news anchor on the state-run Saudi 
Channel 1, “Iran made chaos in the 
Arab world and will extend further 

after the agreement, and the GCC 
countries should reduce their con-
fidence in America and turn their 
focus to Russia and China.”

There are fears too of a nuclear 
arms race in the Middle East. The 
Saudis have warned that they may 
pursue the nuclear option, a step 
that would intensify the swelling 
Riyadh-Tehran power struggle that 
is becoming the defining conflict in 
the region.

The Saudis also signalled that 
they will step up their Yemen 
campaign, currently limited to air 
strikes, with ground troops, a move 
that would sharply escalate the in-
creasingly sectarian conflict.

Riyadh’s efforts to build diplo-
matic and energy links with Rus-
sia and China speak volumes about 
how the regional order is being 
upended, possibly sharpening frac-
tures within the six-member GCC.

The US swing towards its old ad-
versary, the Shia Islamic Republic, 
has appalled the largely Sunni Arab 
world despite its bumpy relation-
ship with the Americans over the 
years. Walid Jumblatt, the char-
ismatic leader of Lebanon’s Mus-
lim Druze minority who knows all 
about survival in a tough neigh-
bourhood, was dismayed enough to 
observe, “The agreement ends the 
Arab world as we know it.”

Iraq: For the embattled Sunni mi-
nority, and indeed their co-religion-
ists across the region, the July 14th 
deal signifies how the United States 
is prepared to accommodate Teh-
ran in recognising the Arab protec-
torates it has carved out in Iraq and 
Syria, not to mention Lebanon, in 
return for a joint campaign against 
ISIS.

The Shia-dominated Baghdad 
government, its army collapsed, 
is heavily dependent on Iran’s al-
Quds Force, the foreign operations 
wing of the Revolutionary Guards, 
and the Shia militias it has trained 
and armed to fight ISIS, which con-
trols about one-third of the coun-
try.

The dismay of the increasingly 
marginalised Sunnis at the US ac-
tion could drive many to join ISIS 
rather than be under Iran’s thumb, 
escalating the war. The fear is that 
the $100 billion in frozen assets 
Tehran will soon get its hands on 
will allow the Iranians to step up 
their military campaign and con-

solidate their grip on their Shia-
majority western neighbour under 
cover of the war against ISIS.

Syria: The fledgling rapproche-
ment between Iran and the West 
has raised hopes that Tehran may 
be persuaded to back off its massive 
support for the beleaguered regime 
of President Bashar Assad.

But US Republicans, the Israelis 
and others vehemently opposed to 
the agreement attest that Tehran, 
awash with some $100 billion in un-
frozen assets, will simply use this 
windfall to bolster Assad as he reels 
from a series of military setbacks by 
rebel forces financed and armed by 
the Saudis and their GCC partners.

But bolstering Assad has be-
come immensely costly and Teh-
ran needs to address the growing 
clamour for reform from the Iranian 
street. Khamenei decided to allow 
Rohani’s outreach and to make the 
painful compromises Tehran made 
because he clearly fears internal 
unrest with elections for parlia-
ment and the Assembly of Experts, 
which appoints the supreme leader, 
scheduled for February 2016.

There seems little prospect of the 
clerical regime being seriously chal-
lenged now but any major gains by 
Rohani and his so-called reformers 
could antagonise Iran’s hardlin-
ers, particularly the Revolutionary 
Guards.

Israel: Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, who has long viewed a 
nuclear Iran as an existential threat 
to the Jewish state and wanted 
to launch pre-emptive air strikes 
against Iran’s nuclear facilities, has 
denounced the agreement in the 
strongest terms, raising again the 
spectre of Israeli military action 
that would ignite even wider vio-
lence.

“The Iranian leadership is noto-
riously untrustworthy,” warned Is-
raeli analyst Ron Ben-Yishai. “Israel 
should therefore take the necessary 
precautions and prepare for an Ira-
nian violation of the agreement… 
and prepare for a potential pre-
emptive strike.”

This attitude will further worsen 
relations between Netanyahu’s 
right wing and the White House 
that have been steadily eroding. 
Netanyahu now plans to rally Isra-
el’s many supporters in the Repub-
lican-controlled Congress to crush 
the agreement — a move unlikely to 
succeed, but one that will deepen 
the rift in an alliance on which the 
Jewish state has counted on for sur-
vival.

After the Iran deal, what next?
Fuelling an arms race?  Iranian navy troops march during the annual Army Day military parade in Tehran. 

Ed Blanche

There are fears of a 
nuclear arms race in 
the Middle East

The Shia-dominated 
Baghdad 
government is 
heavily dependent 
on Iran’s al-Quds 
Force

Bolstering Assad has 
become immensely 
costly

Republican presidential candidate Senator Lindsey Graham launches “No Nukes for Iran”, on July 
20th in New York. He is surrounded by Senator John McCain, R-Ariz., left, and former Senator Joe 
Lieberman, I-Conn.
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A 

s a part of the nuclear 
deal between Tehran 
and the P5+1, the Is-
lamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC), its 

offshoots and members have been 
de-designated by the United States 
as proliferators of weapons of mass 
destruction.

This is bound to have implica-
tions, not only for the domestic 
balance of power between the IRGC 
and clerical elites in the Islamic Re-
public, but also for Tehran’s ability 
to project power across the Middle 
East.

The removal of harsh interna-
tional sanctions that have crippled 
Iran’s economy in return for Tehran 
scaling back its nuclear programme 
enables the IRGC, Iran’s most pow-
erful military force that has in re-
cent years acquired control of key 
sectors of the economy such as the 
oil industry and construction, to 
benefit from an expected foreign 
investment boom in the Islamic Re-
public.

In other words, the nuclear agree-
ment and attendant sanctions relief 
paradoxically change the domestic 
balance of power to the benefit of 
the most ardent opponents of the 
deal.

Worse, far from moderating Iran’s 
behaviour abroad, the nuclear deal 
and the lifting of sanctions are like-
ly to embolden the regime to take 
greater risks in its drive to become 

the paramount regional power.
The IRGC already commands a 

central position in Iran’s economy 
and the Tehran Stock Exchange. 
As foreign investors flock to Iran to 
participate in the post-sanctions bo-
nanza, the IRGC-owned companies 
will be the first to benefit from the 
cash flow.

This is particularly true of the two 
main financial arms of the IRGC on 
the stock market: Mehr Finance 
and Credit Institution, along with 
its  subsidiaries, and the IRGC Co-
operative Foundation. Any invest-
ment in companies owned by the 
corps’ financial arms benefits the 
120,000-strong IRGC, the Praeto-
rian Guard of the Tehran regime.

Outside the Tehran Stock Ex-
change, Khatam al-Anbia Construc-
tion Base, the IRGC’s contracting 
arm and the largest contractor in 
Iran, looks certain to benefit from 
the de-designation. This will pro-
vide the company with easier ac-
cess to cash and operations abroad 
— Khatam al-Anbia is engaged in 
major infrastructure activities in 
Iraq and Venezuela — but also to vi-
tal equipment and spare parts only 
available abroad. The IRGC’s eco-
nomic success will soon translate 
into political gains in the Islamic 
Republic.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
and Ayatollah Akbar Hashemi Raf-
sanjani, chairman of the powerful 
Expediency Council, and their tech-
nocrat backers have sought energet-
ically to roll back the political influ-
ence of the IRGC. But more money 
in the Guards’ coffers will greatly 
enhance their ability to create jobs 

through IRGC-owned companies, 
provide funding for their support 
base and finance the political cam-
paigns of veterans of the corps run-
ning for parliament in elections 
scheduled for February 26, 2016.

This would be a formidable chal-
lenge to Rohani and Iran’s techno-
cratic elites who do not have access 
to funding on a similar scale.

The sanctions relief is also likely 
to have a great impact on the IRGC’s 
regional power projection capabili-
ties. Bashar Assad’s embattled re-
gime in Syria, which has begged for 
significant financial support from 
its key ally Iran, is likely to find itself 
flush with cash from Tehran.

The cash flow is also expected to 
intensify the IRGC’s campaign to 
expand Iran’s regional influence: 
A more financially secure IRGC is 
likely to pursue its goals more ag-
gressively.

This will have a major impact in 
Syria, where the combined forces of 
pro-Assad fighters, including Leba-
non’s Hezbollah, and the IRGC have 
been largely on the defensive in that 
country’s civil war in recent months.

But there is the risk now that the 
supporters of anti-Assad forces, 
particularly Saudi Arabia and Qatar, 
will seek to counter Iran’s expanded 
financial capabilities by boosting 
their own funding of the Damascus 
regime’s opponents, thereby per-
petuating the civil war in Syria, now 
in its fifth terrible year.

Hezbollah, in particular, is likely 
to find itself rewarded with an in-
creased cash flow from Tehran in 
return for its support for the Assad 
regime and what appears to be the 

Lebanese group’s growing engage-
ment in Syria, Lebanon’s eastern 
neighbour, as Tehran struggles to 
contain a string of rebel advances.

“Without a deal, we risk even 
more war in the Middle East,” US 
President Barack Obama said in an 
attempt to persuade lawmakers to 
support the July 14th agreement, 
although he is likely to achieve the 
exact opposite.

Republicans and some Democrats 
are expressing serious concerns 
about the agreement, and they are 
right to do so. The perils of a bad 
nuclear deal empowering the IRGC 
domestically in the Islamic Republic 
and in the wider Middle East may 
outweigh the benefits Obama and 
his administration hope to achieve.

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

In a twist, 
Iran deal boosts 
Revolutionary 
Guards

Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, right, arrives at a graduation ceremony of the Revolutionary 
Guard’s officers, while deputy commander of the Revolutionary Guard, Hossein Salami, second right, 
former commanders of the Revolutionary Guard Mohsen Rezaei, second left, and Yahya Rahim Safavi 
salute him in Tehran, Iran.

New deal but same old Iran

T 

he agreement 
between Iran and the 
P5+1 was supposed to 
regulate Iran’s nuclear 
aspirations and 
alleviate concerns in 

the West, in the Gulf and in Israel 
about Iran possibly become a 
nuclear power. In exchange for its 
cooperation, economic sanctions 
against Iran would be lifted.

That could have been the turn-
ing point between the Islamic 
Republic’s fractured relations with 
the West but Iran has continued its 
anti-Western rhetoric and there is 
little doubt that it will continue to 
discreetly pursue its ambitions to 
acquire nuclear state status.

But was it really a surprise? Not 
in the least for those who were and 
still are realists enough not to ex-
pect any changes from the current 
regime in Tehran. Some, including 
this reporter, have long held the 
view that Iran is on a preset path 
as established by the founder of 
the Islamic Republic. Years ago it 
became apparent it has remained 
true to its cause and continued ef-
forts to export the revolution.

For the good part of nearly 30 
years it has been unsuccessful, un-

able to make headway in export-
ing a Shia-led Islamic revolu-

tion, except in Lebanon, where 
it reached out to the local Shia 
community and found receptive 
ears. However, it wasn’t until the 
2003 US-led invasion of Iraq and 
the subsequent dismantlement of 
the Iraqi military that Iran was able 
to practically take over Iraq, where 
it had the support of the local Shia 
population, long abused by the 
Sunnis.

Those who expected to see a 
new approach to geopolitics from 
Iran, including US President Barack 
Obama and Secretary of State John 
Kerry, are in for a rude awaken-
ing. Either it was pure naïveté on 
their part or just wishful thinking. 
Either way they will be terribly 
disappointed.

The traditional telltale sign of 
where things are going was clearly 
visible following the Friday prayers 
a few days after the signing of the 

Vienna accords. Speeches deliv-
ered by fiery imams in mosques 
across Tehran were certainly not 
an encouraging sign of things to 
come.

Many Western pundits who sup-
ported the P5+1 initiative expected 
that things would change over-
night as though a magic wand was 
waved over the land. Well, they 
can wave all they want because 
nothing is going to change in Iran 
until the mullahs and imams wave 
goodbye to meddling in politics. 
And that is unlikely to happen 
anytime soon.

The underlying message 
delivered during Friday prayers 
was that the commitments to the 
Islamic Revolution and ideals 
remain unchanged. Following the 
sermons, the crowds resorted to 
chanting traditional slogans of 
hate, screaming “Death to Amer-

ica” and “Death to Israel”. That 
sort of behaviour should really not 
be expected from a country with 
which one has just signed a historic 
deal.

Granted, instant changes from 
Iran were not expected and the 
underlying current of the deal rides 
on hopes that within the next 10 
years the country would gradually 
open up to reforms. Can there be a 
change of direction in the country’s 
foreign affairs even in ten years? 
Short of a counter-revolution, that 
is very unlikely.

Still, optimists continue to hope 
to find an ally in Iran to fight the 
greater threat at the moment and 
that is the Islamic State (ISIS).

What the United States wants is 
a dependable force in the Gulf to 
police the region. So far none of 
the Arab countries has stepped to 
the plate, which is why the United 
States finds Iran attractive in that 
regard. The only clarity in all of this 
is that both sides realise that this 
is not a marriage of love but one of 
convenience.

The United States and Iran 
are united in fighting a common 
enemy, ISIS, in Iraq. But in neigh-
bouring Syria, Iran is backing the 
regime of President Bashar Assad, 
whom the Americans want to see 
wave goodbye.

The complexity of Middle East-
ern politics is nothing new. Only 
now it appears to be growing in 
complexity by the day.

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

Claude
Salhani 

View point
Iran has 
continued 
its anti-
Western 
rhetoric

Those who expected to 
see a new approach to 
geopolitics from Iran are 
in for a rude awakening

The nuclear deal and 
the lifting of 
sanctions are likely 
to embolden the 
regime

Old slogans die hard.
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A 

lthough Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants claimed 
responsibility for a sui-
cide bombing at a busy 
Iraqi marketplace on the 

first day of a Muslim feast, analysts 
and residents of the district warned 
against quick conclusions.

The July 17th blast killed at least 
120 people, including 14 children 
and 13 women, and wounded an-
other 140 in Khan Bani Saad, which 
is mostly inhabited by Shia Mus-
lims, according to Diyala Governor 
Muthana al-Tamimi.

Tamimi said the explosion 
brought down several buildings in 
Khan Bani Saad, in Diyala province, 
30 kilometres north-east of Bagh-
dad.

“The large number of casualties 
is due to the presence of crowds of 
people celebrating the first day of 
Eid al-Fitr,” he said, referring to the 
Muslim feast that marks the end of 
the holy fasting month of Ramadan.

He declined to comment on the 
reasons and the perpetrators of the 
attack, one of the deadliest since 
ISIS overran parts of Iraq late in 
2013.

ISIS claimed responsibility for the 
explosion in an internet statement, 
saying it targeted the “rejection-
ists”, a term used by hard-line Sun-
ni Muslims to describe rival Shias.

But residents said there was rea-
son to believe that someone from 
the area carried out the attack. 

Some blamed the blast on a rivalry 
between the influential pro-Iranian 
Badr Organisation and the Mahdi 
Army of the cleric Muqtada al-Sadr 
— both Shia groups.

Sadr’s group sought to have its 
own candidate run Diyala province, 
specifically from Khan Bani Saad. 
But Tamimi, who is a member of 
Badr Organisation, won. 

Badr, whose members are mostly 
in the army, police and other secu-
rity departments, became widely 
popular last year for fiercely fight-
ing ISIS militants across Iraq.

There were protests in Khan Bani 
Saad over Tamimi’s victory just 
three days before the blasts, resi-
dents reported.

Iraq’s army, backed by Shia mili-
tias, defeated ISIS in Diyala earlier 
this year, driving the group out of 
the province. 

The Iraqi Army is now focused 
on the western province of Anbar, 
where an offensive is planned to re-
capture Iraq’s Sunni heartland.

Jassim Abu Hussein, an inde-
pendent Shia politician who used a 
pseudonym for fear of retribution by 
militias in the area, said the perpe-
trators “are insiders, from this area. 
They wanted to undermine Tamimi 
on the first few days on the job.” 

Witnesses said a truck laden with 
blocks of ice drove into the crowd-
ed marketplace. The chunks are 
crushed into cubes used for cold 
drinks in the absence of refrigera-
tion due to continuous power cuts.

“When people gathered around 
the truck, there was suddenly a 
loud explosion with columns of 
black smoke rising to the sky,” said 
Abu Ali, an eyewitness who said he 
helped evacuate the wounded ly-
ing in the streets.

The panicky crowd, which in-
cluded women and children “went 
berserk, smashing windows of cars 
parked in the street”, Abu Ali said.

“It was mayhem,” he said. 
“There was blood and corpses all 
over.”

Tamimi said at least 12 people 
were arrested for questioning on 
suspicion of involvement in the 
blast. He declined to elaborate.

Another official in the governo-
rate said five top police officials, 
including Khan Bani Saad’s police 
chief Brigadier Jassim Saadi, were 
“fired” after the blast. They were 
questioned for lax security that 
made the explosion possible, he 
said.

The official, who insisted on an-
onymity saying he was not allowed 
to make statements to the media, 
said the truck driver had brought 
in 3 tonnes of high-grade explo-
sives concealed under blocks of ice 
he was selling. “The authorities are 
investigating how the explosives 
managed to find their way into the 
marketplace through several secu-
rity checkpoints on the way,” the 
official added.

A journalist and Baghdad uni-
versity professor said he doubted 
that ISIS was behind the blast. 
“The easiest is to blame sectarian-
ism for this incident” but “Daesh 
isn’t the culprit this time,” he said, 
using ISIS’s Arabic acronym.

“Cars are carefully searched on 

entry at six police and army road 
blocks on the way to Khan Bani 
Saad, how come this one slipped 
in?”

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Iraq.

Motives for Khan Bani Saad 
blast questioned
Iraqis suspect political rivalry behind 
the deadly bombing

Residents and Iraqi security forces gather around a crater caused 
by a suicide car attack at a market in Khan Bani Saad, north-east of 
Baghdad, July 18, 2015.

Residents said there 
was reason to 
believe that 
someone from the 
area carried out the 
attack

Credible reporters in Iraq are a rare breed

O 

f the hundreds of 
millions of people 
who have given 
their lives for 
freedom, Iraq has 
given its fair share. 

People, regardless of their social 
status, yearn to be free. Be it 
freedom of expression or 
freedom of beliefs, “It is the 
right of every individual to hold 
opinions without interference 
and to seek, receive, and impart 
information and ideas through 
any media (regardless of 
frontiers).” That’s exactly how 
the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights stated it.

After 2003, Iraq suddenly 
became all about human rights, 
civil liberties and, of course, free-
dom of the press.

After living under a brutal dic-
tatorship for several decades, Ira-
qis knew that the time had come 
to think, express and breathe as 
they please. 

They were no longer limited 
to watching the two or three 
government-controlled televi-
sion channels, listening to radio 
stations that the leader wanted 
them to hear or reading the few 
books that weren’t banned by the 

government.

The people of Iraq could finally 
relish the fact that nobody was 
monitoring their every thought 
and dream.

Shortly after the fall of Saddam 
Hussein’s regime, dozens of 
media outlets were launched. 
Every major political party had to 
have a media platform to spread 
the word and influence as many 
people as possible.

Unfortunately, those platforms 
would be owned by wealthy 
businessmen who seemed to 
find themselves prestigious from 
merely owning TV and radio 
stations. (This goes without even 
mentioning the funding coming 
from corrupt foreign countries.)

Certainly, the political 
and social situation is a 
direct reflection of the 
way the media works in 
the country. Hence, news 
is clearly relayed from the 
financial backers of these 
institutions. Sunnis have 
their outlets, as well as 
Shias, Kurds, Chris-
tians, etc.

Of course, an 
open market like 
Iraq’s demands 
journalist who are 
willing to follow 
their boss’s direc-
tions.

And therein lies 
the problem.

Journalism 
became a job for 
the jobless.

 You no longer 
need a degree 
to be hired as a 
reporter. You do 

not need to have any background 
or experience to be an anchor and 
who is to say that you have to be 
somewhat educated or well-read 
to host a political talk show that 
influences hundreds of thou-
sands?

Journalism in Iraq lacks ethics, 
professionalism, taste and, most 
of all, credibility.

Freedom of speech does not 
give anybody the right to degrade 
or infringe upon another or even 
to report false news simply based 
on the owner’s agenda.

NBC’s Nightly News anchor 
Brian Williams was suspended 
from his post as managing editor 
because he claimed that a heli-
copter he was aboard was struck 
by rocket fire in Iraq 12 years ago. 
The network now knows that the 
claim was false and therefore Wil-
liams should be punished.

It will take many years before 
something like this happens in 
Iraq for many reasons but the 

main one would be 
that there is no full 
understanding of the 
meaning of the free-
dom of the media and/
or expression. 

There is no profes-
sional modern media in-
stitute that knows how 
to teach ethics, profes-
sionalism or credibility.

That explains why so 
many people are rushing 
to be journalists in one of 
the most dangerous coun-

tries to be a journalist in the 
world today.

It is simply so easy.
To be fair, there are 

credible journalists 
in Iraq who could 
compete with the 
best journalists in 
the world. But they 

are a rare breed.

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

Dalia
al-Aqidi

View point
Sunnis 
have their 
outlets, 
as well 
as Shias, 
Kurds, 
Christians, 
etc.

Journalism in Iraq lacks 
ethics, professionalism, 
taste and, most of all, 
credibility
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M 

ore than two months 
after their fall into the 
hands of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), the ruins 
of the ancient city of 

Palmyra, a World Heritage Site, are 
mostly undamaged but a Syrian an-
tiquities official said he fears Palmy-
ra could end up destroyed by mili-
tants like the Iraqi city of Nimrud.

“I live in constant fear and ap-
prehension that I might receive bad 
news from Palmyra,” said Maamoun 
Abdulkarim, director general of 
Syria’s Antiquities and Museums Di-
rectorate. “But I have big hope and 
confidence that the local civil socie-
ty will play a vital role in protecting 
the city, which is essential to their 
future and the economic well-being 
of their children.”

ISIS destroyed Nimrud because, 
militants claimed, it promoted 
idolatry and violated Islamic law 
but Palmyra, a 2,000-year old city 
remarkably preserved in the mid-
dle of the Syrian desert, has been 
spared ISIS’s wrath, so far.

“Since its fall on May 21st, the an-
cient city is still in a secure condi-

tion, in the sense that there are no 
criminal acts targeting it, except the 
mass crime carried out in the mag-
nificent ancient amphitheatre in 
which 25 soldiers and government 
employees had been executed be-
fore the eyes of the city’s residents,” 
Abdulkarim said.

“This place, which had been built 
2000 years ago to stand witness for 
cultural and artistic manifestations, 
has been tarnished and stained to-
day and this is very, very sad.”

While sparing the main ruins, 
militants have smashed dozens of 
religious shrines and mausoleums 
for ideological reasons.

Abdulkarim pointed out that the 
Palmyra museum has been sealed 
off by militants and that he had no 
information about its condition.

“The museum is under their tight 
control and we know that the stone 
statue of the Lion of al-Lat has been 
destroyed,” he said in reference to 
the figure at the entrance of the mu-
seum. 

The Lion of al-Lat was a statue of 
soft limestone, more than 3 metres 
high and weighing about 15 tons, 
dating to the second century BC.

“It is the greatest crime commit-
ted against the treasures of Palmy-
ra,” Abdulkarim said.  “We covered 
the statue with metal plate and con-

cealed it under sandbags to protect 
it from destruction but obviously 
they managed to find its place.”

Anticipating the risks posed by 
more than four years of a devas-
tating civil war, authorities moved 
valuable artefacts and archaeologi-
cal treasures which could be trans-
ported from the sites and museums 
to safe places. But Abdulkarim said 
he was concerned about treasures 
yet to be unearthed.

“The biggest fear of all is that ISIS 
could be granting thieves and ar-
chaeology gangs the permission to 
excavate the suspected treasures 
still lying under the sands,” he said. 

“Thus far, none of the excavation 
mafias has undertaken any such 
action for reasons that we do not 
know but this is bound to happen 
sooner or later, especially if the city 
remains under ISIS control.

“We fear that they would be using 
heavy excavation tools and machin-
ery which would lead to a systemat-
ic destruction of a big part of Syria’s 

archaeological heritage.”
The Syrian official noted, howev-

er, that smugglers and thieves have 
been active in Palmyra, as proved by 
the seizure by ISIS of seven statues 
in the eastern countryside of Alep-
po from a smuggler who was trying 
to take them out of Syria.

“Unfortunately, the pieces that 
came from tombs in Palmyra were 
destroyed by ISIS in the city of Man-
baj in front of a big crowd and we 
have original photos proving that,” 
Abdulkarim said. He revealed that 
400 artefacts, including statues, 
torsos and heads in addition to hun-
dreds of figurines, jars and pottery 
pieces, were removed from Palmyra 
and stored in secret places.

 However, “a number of sarcopha-
guses and statues were left behind 
because we did not have enough 
time to evacuate them when ISIS 
launched its sudden offensive 
and seized the city in a matter of a 
week,” he added.

Abdulkarim could not confirm 
reports that ISIS had placed mines 
and explosives in the Greco-Roman 
ruins, saying: “What we have heard 
is popular talk but until this minute 
we are not sure that it happened.

 “Our sources in the field, which 
we trust and rely on, did not relay 
such information and I hope that 

these reports are not true, espe-
cially that ISIS had said they did not 
want to destroy Palmyra.”

Palmyra had suffered before ISIS’s 
arrival with clashes between re-
bels and government forces, which 
marked columns with shells and 
bullet holes.“The damage done to 
the columns so far was superficial 
and easy to repair by the antiquities 
department, as long as it stays like 
that,” Abdulkarim said.

 Even if Palmyra emerges intact 
from the Syrian war, its name has 
become associated with massacre 
and violence, according to Nazir 
Awad, the director of the archaeo-
logical buildings at the Directorate 
of Antiquities. “When civilisations 
build such a majestic amphitheatre 
it indicates that they have reached 
a high level of cultural and social 
awareness,” Awad said.

“The Palmyra theatre was meant 
to build cultural bridges between 
peoples, bringing happiness and 
enlightenment but ISIS came 2,000 
years later and stained this monu-
ment, which is now synonymous to 
fear and terror.”

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He had been 
covering Syria since 1995.

Palmyra 
mostly 
untouched 
but fears 
remain

The ‘escapee of Palmyra’: A witness to ISIS horrors

A 2009 aerial view taken of the ancient city of Palmyra.

Al-Hasakah, Syria

“T
error and fear pre-
vailed. Blood spilled 
in the streets. Death 
threat was hanging 
over everyone on the 

common charge of collaborating 
with the ‘apostate’ regime.” With 
these words the “escapee of Palmy-
ra” detailed the horrors of living for 
21 days under ISIS rule in the Syrian 
city of Palmyra.

The self-proclaimed Islamic State 
(ISIS) has seized every opportunity 
to show that man’s capacity for cru-
elty is staggering — posting videos 
of decapitation, summary execu-
tions, crucifixions and the burning 
of live victims. The escapee, a sen-
ior government official, walked for 
five days in the Syrian desert before 
he reached Damascus.

“I never thought I would have to 
flee Palmyra because I never im-
agined that it could fall into ISIS 
hands,” the escapee, who requested 
anonymity, said in an interview. “I 
still cannot figure out what hap-
pened. All of a sudden and without 
any prior notice, ISIS fighters invad-
ed the city as the army pulled out 
completely and we found ourselves 
under the mercy of those who have 
no mercy at all.”

After three days hiding in the 
woods fearing ISIS persecution, the 
“escapee of Palmyra” and eight col-
leagues were captured and inter-
rogated by the group’s “religious 
tribunal”. “We were submitted 
to all kinds of questions, such as 
‘What is your relation with the (Syr-
ian) regime?’, ‘Did you fight against 
ISIS jihadists?’, ‘What are Mus-
lims’ duties?’, “How many times 
do you kneel when praying?’, etc.,” 
 he said.

The escapee was lucky as he was 
sentenced to follow a “course for 

repentance”, while others were put 
in prison. After listening for a week 
to lectures on “ISIS principles” and 
its interpretations of the Quran, he 
was considered “penitent” and re-
leased.

After “graduating” from the 
course, he said he tried several 
times to escape without success. 
“I even tried to convince myself 
to coexist with ISIS but with every 
passing day I was more and more 
persuaded that life with them was 
impossible,” he said.

Residents of Palmyra, including 
children, were forced to watch ex-
ecutions of tens of victims, espe-
cially in the first three days after 
the capture of the city, when more 
than 71 people were put to death 
for “collaborating with the apostate 
regime” of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

One especially horrifying ex-
ecution haunts the escapee. “I can 
never forget the sight of this nurse 
whose fingers were cut off one after 
the other because she had treated 
wounded (army) soldiers,” he said. 
“After severing her fingers, they 
crucified her in front of everybody, 
including her three children. She 
was screaming like crazy in pain. I 
felt that my heart was going to stop 
beating. While she was dying they 
decapitated her children in front of 
her eyes.

“This is beyond reason. These 
people are beasts.”

The nurse’s ordeal was not the 
ugliest execution that he witnessed, 
the escapee said with a choking 

voice and tearful eyes. The horrors 
of watching another medical as-
sistant bleeding to death after his 
body was perforated and the sum-
mary execution of 25 Syrian troops 
by ISIS child soldiers in the amphi-
theatre of Palmyra’s famous ruins 
are nightmares that will haunt the 
escapee.

“It was the fifth day after the fall 
of the city,” he said. “ISIS militants 
forced hundreds of children, in-
cluding my nephews, to watch the 
execution in the ruins. The children 
have had terrifying nightmares ever 
since. It was the biggest example of 
violation of all norms and meanings 
of humanity. It can’t be worse.”

ISIS crimes continued, targeting 
people suspected of having links 
with the Assad regime, including 
a police volunteer who was de-
capitated in front of his wife and 
children and his severed head and 
body hanged on the front door of 
his house.

“They had lists of names of 
‘wanted people’, which were obvi-
ously prepared before they entered 
the city with the help of accomplic-
es inside,” the escapee said. “They 
paid a lot of money for those who 
would denounce and lead them to 
the so-called suspects. 

“They even offered me $2,000 to 
work for them, which I pretended 
to accept.”

Recounting how he and 17 others 
escaped, the escapee said the op-
portunity came up when they were 
asked by the “wali” (governor) of 
Palmyra to enroll in a specialised 
course in Raqqa on the “rules and 
laws of the Islamic State”. “While 
on the road supposedly to Raqqa, 
we all decided to flee but I will not 
disclose how because others might 
want to escape using the same 
routes,” he said.

“In short, I would say that we 
spent five days roaming in the de-
sert until we reached a village on 
the border between Homs and rural 

Damascus and from there we got 
into the capital. Here again, we had 
to go through a series of question-
ing and interrogations by Syrian se-
curity agencies.” The escapee said 
he was happy to have fled the grip 
of the terrorist group, which he said 
pushed cruelty beyond any bounds. 
He said videos posted by ISIS de-
picting executions did not reflect 
the reality of their despicable bru-
tality.

“The victims whose execution is 
filmed appear to be calm because 
they are injected with drugs in order 
not to resist their executioners but 

in reality the victims are screaming, 
imploring for mercy and resisting 
death till the end,” he added.

The “escapee of Palmyra” said 
he has recovered from days in the 
desert without food and enough 
water. “The most important thing is 
that I am away from their territory,” 
he said. “But I will never forget in 
my whole life the horrors I wit-
nessed there.”

Ragheb al-Jbour, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
north-eastern Syria.

Ragheb al-Jbour

The escapee, a 
senior government 
official, walked for 
five days in the 
Syrian desert before 
he reached 
Damascus

The road to hell

News & Analysis Syria

Khalil Hamlo

While sparing the 
main ruins, militants 
have smashed 
dozens of religious 
shrines
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O
n July 8th, the United States and the United Arab 
Emirates announced the launch of the Sawab Center, the 
first multinational online messaging programme to 
counter the propaganda of the Islamic State (ISIS).

“All of us share a responsibility to raise our voices online 
and in our communities in opposition to Daesh [Arabic 

acronym for ISIS] and in support of the right path,” wrote Anwar 
Gargash, the UAE minister of state for foreign affairs, and Richard 
Stengel, US under-secretary of state, in a joint opinion article pub-
lished in USA Today.

This initiative is a welcome addition to the international efforts 
aimed at countering the ISIS narrative and its lethal consequences.

That destructive narrative has had a strong impact not only because 
of the content it peddles but also because of the volume of the mes-
saging flow that backs it up.  Globally accessible and cost-free modern 
communication technologies are intensively used by online jihadist 
armies. Supporters of the Islamic State are said to use as many as 
90,000 social media accounts.

To the thousands of vulnerable young men and women in the 
Middle East and North Africa region and beyond, ISIS provides a fare 
of attractive lies that have never been adequately challenged.  
Through its distortion of Islamic history, ISIS offers impressionable 
minds the utopia of a golden age that will restore the lost valour of 
Muslims and provide marginalised and frustrated youth with the 
false rewards of heroic missions. Even though ISIS only delivers death 
and destruction, its narrative continues to attract young people from 
many nationalities.

The success of the ISIS narrative is a reflection of the failure of 
competing narratives. If states in the region could not maintain the 
hope for a better future, Western nations were too often associated 
with the use of military power rather than betterment of lives.

Then there are facts on the ground. As abhorrently shocking as they 
are, ISIS snuff videos are reinforced by battlefield developments to 
give jihadist sympathisers the perception of ISIS fighters as trium-
phant conquerors. Daesh’s string of military successes in Syria and 
Iraq, as well as its expansion to other parts of the Arab world, do give 
credence to the organisation’s claims of faith-driven superiority over 
its Western-allied enemies of Islam. Such victories give ammunition 
to proponents of false flag and other conspiracy theories and spread 
doubt about the resolve to combat ISIS. No counter-narrative will get 
traction as long as ISIS’s military successes are not seriously reversed.

The role of Western governments in the counter-propaganda 
campaign is important. But more pertinent is the role to be played by 
local populations. Civil society, political parties, grass-root groups 
and artists in the Arab world must take ownership of the counter-mes-
saging effort. Peer-to-peer communication is key. The recent Saudi TV 
series Selfie is a courageous project that could help deflate ISIS’s 
pompous rhetoric.  More such artistic expressions of disdain for ISIS 
are needed.

The effort to counter the ISIS narrative must also reach out to 
audiences outside the Arab and Muslim world. Local initiatives are 
needed in the West to debunk the myths that attract young Muslims 
or recent Muslim converts to jihadism.

The Sawab Center is a step in the right direction provided it will 
create a global momentum that involves Arab and Muslim young men 
and women in combating ISIS’s nihilistic narrative.

Countering the ISIS 
narrative is crucial

Countering the ISIS 
narrative is crucial

Editorial

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Syrian civil war inches 
towards Turkey

W
hen the civil war 
began in earnest 
in Syria and 
outside forces 
started to 
interfere 

supporting one side or the other, 
Bashar Assad, at that point still a 
novice in the finer points of 
conducting war against one’s own 
people, issued a warning to the 
international community. Basi-
cally what he said was along the 
lines of hell would spread to the 
rest of the region if the civil war 
was allowed to continue.

It’s been a few years now since 
that statement and, sure enough, 
the war did spread, involving in 
one manner or another first Iraq, 
then Jordan, Lebanon and now 
Turkey.

Turkey’s involvement in the war 
in Syria began with refugees 
streaming over the border. Turkey 
then found itself hosting Syrian 
opposition members, giving them 
safe houses and providing basic 
training for them in the hope that 
a quick settlement would follow 
the overthrow of the president in 
Syria and establish a stable 
government.

Then came the flow of jihadist 
fighters from Europe, who 
transited through Turkey to join 
the forces in Iraq and Syria.

The Turks also had to deal with 
periodic outbursts of violence 
from opposing factions who fled 
to the safety of Turkey, often 
pursued by exploding shells that 
found their way across the border.

More recently Turkey has found 
it harder to deal with the situation 
it has put itself in: that of support-
ing the opposition, supplying and 
defending it, supporting jihadists 
and, now, finding itself in their 
way.

A massive bomb exploded July 
20th at a border crossing between 
Turkey and Syria, killing dozens 
and wounding nearly 100.  Experts 
dealing with the current conflict 

say this was nary but a 
warning and that it’s only 
a matter of time before the 
inevitable happens — and 
Turkey finds itself 
confronting the jihadists.

Thanks to President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
policies, Turkey is in a 

rather delicate situation.
Turkey’s position is not envi-

able because of bad blood 
between Turkey’s then-prime 
minister — Erdogan — and Assad. 
Erdogan went on to become his 
country’s president, Assad went 

on to become leader of one Syrian 
faction.

Although Assad still holds the 
title of president, it is hard to 
consider him president of the 
entire country when, in fact, he 
controls less than half and 
represents even less.  Some have 
taken to calling him Syria’s strong-
man but in fact that is hardly the 
case. It will be interesting to see 
how history will refer to him.

But let’s go back to Turkey 
where Erdogan had initially 
permitted potential recruits to 
cross his country to join the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Weapons were 
allowed to transit the country 
along with munitions and sup-
plies. As we predicted in these 
very pages a few weeks ago, it was 
only a matter of time before ISIS 
began pointing its weapons at 
Turkey.

No doubt Turkey has found 
itself under tremendous pressure 
from its NATO allies to crack down 
on the jihadists. Turkey is left in a 
position of damned if you do and 
damned if you don’t.

If Erdogan sits back and allows 
such actions by jihadists to go 
unpunished, he’s only inviting 
more of the same. This is some-
thing Turkey cannot permit. If he 
chooses to crack down on the 
Islamists, he risks upsetting many 
of his fellow Sunni religionists 
and this is also something he 
cannot permit.

Once again Turkey’s saviour 
seems to be the military. The mess 
on the border between Turkey and 
Iraq and Turkey and Syria can 
only be cleaned up by the military. 
Well-equipped, well-armed, 
well-fed and generally a powerful 
army, considered the strongest in 
the Middle East, Turkey’s is 
probably the only military in the 
region that can take on ISIS.

The question, however, is 
whether the country’s politicians 
will be wise enough to step back 
for a moment and allow the 
military to clean up their mess.

Claude Salhani
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The Iran deal and Israel’s nuclear monopoly

The Iran deal:
Sign of hope after years of mistrust

T
he historic agreement 
between Iran and six 
world powers on 
Tehran’s nuclear 
programme has a side 
effect virtually ignored 

in the West – the deal perpetuates 
Israel’s nuclear monopoly in the 
Middle East. As long as that 
persists, the notion of eventually 
turning the region into a nuclear-
free zone remains a fantasy.

Critics of the accord between 
Iran and the P5+1 — Britain, China, 
France, Germany, Russia and the 
United States — say that Iran 
cannot be trusted to stick to the 
accord, which restricts Tehran’s 
ability to work on nuclear weap-
ons in return for lifting harsh 
economic sanctions.

Sceptics point to past Iranian 
efforts, documented by the United 
Nations’ nuclear watchdog 
agency, to conceal parts of its 
nuclear programme and its efforts 
to enrich uranium in secret 
facilities.

By far the loudest cries of alarm 
about the agreement are coming 
from the one and only country in 
the region that has a nuclear 
arsenal — Israel. In the latest 
edition of its yearbook on arma-
ments, the Stockholm Interna-
tional Peace Research Institute 
estimates that Israel has 80 
nuclear warheads. Other esti-
mates are higher. Israel neither 
confirms nor denies it has atomic 
bombs under a US-blessed policy 
of “nuclear opacity”.

There is an irony of history in 
vociferous Israeli objec-
tions to the deal and in its 
outrage over deceptive 
Iranian practices. Why? 
They resemble those of 
Israel from the time it 
began working, in the late 
1950s, on nuclear weap-
ons at the Dimona reactor 
in the Negev desert.

The veil of secrecy over 
the project was so 
effective that it took years 

for US intelligence to figure out its 
purpose, according to Avner 
Cohen, a leading expert on Israel’s 

nuclear bombs. A non-prolifera-
tion scholar at the Monterey 
Institute for International Studies, 
Cohen is the author of two 
landmark books on the history of 
Israel’s weapons: Israel and the 
Bomb and The Worst-Kept Secret: 
Israel’s Bargain with the Bomb.

Cohen and William Burr, a 
senior analyst at the National 
Security Archive, recently 
released a trove of documents that 
add detail to the story of Israeli 
nuclear deception.  One of the 
papers refers to an Israeli official’s 
answer to a question US Ambassa-
dor to Israel Ogden Reid asked 
when the two were on a helicopter 
flying over a huge construction 
site near Dimona in 1960. “What is 
being built there?”  Reid asked. 
“It’s a textile factory,” he was told.

Middle East pundit Juan Cole 
has ascribed Israel’s fierce 
opposition to the nuclear deal to 
“mirror thinking” — Israel cheated 
so it assumes Iran will cheat, too.

Almost a decade of on-and-off 
negotiations between Iran and the 
P5+1 has produced a flood of 
analyses on subjects from the 
number of centrifuges and the 
frequency of inspections to what 
type of bomb would be required 
to knock out nuclear reactors if 
the deal fell apart and Iran moved 
towards weapons production.

But there has been almost no 
debate in the West on how 
maintaining the present imbal-
ance of nuclear power in the 
Middle East could be compatible 
with long-standing calls to turn 
one of the world’s most volatile 
regions into a nuclear-free zone. 
It is an idea that has been on the 
UN agenda for decades and enjoys 
overwhelming international 
support.

Those in favour include US 
President Barack Obama, who 
soon after taking office in 2009 
declared “clearly and with 
conviction America’s commit-

ment to seek the peace and 
security of a world without 
nuclear weapons”. The commit-
tee that awarded him the 2009 
Nobel Peace Prize cited “his 
vision of and work for a world 
without nuclear weapons”.

But there is a large gap between 
words and deeds, particularly 
where Israel is concerned.

In May, a UN meeting meant to 
strengthen the Nuclear Non-Pro-
liferation Treaty ended in failure 
when the United States and two of 
its closest allies, Canada and 
Britain, opposed a proposal to 
have a conference on a nuclear-
free Middle East. It would have 
required Israel to confirm its 
nuclear arsenal.

Bernd Debusmann is a writer on 
foreign affairs based in 
Washington. He has reported 
from more than 100 countries and 
was wounded twice while 
covering the civil war in Lebanon.

W
ithin moments 
of being 
announced, the 
Iran nuclear 
deal evoked 
emotionally 

charged and polarised reaction 
from almost every major foreign 
power.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu announced the deal 
was a “historic mistake” and US 
Republican Party leaders lined up 
to decry it as a diplomatic disaster. 
In the Middle East, Iranian 
hardliners restrained themselves, 
awaiting a statement from the 
supreme leader before comment-
ing while the Saudi government 
channelled its opposition through 
state-owned media outlets.

Criticism of the agreement is 
not without foundation. The 
Israeli government feels more 

vulnerable with a bolstered 
Iran potentially with billions 
of dollars pouring into its 
coffers.

 Saudi Arabia fears the 
deal weakens its position as 
the West’s number one ally 
after Israel in the region. 
American Republicans see it 
as an opportunity to flex 
their foreign policy creden-

tials. Ironically, their objections 
put them in the unusual position 
of being in agreement with Iranian 
hardliners. Both think their 
respective side has made too 

many concessions in reaching the 
deal.  

The reality is both sides gain 
from a continuation of the status 
quo. Iranian hardliners oppose the 
deal because it jeopardises the 
power and influence they wield. 
They have flourished in an Iran 
hostile towards the “Great Satan” 
and cling to the revolutionary 
rhetoric that put them in positions 
of power. By contrast, Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani’s main 
campaign pitch was to get the 
sanctions on Iran lifted. The deal 
gives credence to Iranian moder-
ates, emboldening their vision for 
reforming the country.

One must take Iran’s transfor-
mation over the past 36 years into 
account in order to gauge the 
degrees of influence the naysayers 
hold. Modern Iran is not the 
country the West remembers from 
1979. 

Two-thirds of Iranians were 
born since the revolution and this 
new generation is more open to 
Western norms than the rest of the 
world has been led to believe. Iran 
has one of the most digitally 
connected populations in the 
Middle East. The yearning for 
engagement was exemplified 
when the biggest gathering of 
Iranians outside the country in 
more than 30 years took place in 
Berlin to support the high-tech 
entrepreneurial ecosystem of 
Iran.

Critics are giving short shrift to 
the agreement’s unprecedented 
safeguards backed up by a rigorous 
inspections regime. A 10-year deal 
decrees that Iran can only enrich 
uranium to a level of 3.67%, well 
below the 90% level needed for a 
nuclear weapon. Iran’s stockpile of 
low-enriched uranium will be 
limited to 300 kilograms down 
from more than 7 tonnes at 
present. Iran will still need to meet 
its obligations under the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty during 
and after the deal and sanctions 
won’t be lifted until the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency gives 
the all-clear.

Opponents of the deal also fail to 
see what US President Barack 
Obama recognised with Cuba as 
well as Iran: The current policy has 
produced little benefits. The 
sanctions were meant to squeeze 
Iran into curtailing its nuclear 
programme. In reality the number 
of Iran’s nuclear centrifuges 
increased from 200 in 2005 to 
19,000 in 2014.

The agreement does not initiate 
cordial diplomatic relations 
between Iran and Western nations. 
It will take years to restore the 
damage done by decades of 
hostilities and does not detract 
from concerns world powers have 
about Iran’s funding of terrorist 
organisations, its human rights 
policies and its provocative 
rhetoric towards Israel.

Despite a crippling economy, 
Iran’s Revolutionary Guards 
supply millions of dollars in 
funding to militant organisations 
in the region. The more likely use 
of the new funds would be to solve 
Iran’s huge internal deficit of 
infrastructure investment, 
particularly in energy exporting 
and transport. 

There are huge demands for the 
use of newly acquired assets. The 
reformers in Iran understand very 
well that this deal has to deliver 
benefits to ordinary Iranians who 
demand a modernised country to 
suit their forward-thinking 
mindset and pursuits.

We should not automatically 
dismiss Iran’s commitment to the 
deal based on past mistrust. There 
are clear reasons to believe Iran 
wants to come in from the cold 
and is ready to be a nation 
working alongside world powers, 
not against them. This is evident 
from the painstaking effort it has 
taken to get this far. The deal 
should be supported and Iran 
given a chance to prove it is a 
responsible member of the global 
community of nations.

Yasmin Kalhori is a senior 
researcher at the House of 
Commons and founder of Go Iran 
Tours.  Theo Bachrach is a foreign 
affairs researcher in London and 
senior editor at the International 
Security Observer think-tank.

Bernd Debusmann

Yasmin Kalhori 
and Theo Bachrach

There is an irony in 
Israeli objections to 
the deal and in its 
outrage over Iran’s 
deceptive practices

 Modern Iran is not 
the country the 
West remembers 
from 1979

A 2002 picture shows a partial view of Israel’s Dimona nuclear power plant in the Negev desert.
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Cairo

V
eteran lawyer Khalid Fouad 
has concluded that Egypt’s 
justice system is not work-
ing well.

Fouad has been trying 
to get a ruling in favour of one of 
his clients from one of the nation’s 
courts for 11 years. However, a judg-
ment seems to be very distant in the 
case as well as in hundreds of thou-
sands of other in Egypt’s courts.

“Some of my clients even die 
before getting verdicts from the 
courts,” Fouad said. “Sometimes 
I have to deal with the successors 
of my clients who do not live long 
enough to see rulings issued by the 
courts.”

Egypt’s justice system moves 
at a snail’s pace, leaving litigants 
frustrated as they wait to see jus-
tice done. Millions of litigants, 
lawyers and suspects are locked in 
protracted court procedures across 
this country in what seems to be an 
endless cycle.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi expressed desperation 
with the pace of the justice system 
on June 30th during the funeral of 
chief prosecutor Hesham Barakat, 
who was killed in a car bomb attack 
in eastern Cairo.

“These laws and these courts will 
not do,” Sisi said angrily during the 
funeral, asking the nation’s judges 
to speed up their work to deal with 
cases.

Sisi’s expression of desperation 
comes at a time when Egypt’s courts 
seem to be incapable of quickly and 

effectively dealing with the terror-
ism cases that are piling up.

Egypt’s former president Hosni 
Mubarak was tried on charges of 
ordering the killing of hundreds of 
demonstrators in 2011 and financial 
corruption for four years before he 
was acquitted in 2015.

Terrorism experts say the slow-
ness of the justice system will ren-
der Egypt’s efforts to fight terrorism 
ineffective.

In 2011, there were 13 million cas-
es in courts across Egypt, according 
to the state-run Central Agency for 

Public Mobilisation and Statistics. 
Observers say the number might 
have increased by 20% since then, 
while the government works to 
bring people accused of terrorism-
related offences to court.

The government has also been ac-
tively cracking down on the Muslim 
Brotherhood and ordering its mem-
bers to court under accusations 
they are responsible for Egypt’s 
security turmoil. By any means, 13 
million cases is a huge number of 
cases for Egypt’s 16,000 judges to 
handle, legal experts say.

Justice Osama al-Feel, the head 
of the Appeals Court in the south-
ern province of Assiut, says judges 
do their best to finalise their work 
as quickly as possible.

“Most of the time is wasted dur-
ing court hearings and arguments,” 
Feel said. “As for the judges, they 

waste no time and are able to issue 
a verdict in any given case within a 
month as of the end of court hear-
ings and arguments.”

The solution, according to Feel, is 
for some disputes to be solved out-
side the courts.

Egypt established its family 
courts in 2004 with the aim of deal-
ing with tens of thousands of mar-
riage disputes and divorce requests 
outside of civilian courts. 

The courts include social ex-
perts who try to solve couples’ 
complaints before they turn into 
civil cases. Marriage disputes used 
to take years in the courts before 
wives were given the right to di-
vorce or alimony.

In 1994, the government also is-
sued the arbitration law with the 
aim of solving some legal disputes 
away from the courts, too. The law, 
however, is no longer effective.

Signalling its desperation with 
the pace of the work in the courts 
and its desire to deal effectively 
with terrorism cases away from any 
extrajudicial measures, the govern-
ment recently issued an anti-terror 
bill that includes possible death 
sentences for individuals or groups 
involved in terrorist attacks.

However, Fouad, the veteran 
lawyer, says Egypt doesn’t need 
new laws, noting that present ordi-
nances include tough penalties for 
terrorists.

 He suggests increasing the num-
ber of judges by enlisting help from 
the Egypt Bar Association and its 
500,000 experienced members. 
Egypt’s judicial authority law, 
which has never been applied be-
cause the Judges’ Club — the non-
governmental guild of the nation’s 
judges — objected to it, calls for 
increasing the number of  judges 
by enlisting help from experienced 
lawyers.

“This can make larger the num-
ber of judges dealing with cases in 
the courts,” Fouad said. “There are 
good solutions that can speed up 
the work of the courts, but the fact 
is that the government is not seri-
ous about finding radical solutions 
to this problem.”

Cairo

A
n attack on an Egyptian 
naval vessel off the coast 
in the north-eastern part 
of Egypt offers new evi-
dence that the country’s 

strategic waterways are within reach 
of terrorist groups.

A gunboat patrolling the coast off 
Rafah near the Gaza Strip was hit 
by a missile on July 16th. A group 
affiliated with the Islamic State (ISIS) 
claimed responsibility for the attack, 
saying in a statement that it fired a 
guided missile at the vessel.

The Egyptian military said the 
ship caught fire during an exchange 
with militants but that no crew 
member died in the attack.

However, it is the use of a missile 
that caused the most concern in 
Cairo.

Security expert Khaled Okasha 
says it is worrisome that terrorists 
are using modern weaponry in attacks 
against the Egyptian Army.

“They have obtained these weapons 
in the past months and are now using 
them against the army, especially 
in their latest attacks in the Sinai,” 

Okasha said. “If they tell us anything, 
it is that these attacks are carried 
out by people who are qualified and 
well-trained.”

Egypt has been cracking down on 
Sinai militants for almost two years. 
Authorities are engaged in a massive 
operation that includes destroying 
hundreds of smuggling tunnels 
between Sinai and the Gaza Strip. 
Dozens of militants have been killed 
and scores of others arrested.

In November 2014, militants who 
used to operate under the umbrella 
of the local terror group Ansar Beit 
al-Maqdis, swore allegiance to ISIS 
and called themselves Sinai Province. 
They have attacked Egyptian Army 
and police posts in northern Sinai, 
killing several military personnel 
and policemen. They have also 
launched attacks in Cairo and other 
provinces.

On June 29th, the group carried 
out coordinated attacks in north 
Sinai, killing 17 Egyptian troops and 
wounding several others. Two days 
earlier, it claimed responsibility for 
the assassination of Egypt’s chief 
prosecutor, Hisham Barakat.

The July 16th attack comes a few 
weeks before Egypt is to inaugurate 
a new waterway along the Suez Canal, 
one that will shorten transit time 
in the canal, which links the 
Mediterranean with the Red Sea.

The project is expected to more 
than double revenues from the canal 
(Egypt receives almost $5 billion in 
transit fees annually from the canal) 
in ten years and develop the Suez 

Canal region into a magnet for foreign 
and local investments.

Military experts say Egyptian Army 
successes in Sinai are forcing ISIS 
to take its attacks to the sea.

“The army is tightening the noose 
around the terrorists on the ground, 
targeting their hideouts and killing 
a large number of them,” Nabil Fouad, 
a former high-ranking Egyptian 
defence official, said. 

“It is normal for them to try to 
confuse the army by staging attacks 
in other areas.”

Quickly after the attack on the 
navy gunboat, the Egyptian Army 
retaliated by attacking ISIS hideouts 
in Sinai. 

At least 59 militants were said to 
have been killed in operations on 
July 18th. The army destroyed two 
warehouses containing explosives, 
along with three cars, according to 
army spokesman General Muhammad 
Samir.

Seven Egyptian Army personnel 
have died in battles with the terrorists, 
he said.

In November 2014, an Egyptian 
Navy vessel was attacked off the 
coast of the northern city of Damietta. 
Eight navy personnel remain missing 
from the attack.

Fouad said he does not expect 

naval attacks to turn into a strategy 
for the ISIS branch in Egypt. He 
described the sea as an “open field” 
where attackers can be easily spotted 
and targeted.

“There can be no hiding for the 

terrorists in the sea, which makes 
similar attacks not highly possible 
in the future,” Fouad said.

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

Egypt’s anti-terrorism fight hamstrung by slow courts

Egypt’s judges have to deal with a huge number of cases at the courts.

Smoke rises from the Egyptian coastguard vessel on the coast of 
northern Sinai.
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Amr Emam

 Millions of litigants, 
lawyers and suspects 
are locked in 
protracted court 
procedures

Missile attack on Egyptian 
vessel stirs concern

The July 16th attack 
comes a few weeks 
before Egypt is to 
inaugurate a new 
waterway

It is the use of a 
missile that caused 
the most concern in 
Cairo
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O 

n the second day of the 
Muslim holiday Eid al-
Fitr, Saudi Arabia an-
nounced the arrest of 
431 people, including 

the man suspected of links with 
the Islamic State (ISIS) who alleg-
edly sent death threats to come-
dian Nasser al-Qasabi.

The Interior Ministry said securi-
ty forces rounded up the individu-
als in the past “few weeks” while 
also thwarting planned suicide at-
tacks on mosques, diplomatic mis-
sions and security organs in Riyadh 
and the Eastern province.

“The number arrested to date is 
431, most of them citizens, in addi-
tion to participants from other na-
tionalities … six successive suicide 
operations that targeted mosques 
in the Eastern province on every 
Friday timed with assassinations of 
security men were thwarted,” the 
ministry statement said.

Other nationalities rounded up 
in the sweep included: Yemeni, 
Egyptian, Syrian, Jordanian, Alge-
rian, Nigerian, Chadian and others 
yet to be identified.

Among the suspects rounded up, 
144 are accused of supporting the 
network by “spreading the devi-
ant ideology on the internet and 
recruiting new members”, includ-
ing a Twitter user named Jalabeeb 
al-Jizrawi, who threatened Qasabi, 

a Saudi satirist, after an episode of 
his Ramadan comedy programme 
Selfie poked fun at the terrorist or-
ganisation.

Jalabeeb al-Jizrawi wrote; “The 
holy warriors will not rest until 
they cut your head from your body, 
in just a few days hopefully.”

The use of the internet and social 
networks in particular as methods 
of recruitment by terrorist organi-
sations has led to many in the king-
dom calling for a ban on sites such 
as Twitter, which has more than 
2.4 million Saudi users, the highest 
number of users in the region.

But at a news conference in Ri-
yadh, Interior Ministry spokesman 
Major-General Mansour al-Turki 
said the closing or blocking of Twit-
ter was not a solution in dealing 
with terrorism even though terror 
networks have been able to take 
advantage of these social networks 
to promote and recruit impression-
able youth.

“Security authorities have, over 
the past few weeks, worked to dis-
mantle a network of cluster cells 
linked to ISIS.

They were following a scheme 
managed from troubled spots 
abroad with the aim of inciting sec-
tarian strife and chaos in the king-
dom,” Turki said.

Saudi authorities said the group 
had set up a militant training camp 
in Sharurah, a small town in Najran 
province in southern Saudi Arabia, 
where members were in contact 
with elements in neighbouring 
Yemen.

 ISIS has made its presence 
known in recent months in Yemen 
through a number of bombings in 
the capital Sana’a.

Additionally, authorities said the 
ISIS point man in the kingdom, 
who was identified as Saudi na-

tional Hadi Kotaim Shaibani, was 
arrested during the latest sweep.

Jamal Khashoggi, general man-
ager of the Al Arab news channel, 
said although the arrests were 
good news, they also highlighted 
that ISIS was capable of recruiting 
members inside the kingdom. In an 
interview on Al Jazeera, Khashoggi 
said as chaos in Syria and Iraq is 
addressed, the “frenzy of recruit-
ment” will continue.

Saudi Arabia and its Gulf neigh-
bours last year joined a US-led mili-
tary coalition bombing of ISIS in 
Syria, which some feared would re-

sult in a regional jihadist blowback.
 In May 2015, after suicide bomb-

ing attacks targeted Shia mosques 
in Qatif and Dammam, Saudi In-
terior Minister Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Nayef bin Abdul-Aziz 
said that Saudi Arabia’s security re-
mained “under control”.

“Incidents such as this will 
not destabilise us. We have been 
through bigger ones,” he said. He 
had led a successful crackdown on 
al-Qaeda militants from 2003-07.

The statement said those ar-
rested were also behind an attack 
in late May, when a bomber dis-

guised as a woman blew himself up 
in the parking lot of a Shia mosque 
during Friday prayers, killing four  
people.

The Interior Ministry also blamed 
the terror cell for the November 
2014 killing of eight worshippers 
in the eastern Saudi Arabian vil-
lage of al-Ahsa and revealed it had 
thwarted a suicide bomb attack on 
a mosque, large enough to accom-
modate 3,000 worshippers, in east-
ern Saudi Arabia.

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

Saudi anti-terror sweep
Hundreds of ISIS suspects from several nationalities are arrested
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Saudi Special Forces taking part in anti-terrorist exercises last March.ISIS point man in the 
kingdom was 
arrested during the 
latest sweep

Washington

T 

he terrorist attacks in Tuni-
sia, Kuwait and France are 
likely to make US policy in 
Yemen even more focused 
on extremist threats in that 

country — and that means the Islam-
ic State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda, not the 
Houthis.

From Washington’s perspective, 
the Houthi takeover of the Yemeni 
capital Sana’a and other parts of the 
country was alarming not because it 
was seen as an extension of Iranian 
influence in the area, but because it 
caused chaos in Yemen which is be-
ing exploited by al-Qaeda and ISIS.

Indeed, al-Qaeda has been able 
to gain ground in Yemen over the 
past several months because of this 
instability. And al-Qaeda in the Ara-
bian Peninsula (AQAP) has been the 
most active of all al-Qaeda affiliates 
in hatching anti-US plots, such as 
assisting the so-called underwear 
bomber who tried to detonate a 
bomb on a Detroit-bound aeroplane 
in 2009.

The chaos in Yemen compelled the 
United States to close its embassy 
and withdraw US Special Forces who 
had been aiding the Yemeni govern-
ment in an anti-terrorist campaign. 

It was only with a great deal of luck 
that a recent US drone strike killed 
AQAP leader Nasir al-Wuhayshi.

The rise of ISIS as both the new 
terrorist threat in the region and as a 

competitor to al-Qaeda complicated 
the situation in Yemen even further. 
ISIS has repeatedly shown it can un-
dertake attacks outside of its base in 
Syria and Iraq.

 Although as a newcomer to the 
scene in Yemen — ISIS is not as strong 
there as AQAP — its recent spate of 
attacks elsewhere may draw more 
young Yemeni extremists to its side.

What Washington wants, there-
fore, is a relatively stable Yemen 
where it can resume its counterter-
rorism efforts on the ground.

 This is the main reason why US 
diplomats met with a Houthi delega-
tion in Oman in June. Reportedly, US 
and Houthi officials, with the help of 
Omani diplomats, discussed the im-
plementation of a ceasefire and a po-
litical transition in Yemen. Although 
the Houthis have frequently used 
anti-US rhetoric in their campaign, 
they are opposed to both AQAP and 
ISIS, which view them as heretics, 
and thus have something in com-
mon with the United States.

The talks in Oman paved the way 
for follow-on meetings between the 
exiled Saudi-backed Yemeni govern-
ment of Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
and the Houthis that were held un-
der UN auspices in Geneva. How-
ever, these talks failed after only a 
couple of days.

The United States says that any 
settlement of the chaotic situation in 
Yemen must involve the Houthis in a 
power-sharing arrangement with the 
Hadi government.  However, there is 
so much bad blood between Hadi 
and the Houthis, and between the 
Saudis and Houthis, that it is hard to 
see a political outcome.  The Saudi 
air campaign against the Houthis, 
which began in March with support 
from several Arab states, has includ-
ed logistical and intelligence support 
from the United States.

 But Washington has come to re-
alise that the air campaign has not 
done much to degrade or roll back 
the Houthi gains. Instead, it has 
largely resulted in civilian casualties 
and an exacerbation of the humani-
tarian crisis in Yemen.

From the Saudi perspective, the 
Houthis are proxies of Iran and the 
takeover of Sana’a not only repre-
sents Iran’s meddling in the Saudis’ 

backyard but also Tehran’s mischief 
making throughout the Arab world. 
Although the Saudis view AQAP and 
ISIS as threats, they seem to believe 
that the Houthis and their Iranian 
patrons are the greater threats at this 
point.

All of this poses a dilemma for 
Washington. If the P5+1, led by the 
United States, succeeds in securing 
a nuclear deal with Iran, the Saudis 
will likely be even more nervous 
about the Iranian threat.

 Washington, in an effort to calm 
Saudi nerves, might then have to 
show even more support for Riyadh’s 
tough campaign against the Houthis. 
On the other hand, if a nuclear deal 
is reached, Washington might want 
to use its new ties with Tehran to 
elicit Iran’s help to moderate Houthi 
demands and get them back to the 
negotiating table.

 After all, if the United States and 
Iran can indirectly collaborate in Iraq 
against ISIS, why can’t they do so in 
Yemen? Achieving a stable Yemen 
and weakening AQAP and ISIS may 
be in both Washington’s and Teh-
ran’s interests. If Washington choos-
es the latter option, the Saudis will, 
at best, see the United States as na-
ïve and, at worse, see US and Iranian 
collaboration on Yemen as part of 
a dangerous trend that they would 
need to oppose.

Gregory Aftandilian is an associate 
of the Middle East Center at the 
University of Massachusetts-Lowell 
and is a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.

ISIS and al-Qaeda are the greater threats In Yemen
Gregory Aftandilian

 Al-Qaeda has been 
able to gain ground 
in Yemen over the 
past several months

Achieving a stable 
Yemen and 
weakening AQAP 
and ISIS may be in 
both Washington’s 
and Tehran’s 
interests
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Car blasts shake Gaza

Repositioning of Hamas after regional changes

Bombings targeting Hamas and Islamic Jihad leaders blamed on ISIS

Gaza City

F 

ive nearly simultane-
ous blasts that targeted a 
north-eastern Gaza neigh-
bourhood housing the 
military branch of Hamas 

have been blamed on Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants.

There was no claim of respon-
sibility for the July 19th attacks. 
However, Hamas immediately 
pointed at ISIS supporters, espe-
cially the hard-line Salafis, who 
have come under a Hamas crack-
down following similar explosions 
in the Gaza Strip in recent weeks.

The presence of ISIS in Gaza 
threatens prospects for Palestin-
ian-Israeli peace negotiations. It 
also risks the security of neigh-
bours such as Jordan, which is 
locked between ISIS branches in 
Iraq and Syria, where the group has 
set up a self-declared caliphate.

The attacks destroyed five cars 
belonging to members of al-Qas-
sam and al-Quds brigades, the 
armed wings of Hamas and Islamic 
Jihad, a separate militant group. 
Two bystanders were wounded 

and severe damage to buildings in 
the vicinity was reported.

The explosions, which occurred 
shortly after 6am, were caused 
by bombs placed underneath ve-
hicles parked outside homes of 
Hamas and Islamic Jihad officials. 
Investigators said the timing of 

the explosions suggested that they 
were meant more as warnings than 
threats against officials’ lives.

“Suspected criminal elements 
are trying to create a state of insta-
bility,” Iyad Bozzom, spokesman of 
the Hamas-run Interior Ministry, 
said. He did not elaborate on the 

suspects but noted that several 
people were arrested for question-
ing. “We will do our best to keep 
Gaza safe and secure,” Bozzom 
vowed. Witnesses said Hamas and 
Islamic Jihad officials were sleep-
ing in their homes when the blasts 
occurred.

Mahmoud, 33, a neighbour of 
the officials, said he “jumped from 
bed shortly after 6 at the sound of a 
loud explosion”.

“I ran outside the door to see 
what’s going on, when I heard the 
remaining explosions, each three 
minutes apart from the other,” he 
recalled. “Then, I went out to the 
street, where I saw black smoke ris-
ing from cars on flames and there 
was smell of gunpowder every-
where”.

Shortly afterwards, dozens of 
masked Hamas and Islamic Jihad 
militants arrived, shooting into the 

air to disperse the crowd. Police 
immediately opened an investiga-
tion.

Al-Qassam and al-Quds brigades 
said in a joint statement that they 
would “respond to the hands that 
placed themselves in the quarter 
of treason”. It said the culprits “are 
avenging from us in collaboration 
with the (Israeli) occupation”.

Khader Mehjez, a Gaza-based an-
alyst of Islamic groups, said Gazans 
have grown “fed up” with explo-
sions and violence.

“The Hamas de facto govern-
ment knows every tiny detail in 
Gaza,” Mehjez said. “If the culprits 
are not brought to justice, gov-
ernment leaders must be held ac-
countable.”

Mustafa Ibrahim, a Gaza-based 
rights activist, said “it is too early 
to decide who’s responsible for 
these huge explosions”.

“The security apparatus must 
answer this question before accus-
ing ISIS of being behind the blasts,” 
he said.

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

Beirut

H 

amas seems to be repo-
sitioning itself, carving 
its own niche through 
warming relations with 
the main regional pow-

ers — Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shia 
Iran — as well as Egypt. It is also en-
gaged in indirect talks with Israel to 
implement the 2014 ceasefire agree-
ment that ended Israel’s 50-day war 
in the Gaza Strip.

With the collapse of a number of 
Arab regimes and the long-awaited 
Iran nuclear deal, a new reality is in 
place. Everything is under review 
for the dangers facing the region 
are enormous and real, highlighted 
mainly by the emergence of the 
notorious Sunni extremist Islamic 
State (ISIS) and the fearful prospect 
of a destructive, all-out Sunni-Shia 
war. A Hamas leader, who spoke 
at length to The Arab Weekly on 
condition he not be identified, said 
the militant group was restoring “a 
natural balance” to its relations “in 
a disturbed environment”.

“We started with Iran. Now, a step 
was made with Saudi Arabia. Three 
months ago, there was an overture 
with Egypt,” he explained.

Hamas’s relations with Iran, 
which supported and funded the 
militant group for years, deteriorat-
ed in 2011 after Hamas stood by the 
Syrian people in their revolt — and 
this led to the departure of its offi-
cials from Damascus — while Iran 
backed the regime of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad.

Iran punished Hamas for its stand 
in the Syrian conflict and halted 
funding to the Palestinian group for 
at least three years. Funding report-
edly resumed in April.

“No doubt, there has been a de-
cline in our relations with Iran dur-
ing the past few years,” the official 
said. “But last year, we exerted ef-
forts to restore them within a sim-
ple and specific logic related to the 
struggle against Israel.”

Then came the landmark visit by 
Hamas political chief Khaled Me-
shaal to Saudi Arabia in July where 
he met King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz 
Al Saud in an attempt to end a sev-
en-year political boycott. The visit 
unleashed speculation that Hamas 
had moved from one camp to an-
other.

That is simply not correct, ac-
cording to the Hamas leader. “We 
don’t deal or act with such a logic… 
I don’t know about the Saudi inten-
tions,” he said. “Our interest is the 
Palestinian cause and the need to 
have Saudi Arabia back it as it used 
to do before.

“It is a new page (in Saudi-Ha-
mas relations) and an encouraging 
start.”

But is Saudi funding on the way 
to Hamas? The leader insisted that 
there has been no talk concerning 
that issue.

Saudi-Hamas ties strained after 
the collapse of a Saudi-brokered 
reconciliation accord between Ha-
mas and its political rival, Palestin-
ian President Mahmoud Abbas’s 
Fatah faction, a decade ago.

Hamas, the leader said, supports 
the inter-Palestinian reconciliation 
“but we need to know what the 
Saudis will decide about that and 
what role they could play”.

Saudi efforts and the dangerous 
situation in Sinai paved the way 
for high-level talks with Egyptian 
officials and warming relations 
that had been strained because of 

Hamas’s strong links with Egyp-
tian Islamist president Muhammad 
Morsi, ousted by the army in 2013, 
and the Muslim Brotherhood.

“There are positive talks about 
opening a new page (between Ha-
mas and Egypt),” the Hamas leader 
said. “But I believe we need some 
time to see the relationship settle 
and return to its normal course.”

No doubt Egypt has other priori-
ties but the “frightening” situation 
in the northern Sinai Peninsula 
where the army is fighting Islam-
ist militants would speed up closer 
rapprochement and cooperation.

Hamas looks at the developments 
in Sinai as an equally alarming phe-
nomenon for the militant group. 
“If security collapses in Sinai, God 
forbid, it will be very dangerous for 
us,” the leader said.

In Gaza itself, Hamas has already 
sensed the danger of the hard-line 
Salafi groups. “There are a number 
of small units here and there (in 
Gaza) who are Salafis close to ISIS 
but they haven’t constituted yet a 
consolidated group as such,” the 
Hamas leader said.

Gone are the days when Hamas 
was considered a terrorist group as 
European envoys, including former 
British prime minister Tony Blair, 
are meeting with its representatives 
to firm up last summer’s ceasefire 
accord.

“The Israelis exaggerated about 
these talks and some of the Euro-
pean mediators tried to advance 
the idea of a five or 10-year truce,” 
the Hamas leader said, dismissing 
the possibility of a long-term truce.

“It is all about implementing the 
2014 ceasefire agreement that calls 
for halting the military operations 
and resistance attacks in exchange 
for opening the crossing points and 
reconstructing the strip,” he ex-
plained.

Hamas’s new overture coincided 
with the conclusion of Iran’s his-
toric nuclear deal and mounting 

fears that it was wrapped up at the 
expense of the Sunni Gulf states.

The nuclear deal is “a success 
story” for Iran, the Hamas leader 
said. “It (Iran) moved from being a 
terrorist state to a normal one, ex-
pected to play a bigger role to reach 
political understanding in the re-
gion.”

While noting that only a political 
solution would end the conflicts 
in Syria, Iraq and Yemen, he said 
“there seems to be a chance for that 
now. Some contacts are under way 
but they haven’t reached a point 
where the parties get convinced to 
sit at the negotiation table.”

However, what appears to con-
cern him most is the fear of a Sunni-
Shia overall war in the region.

“That would be a real catastro-
phe,” he said. “If we plunge into 
such a blood bath, Iran will lose all 
what it has achieved and the Ar-
abs will lose what remains in their 
hands.”

Dalal Saoud is the deputy editor 
in chief of The Arab Weekly and 
has been covering the Arab region 
since 1990. She is based in Beirut.

Five near-simultaneous blasts rocked a north eastern Gaza district 
July 19th targeting senior officials with the militant Hamas and 
the Islamic Jihad, another hardline group.

Saud Abu Ramadan
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before accusing ISIS 
of being behind the 
blasts

Tony Blair in Gaza last February.

Dalal Saoud
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Does the Iran deal reveal common ground between Arabs and Israel?

Beirut

N 

o sooner had US Presi-
dent Barack Obama an-
nounced the signing of 
the nuclear deal with 
Iran than Israeli Prime 

Minister Binyamin Netanyahu de-
scribed it as a big mistake and urged 
the US Congress to reject it. How-
ever, is the deal with Iran really bad 
for Israel?

Israel has largely benefited from 
the US negotiations with Iran. The 
Jewish state has scored many gains 
indirectly from the deal, which Ne-
tanyahu seems to have ignored.

First, US-Iranian rapproche-
ment through the nuclear deal has 
brought Israel closer to its Arab 
enemies. Relations between Israel 
and several Arab Gulf states have 
reportedly improved as they have 
Iran as a common enemy.

Egypt appointed a new ambassa-
dor to Tel Aviv after many years of 
low-level diplomatic ties and there 
were reports of contact between Is-
rael and Gulf Arab officials.

Second, the Palestinian cause 
was no longer a priority of most 
Arab states that seem to be more 
concerned with the immediate 
threat posed by the Iranian-led 
Shia-Persian expansion in the re-
gion.

The growing role of Iranian-
backed Shia militias in Syria, Iraq 
and Yemen seems to overshadow 
the Israeli attacks on Hamas in Gaza 
Strip, while Arab officials and me-
dia pay little attention to the long-
stalled Israeli-Palestinian peace 
talks.

Arab countries are taking part 
in two military coalitions, the first 
is led by the United States fighting 
terrorist groups in Iraq and Syria 
while the other is led by Saudi Ara-
bia against the Iranian-backed Hou-

this in Yemen.
Third, the deal will put a strong 

cap on the Iranian nuclear pro-
gramme and roll it back, prevent-
ing Tehran from building nuclear 
weapons for at least ten years. Is-
rael has placed a great emphasis on 
Iran’s nuclear programme and its 
pressure on the international com-
munity was the main reason Wash-
ington and other Western powers 
became so involved in it.

Fourth, Israeli nuclear weapons 
were no longer a primary issue to 
the Iranians as well as the Arabs. 
The nuclear deal with Tehran does 
not link its nuclear programme to 
Israel’s and the Arabs are more fo-
cused on Iranian nuclear capabili-
ties and rarely mention the Israeli 
nuclear force.

Washington and other Western 
powers have long ignored Israel’s 
nuclear arsenal and have pushed to 
keep Israel excluded from the equa-
tion when they press for a Middle 
East free of weapons of mass de-
struction.

Fifth, the lifting of the sanctions 
under the nuclear deal and the sub-
sequent improvement in economic 
and political relations between Iran 
and the West will ultimately affect 
Tehran’s policies vis-à-vis Israel.

The early signs of changed Ira-
nian policy towards Israel were evi-
dent in Hezbollah repositioning it-
self from a resistance force against 
Israel into a force dedicated to the 
fighting of Sunni extremist groups 
in Syria and Iraq.

Thousands of Hezbollah fight-
ers were deployed in Syria fighting 
Syrian rebels and Sunni extremist 
groups that have reached the bor-
ders of Hezbollah’s heartland in 
Lebanon.

Hezbollah has ignored most of 
the Israeli raids against its positions 
as well as Syrian regime bases in 
Syria and has improved its coordi-
nation with the Lebanese Army and 
UN peacekeepers in south Lebanon 
to prevent cross-border attacks 
against Israel.

Even when Israel assassinated 
an Iranian general along with Hez-
bollah commanders in southern 
Syria, Hezbollah’s response was 
very measured and came from a 
disputed territory in Shebaa Farms 

on Syrian-Lebanese-Israeli borders 
and not from southern Lebanon.

As political and trade relations 
improve between Iran and the 
West, Tehran is expected to limit 
and strongly control its actions and 
those of its allies against Israel to 
avoid any setback that could under-
mine the flow of billions of dollars 
into its economy.

The future of Hezbollah in the 
post-nuclear deal era is yet to be 
determined as Iran and the United 
States continue confidence-build-
ing measures through the imple-
mentation of the nuclear deal.

Finally, the nuclear deal will re-
duce tension between the United 
States and Iran as well as other 
powers, such as Russia, and will 
likely pave the way for scenarios to 
end the conflicts in Syria and Iraq. 
Those countries seem to be break-
ing up along ethno-sectarian lines, 
with Iran playing a strong role as-
sisting Shias and Alawites in both 
places.

Many analysts expect Syria to 
split into three or four states — Sun-
ni, Alawite and Kurdish. In such 
a case, the Israeli-occupied Golan 
Heights will likely become a perma-
nent part of the Jewish state with 
international recognition to Tel 
Aviv’s annexation of this territory.

Therefore, US détente with Iran 
and the signing of the nuclear deal 
benefits Israel a great deal and will 
yield more rewards to the Jewish 
state as Iranian relations with the 
West grow stronger.

So why Israel is acting to be up-
set with the nuclear deal? Here are 
some possible reasons:

- Israel’s opposition to the deal 

will likely keep the Arab anti-Iran 
momentum strong and keep Tel 
Aviv on good terms with the Arabs. 
These ties could become stronger 
and public with time.

- Continued talk of a potential 
Iranian threat will keep the steady 
flow of aid and arms from the Unit-
ed States and other Western powers 
going.

- Highlighting Iranian threats fa-
vours the right-wing party of Net-
anyahu, which thrives on the fears 
of the Israeli people. This will in 
turn keep the prime minister in of-
fice for a longer period.

Hence, the Israeli anti-nuclear 
deal stance could be a well-calcu-
lated policy to score gains discrete-
ly and quietly and with as little ef-
fort as possible.

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

Beirut

T 

he nuclear agreement 
between Iran and US-led 
global powers may well 
be imperfect and have un-
fortunate consequences 

as it accelerates a changing political 
order in the Middle East but it has 
highlighted one unusual aspect that 
could have an immense impact on 
the turbulent region: the common 
ground between Israel and Saudi 
Arabian-led Arab states that viru-
lently oppose the landmark deal.

There have been discreet con-
tacts, largely covert, between the 
Israelis and the Saudis for several 
years that pointed towards a pos-
sible historic realignment in the 
region. But on July 19th, no less an 
Israeli insider than Shabtai Shavit, 
head of the Jewish state’s Mossad 
foreign intelligence service in 1989-
96, said the agreement has opened 
the door for Israel to join “a new 
Middle Eastern order”.

The growing alarm in the Sunni 
states and Israel about Shia Iran’s 
expansionist ambitions, which they 
believe were indirectly endorsed by 
the United States through the nu-
clear deal, has given impetus to the 
concept of an alliance that was once 
unthinkable, Shavit asserted in a ra-
dio interview.

“I believe that in the present time 
there’s a window of opportunity for 
Israel to try and pursue a new or-
der in the Middle East,” the former 

spymaster declared in an interview 
with US radio broadcaster Aaron 
Klein. “Iran is considered to be the 
adversary of all those countries… of 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan and the 
Emirates… We are a member of this 
same camp.

“We have here a unique oppor-
tunity to try and create a coalition 
of moderate Arab states, headed 
by Saudi Arabia, and Israel, both in 
order to address the Iranian poten-
tial nuclear capability in the future 
and also to create a new order in the 
Middle East.”

It seems the July 14th agreement 

and the deep-rooted shared dis-
trust of the Shia clerical regime in 
Tehran, the successors of Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini and his austere, 
single-minded commitment to Is-
lamic supremacy, are bonds that 
could unite these long-time foes.

Almost as an added inducement, 
Shavit dropped strong hints that a 
new alliance that sets aside a cen-
tury of conflict could bring about a 
settlement to the Palestinian ques-
tion, the core issue of that conflict.

Israel already has peace treaties 
with Egypt and Jordan but it has 
no diplomatic links with other Arab 
states. Even so, Shavit stressed, 
“I believe that having the moder-
ate Sunni states… involved in an 
Israeli-Palestinian political solution 
they’re in a position to contribute a 
lot to achieve this objective.”

Soon after the state of Israel was 
proclaimed in May 1948, Prime Min-
ister David Ben-Gurion sought to 
establish covert links with regional 
partners in the Middle East and Af-
rica to neutralise the “Arab core”, 
then led by President Gamal Abdel 
Nasser of Egypt.

This was the so-called periphery 
doctrine that at one time or anoth-
er included Turkey, pre-Khomeini 
Iran, Sudan, Morocco and Ethiopia 
along with Lebanon’s Maronites 
and Iraq’s rebellious Kurds.

Over the years, these discreet re-
lationships have frayed. Israel has 
continued to seek other alliances of 
convenience but with little success. 
Adrift after the messy break-up of 
its important alliance with Turkey 
in 2010 and the political convul-
sions of the “Arab spring” in 2011, 
Israeli leaders had to rethink the 
country’ strategic options and find 
new partners to help them ride out 
the storms engulfing the region.

Now US President Barack Obama, 
in what may prove to be yet another 
unexpected consequence of Ameri-
can misadventures in the Middle 
East, such as the murderous fallout 
from George W. Bush’s absurd and 
apocalyptic invasion of Iraq in 2003, 
has provided the spur for a new and 
more concrete association, a stra-
tegic partnership that could truly 
change the regional order that Israel 
and Saudi Arabia believe has shifted 
in Iran’s favour.

There has been other evidence 
that events could be moving to-
wards closer relations between Is-
rael and Saudi Arabia. Since coming 

to the throne King Salman bin Ab-
dul-Aziz Al Saud has shaken up the 
ossifying Saudi power structure and 
cast aside the kingdom’s long-time 
policy of caution to initiate a more 
muscular assertiveness.

On June 4th, the incoming direc-
tor-general of Israel’s Foreign Affairs 
Ministry, Dore Gold, who is close to 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu, and Anwar Majed Eshkie, a 
former major-general in the Saudi 
Armed Forces, jointly announced 
their co-operation in opposing Iran.

They made the announcement 
together at the Washington office of 
the Council on Foreign Relations, a 
US think-tank, the fifth such meet-
ing by the two officials. Although 
both men denied that they repre-
sented their governments, their 
status and willingness to meet in 
the open indicated their countries’ 
willingness to find common cause 
against the Islamic Republic.

It also moved these contacts from 
covert discussions between intelli-
gence chiefs into the public domain, 
a clear signal that both governments 
were prepared to openly identify 
their common interests.

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.

Why Israel benefits from the Iranian nuclear deal
Riad Kahwaji

Ron Prosor, Israel’s United Nations Ambassador, points to a map of the world at United Nations 
headquarters, July 20, 2015.

The times are changing. Anwar Majed Eshkie and Dore Gold at 
the Council on Foreign Relations.
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I 

n a bid to counter the Islamic 
State’s social media propagan-
da efforts, the governments 
of the United States and the 
United Arab Emirates have 

launched the first multinational 
online messaging and engagement 
programme to combat terrorism.

According to a statement by 
the US State Department, the Abu 
Dhabi-based Sawab Center will 
“use direct online engagement to 
counter terrorist propaganda rap-
idly and effectively, including mes-
sages used to recruit foreign fight-
ers, fund raise for illicit activities, 
and intimidate and terrorise local 
populations. The Sawab Center 
will increase the intensity of online 
debate by presenting moderate and 
tolerant voices from across the re-
gion and amplifying inclusive and 
constructive narratives.”

The anti-jihadi centre’s opening 
was attended by US Under Secre-
tary of State for Public Diplomacy 
and Public Affairs Richard Stengel 
and Emirati Minister of State for 
Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash, 
who emphasised that “by tackling 
the problem of online radicalisa-
tion, the Sawab Center will make an 
important contribution to the sta-
bility and security of the region and 
will make a start in reclaiming the 

online space from the extremists”.
In an interview with the US-

based Arabic-language News chan-
nel Alhurra, Stengel said the cen-
tre’s aim was to utilise information 
to stop individuals from being re-
cruited by the Islamic State (ISIS). 
“If somebody is debating whether 
to go, tell them that the mythology 
of what Daesh [an Arabic acronym 
for ISIS] is creating is false; you 
know the caliphate isn’t a paradise 
— there’s no plumbing, there’s no 
electricity, there’s no internet ac-
cess.”

Despite the scope of the project, 
the Sawab Center is still in its in-
fancy. Local media were not al-
lowed to attend the launch or visit 
the actual centre. Sawab is yet to 
introduce its official online web-
site but has launched accounts on 
prominent social media platforms, 
including Twitter, Facebook and 
YouTube.

A recent report by the Brookings 
Institution, The ISIS Twitter Census, 
revealed that much of ISIS’s social 
media success can be attributed to 
a relatively small group of hyperac-
tive users that control 500-2,000 
accounts. The report also stated 
that ISIS-supporting accounts had 
an average of about 1,000 follow-
ers each, considerably higher than 
an ordinary Twitter user, and that 
overall ISIS supporter accounts 
were estimated at 90,000 users.

The report disclosed that the 
largest cluster of location-enabled 
accounts was in Iraq and Syria, 
made up 28% of the overall figure 
and saw its highest concentration 
in areas either controlled or con-
tested by ISIS. The next most prev-
alent location was Saudi Arabia, 
with 27%. After Syria, Iraq and Sau-
di Arabia, no single country repre-
sented more than 6% of the total.

According to the Associated 
Press, US Special Envoy and Coor-
dinator for Strategic Counterter-
rorism Communications Rashad 
Hussain said that the centre would 
employ 15-20 full-time staff, most-
ly Emiratis, and that the project 
was estimated to cost tens of mil-
lions of dollars, with most of the 
bill footed by the UAE.

Hussain said Sawab’s efforts to 
counter the ISIS narrative would 
include sharing stories of defectors 
and former radicals, highlighting 
Muslim victims of terrorism and 
showcasing living conditions and 

battlefield realities in ISIS-held ar-
eas.

Additionally, the Abu Dhabi cen-
tre’s staff would engage social me-
dia users on various platforms and 
work with prominent individuals 
and organisations to counter ISIS’s 
messaging, while also hosting a 
content-sharing platform so part-
ners could upload and download 
files.

“It’s important that our partners 
step up in the messaging space in a 
way that reflects the Muslim com-
munities around the world,” Hus-
sain said. ISIS has been success-

ful in spreading its ideology and 
recruiting new members on social 
media platforms, producing slick 
recruitment videos that often ap-
peal to disenfranchised and mis-
guided Muslim youth.

In Europe, this has led to some 
governments passing laws requir-
ing social media companies to cen-
sor posts deemed terror-related, 
while in the United States the US 
Senate Intelligence Committee ad-
vanced a bill requiring social media 
companies to inform authorities 
when they become aware of terror-
ist-related content on their sites.

Abu Dhabi centre to counter ISIS propaganda
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Countering a bellicose narrative

The project was 
estimated to cost 
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the bill footed by the 
UAE

Special focus Countering ISIS propaganda

Al-Qaeda and ISIS’s war of words intensifies in English

London

T 

he war of words that ig-
nited between al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic State 
(ISIS) more than a year 
ago has intensified with 

the launch of Al-Risalah, the official 
English-language magazine of Jab-
hat al-Nusra (JN), the Syrian branch 
of al-Qaeda. The magazine is a re-
flection of a broader struggle within 
the global jihadist movement as rad-
icals struggle to come to terms with 
the success and brutality of ISIS.

Al-Risalah represents al-Qaeda’s 
English-language response to Da-
biq, ISIS’s slick online magazine, in 
which ISIS calls JN members “apos-
tates” and attacks al-Qaeda leader 
Ayman al-Zawahari for being out 
of touch and lacking authority, al-
though it stops short of directly ac-
cusing him of apostasy.

The propaganda war between ISIS 
and al-Qaeda has raged since ten-
sions between JN and ISIS devolved 
into open warfare more than a year 
ago. Thousands are believed to have 
been killed in fighting between the 
rival terror groups, which pits the 

al-Qaeda old guard against the up-
starts of ISIS and has polarised the 
jihadist community. While ISIS has 
unabashedly paraded its barbarity 
in gruesome high-production-qual-
ity execution videos, al-Qaeda has 
tried to cultivate a more scholarly 
and reasonable image. In Al-Ris-
alah, for example, al-Qaeda claims 
that the ultra-violence of ISIS often 
contradicts the sharia law it claims 
to uphold.

One example used is the killing of 
British humanitarian worker Alan 
Henning, whose blood Al-Risalah 
says was “inviolable” as he had 
been given a covenant of security by 
a Muslim. Without a trace of irony, 
the al-Qaeda mouthpiece claims “it 
is acts such as these that increase 
hatred towards Islam and the Mus-
lims”.

In its premier issue, the al-Qaeda 
publication repeatedly makes the 
accusation that ISIS supporters are 
“young, foolish, and reckless” and 

lack an adequate understanding of 
Islam. The issue contains a fatwa 
signed by extremist clerics who en-
joy prestige among the international 
jihadi community. 

The fatwa declares it a religious 
obligation for Muslims to “repel 
their [ISIS] aggression and defend 
the land of the Muslims”. 

The leader of ISIS, Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi, is labelled a “criminal”.

A source familiar with the al-
Qaeda leadership in Jordan, who 
requested to remain anonymous, 
told The Arab Weekly that the ter-
ror group is becoming increasingly 
alarmed at the capacity of ISIS to 
attract foreign recruits. Al-Risalah 
magazine, he claims, is an attempt 
to “provide counter-propaganda 
asking people indirectly not to join 
[ISIS] but to join us”.

The source added, however, that 
repulsion at the acts of ISIS by the 
likes of al-Qaeda should be regarded 
with scepticism: “This is the irony of 
al-Qaeda rhetoric. Always they criti-
cise that people are not referring to 
Islamic scholars. They themselves 
when they started were a rebellious 
movement against the scholars.”

Al-Risalah is not the only platform 
al-Qaeda uses to present itself as a 
reasonable Islamist alternative to 

ISIS, however. Qatari news channel 
Al Jazeera has come under consider-
able criticism for airing a two-part 
interview with Jabhat al-Nusra lead-
er Abu Muhammad al-Jolani, which 
critics charge shows JN in a favour-
able light.  The interviewer, for ex-
ample, does not press al-Jolani on 
al-Qaeda’s extreme views towards 
those it considers non-Muslims or 
apostates, views that potentially 
have genocidal implications.

“I think Qatar will definitely be 
trying hard to open channels with 
al-Nusra but I always believe that ji-
hadis are not the kind of people that 
can be easily manipulated by intel-
ligence services,” claims the source.

While ISIS has declared all groups 
that fail to declare allegiance to it 
in Syria and Iraq apostates to be 
killed, Jabhat al-Nusra has tried to 
work with other opposition groups, 
a policy that has been the main line 
of attack against JN among more 
extreme jihadists. ISIS regularly ac-
cuses JN of being part of a “Sahwa 
coalition” of apostates and secu-
larists. “Sahwa” refers to the Iraqi 
Awakening Councils, which played 
a large role in eliminating al-Qaeda 
in Iraq during the US occupation. 

It is used as a term of abuse by 
those who share the extreme ideolo-

gies of ISIS and al-Qaeda. A particu-
lar criticism levelled against Jabhat 
al-Nusra by ISIS is the former’s toler-
ance of the “secular” revolutionary 
tricolour carried by some of the re-
bel factions with which it fights.

Jabhat al-Nusra’s extremist cre-
dentials should not be in doubt, 
however, and is a cause of great 
concern even among those fighting 
alongside JN against the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad. 

Displaying sensitivity to accusa-
tions that Jabhat al-Nusra is some-
how moderate, the entire fourth 
page of Al-Risalah carries a quote 
from the leader of JN in huge type, 
reading, “There are some groups 
which have some mistakes, we over-
look these mistakes because of the 
enormous severity of the battle.”

Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in London.

Al-Risalah 
represents 
al-Qaeda’s 
English-language 
response to Dabiq

Al-Qaeda 
publication 
repeatedly makes 
the accusation that 
ISIS supporters are 
“young, foolish, and 
reckless”

Tom Dinham

Al-Risala v Dabiq
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London

B 

ritish girls who run away 
to join the Islamic State 
(ISIS) are playing an in-
creasingly prominent role 
in the propaganda war, re-

searchers at the International Centre 
for the Study of Radicalisation and 
Political Violence (ICSR) say.

In their offices in London, a world 
away from the terror and brutality of 
ISIS in Iraq and Syria, ICSR research-
ers spend their days ostensibly cy-
berstalking British and Western “ji-
hadist brides” on social media.

Monitoring websites such as Twit-
ter, Facebook, Ask.fm and Tumblr, 
the researchers said they discovered 
that Western women who run away 
to join ISIS are not necessarily the 
deceived and deluded caricatures 
that the media often portray them to 
be. In fact, they may be instrumen-
tal in recruiting new fighters and in-
citing attacks at home.

“British women tend to incite [at-
tacks]. They say to people that can’t 
move to the Islamic State: ‘Why 
not carry out something at home?’ 
That’s a common message: If you 
can’t leave your family behind or af-
ford to move to Syria then carry out 
something,” researcher and head 
of the programme Melanie Smith 
told the United Kingdom’s Observer 
newspaper.

“To the Muslims in Australia, we 
say CONTINUE what the brothers 
planned for Anzac Day and your 
reward will be with Allah,” tweeted 
Umm Abdullatif, a female Australian 
ISIS member, on April 20th follow-

ing the arrests of five men suspected 
of plotting an attack in Melbourne.

The portrayal of women as merely 
providing support and children for 
male fighters is an outdated notion, 
the new research suggests. Umm 
Abdullatif, for example, is reported 
to be a member of the powerful all-
female al-Khansaa Brigade, which is 
in charge of enforcing ISIS’s laws on 
women in Raqqa, the ISIS’s capital.

While Glasgow jihadist bride Aqsa 
Mahmood, also known as Umm 
Layth, is known to have contacted 
British schoolgirls with a view to 
recruitment, in addition to calling 
for terrorist attacks on the United 
Kingdom following the example of 
“brothers from Woolwich, Texas 
and Boston”.

“If you cannot make it to the bat-
tlefield then bring the battlefield 
to yourself,” she wrote in another 
tweet.

Smith said: “I don’t think anyone 
talks about women returning as 
a risk. While they might not have 
the same military training, you can 
see women online being frustrated 
about the fact they can’t fight and 
they suggest to each other that they 
could do something else.”

The ICSR researchers do not in-
teract directly with the women they 

monitor but say they feel some form 
of sympathy with their subjects, par-
ticularly those in their early teens.

“I feel sympathy for the younger 
ones,” Smith said. That, however, 
fades as they become more radical 
or incite others towards radicalisa-
tion. “I don’t feel much pity,” she 
said. “But I do take an interest in 
what would have brought them to 
that decision.”

The research, carried out in con-
junction with the ICSR at King’s 
College London, looks specifically 
at ISIS’s English-language social me-
dia users. Most of the social media 
accounts are under noms de guerre, 
with women often having more than 
one account due to the frequency 
with which they are shut down for 
breaching rules on the dissemina-
tion of extremist material.

“If you take one account down, 
three appear in their place,” Smith 
said.

Researchers report tweets or Fa-
cebook messages that point to ac-
tual attacks or crimes but they are 
otherwise inclined to simply moni-
tor and catalogue.

The ICSR research is part of broad-
er efforts in the Arab world and the 
West to understand and clamp 
down on the group’s online activi-
ties. Europol, the European Union’s 
police agency, launched a unit dedi-
cated to fighting ISIS online propa-
ganda and recruitment in July. The 
United Arab Emirates, working with 
Washington, established the Sawab 
Center also to counter ISIS online 
propaganda efforts earlier in July.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Jihadist brides playing 
prominent role in ISIS 
propaganda war
Mahmud el-Shafey

Renu Begun, sister of teenage British girl Shamima Begun, holds a 
photo of her sister who might have joined jihadists in Syria.

British girls who run 
away to join the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
are playing an 
increasingly 
prominent role in 
the propaganda war

ISIS turning children into battle-hardened killers

Urfa, Turkey

C 

hildren in Syria have been 
killed, displaced, deprived 
of education, forced to 
work or beg in the streets 
and, most alarmingly, re-

cruited as child soldiers and suicide 
bombers in the conflict that has 
devastated their country for more 
than four years.

A recent video showing children 
killing 25 Syrian soldiers in the am-
phitheatre of the ancient ruins of 
Palmyra in Islamic State-controlled 
central Syria sent shivers across the 
country and outraged rights groups.

According to a prominent local 
figure who escaped from Palmyra, 
the killings were committed May 
25th, a few days after the Islamic 
State (ISIS) seized control of the 
area. “The soldiers were cold-
bloodedly killed with firearms by 
minors who were brought in from 
Raqqa province,” he said on condi-
tion of anonymity. There is no exact 
figure on the number of children re-
cruited by ISIS since it overran large 
areas of Syria and Iraq just over a 
year ago, but they are believed to be 
many hundreds and referred to as 
“cubs of the caliphate”.

A non-ISIS opposition field com-
mander in the eastern province of 
Deir ez-Zor pointed out the Islam-
ist group “has sought right from the 
beginning to recruit child soldiers 
because they are easier to control 
and can be used in suicide attacks“.

He said ISIS set up its first child re-
cruitment centre near the Omar oil 
field in Deir ez-Zor where more than 
250 children have been indoctrinat-
ed at the hands of Saudi, Chechen, 
Tunisian and Turkish fighters. “In 
the beginning, the issue was kept 

under tight secrecy but, after sight-
ing them in the battlefield, I tried 
to know more about that phenom-
enon. However, the kids remained 
tight-lipped, refusing to talk about 
what they have been learning,” the 
commander, who fought against 
ISIS, said on condition of anonym-
ity.

Recruitment is carried out in sev-
eral phases, encompassing physical 
and psychological tests in addition 
to religious learning. A former ISIS 
fighter, who fled from Raqqa to 
Turkey, gave the example of some 
400 minors, aged from 14 to 17, who 
received training in August 2014 at 
ISIS’s main military camp of Akay-
rashi, some 25 kilometres east of the 
city of Raqqa.

“In the first three days, the chil-
dren were given very little food and 
water and kept the whole day under 
the scorching summer sun. On the 
fourth day, they were offered the 
choice to stay or quit, and only 70 
wanted to continue the training,” 
said the ISIS deserter who asked to 
be identified as Abu Abdallah al-
Fourati.

“Those who remained were greet-
ed by the camp’s governor, or ‘wali’, 
who told them ‘we deliberately 
gave you a hard time in order to find 
out who would be able to resist and 
become a real jihadist’,” al-Fourati 
said.

ISIS has since established young 
“jihadist schools” in several areas 
in Raqqa province. The centres suc-
ceeded in attracting a large number 
of children who were fascinated by 
the militants’ fatigues and show of 
force.

Ibrahim Ahmad, a teacher in Tal 
Abyad, camped outside one such 

school for two days in order to fetch 
his 14-year-old boy who had joined 
the group without his knowledge. 
“I spent two days begging the wali 
of the school, an Egyptian, to let my 
child go. He was very rude to me 
saying ‘the blessing of jihad came to 
you and you are rejecting it’… but at 
the end he agreed to give me back 
my son.”

Ahmad has since fled to Turkey 
with his family, fearing that his son 
would try to join the militants once 
again. “There were some 550 in-
terned minors in that school, learn-
ing sharia (Islamic Law) at the hands 
of teachers from the Gulf countries, 
Egypt and Tunisia. After three 
months of indoctrination, they are 
shifted to Akayrashi camp where 
they get intense military training to 
become fully fledged fighters,” he 
said.

ISIS officials try to woo children 
with money, weapons and dem-
onstrations of force and power. 
Although children are not recruit-
ed by force, they tend to join the 
camps because they are left without 
school, no work and nothing else to 
do all day, Ahmad argued. Financial 
incentives for their families are yet 
another factor encouraging child 
recruitment, with every child get-
ting 50,000 Syrian pounds ($200) a 
month, he added.

The child soldiers are often used 
to man checkpoints or to gather in-
telligence from areas outside ISIS 
control, as children easily pass un-
noticed. But some children are re-
cruited for more violent purposes, 
including for suicide attacks.

On July 6th, ISIS announced it 
had carried out two suicide attacks 
against Kurdish fighters of the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG), one 
in Hasakah province and another 
in Ain Issa in the northern part of 
Raqqa province. The attacks, which 

killed 16 and wounded 27, were per-
petrated by two 15-year-old boys.

According to al-Fourati, more 
than 15 suicide operations were 
carried out by child soldiers in the 
Kurdish city of Kobane during fight-
ing between ISIS and the YPG in 
early 2015. “Child soldiers do not 
participate in the fighting but help 
in transporting ammunition and 
passing messages between fronts. 
However, car bombs and explosive 
belt attacks seem to be the perfect 
task for them,” he said.

The imam of a mosque in Raqqa, 
who asked to be identified as Abu 
Mohannad, charged that ISIS has 
been brainwashing children with 
promises of heaven and rewards for 
“jihadi martyrs”. Quoting sources 
inside ISIS, the cleric said: “They 
had more than 1,500 child soldiers 
a year ago but I believe the number 
has doubled since. Most of them are 
would-be suicide bombers, as they 
compete among each other when 
there is a plan for suicide attacks.”

Rights groups and child asso-
ciations have repeatedly voiced 
concern about the plight of Syria’s 
children, warning that a whole gen-
eration could be lost to delinquency 
and violence. According to the Unit-
ed Nations, more than 2.1 million 
children in Syria are no longer able 
to attend school due to the war.

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is a 
reporter in northern Syria who 
contributes to The Arab 
Weekly.

Syrian boys follow an Islamic State militant, right, holding his 
group’s flag, during a street preaching session in al-Tabqa in 
Raqqa province, north-east Syria.

Ahmad Ramadan

ISIS has established 
young “jihadist 
schools” in several 
areas in Raqqa 
province

Child soldiers are 
easier to control and 
can be used in 
suicide attacks
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S 

enior Tunisian officials 
visited London to offer 
their condolences for the 
deaths of 30 Britons killed 
in the June 26th terrorist 

attack on the beach resort of 
Sousse and to try to persuade the 
British government to lift its advice 
against travelling to the North 
African country after new security 
measures were put in place.

The speaker of the Tunisian 
parliament, as well as the ministers 
for Transport and Tourism, had a 
series of meetings with Britain’s 
Foreign Office and the speaker of 
the House of Commons. A member 
of the Tunisian delegation said no 
reassessment of Britain’s position 
is expected before the autumn.

Britain’s Foreign Office warned 
against travel to Tunisia after a 
gunman linked to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) massacred 38 people at the 
Imperial Marhaba hotel in Sousse. 
Thirty of the victims were British 
nationals.

The Sousse attack came three 
months after 20 foreign tourists 
and two Tunisians were murdered 
in an attack on the Bardo National 
Museum in Tunis, an assault also 
claimed by ISIS.

That the Sousse attack could 
occur so soon after the Bardo 
killings raised questions inside 
Britain as to why no adequate 
security precautions were taken at 
the Sousse beach resorts and why 
the British Foreign Office had not 
warned against travel to Tunisia 
sooner.

The Tunisian delegation was 
reportedly informed by British 
officials that the UK advice against 
all but essential travel to Tunisia 

is likely to remain in place until 
a wide-ranging review of the 
situation there is undertaken this 
autumn.

British Foreign Secretary Philip 
Hammond said, however, that if 
the proper measures were taken 
by Tunisian authorities a change of 
advice is possible “within weeks”.

Members of the Tunisian 
delegation were keen to impress 
upon their hosts that security in 
Tunisia had improved in the wake 
of the Sousse attack.

“The government has taken 
all measures in order to reassert 
the security of all visitors,” said 
Mohamed Ennaceur, speaker of the 
Tunisian parliament. “We are here 
to reassure visitors that Tunisia 
will continue to be a country of 
peace and of security.”

The importance of Tunisia 
remaining a stable and successful 
example to other Arab states was 
also stressed by the delegation. 
Tourism represents 7% of Tunisia’s 
gross domestic product and 
employs 400,000 people from 
a population of 11 million, and 
there is concern in both Tunisia 
and Britain that the Sousse assault 
could damage an economy already 
struggling to recover from the 
convulsions of the “Arab spring”.

“At stake is democracy in the 
Arab and Muslim world,” said 
Tunisian Transport Minister 
Mahmoud Ben Romdhane. “In this 
region you have only two models: 
the Daesh model and, in front of 
this model, the Tunisian model… 
My hope and my feeling is that 
the oldest democracy, Britain, and 
the newest democracy, Tunisia, 
will stand together in solidarity… 
Together we can fight terrorism.”

Daesh is the Arabic acronym for 
ISIS.

“The terrorists behind the 
Sousse attack wanted to destroy 

tourism because, in their narrow 
vision of the world, there should be 
no bridge between nations. They 
should not and shall not succeed,” 
said Tourism Minister Salma 
Elloumi.

While the Tunisian delegation 
was in London, Tunisian Prime 
Minister Habib Essid met with 
Hammond in Brussels, where 
EU ministers pledged to increase 
political and economic support to 
Tunisia.

“What I have said to the Tunisian 
PM is we need to see some progress 
on the ground — I’m not suggesting 
in any way they are dragging their 
heels, they are doing a thorough 
investigation — but we need to 
see some progress in exposing the 
full extent of this network behind 
these attacks,” Hammond told the 
Daily Mail newspaper.

“And we need to see some 

progress on reassurance measures, 
more checkpoints, more static 
guarding, more entrance controls 
to hotels and they have got all that 
on board and they are telling us 
they are committed to doing it.

“So we will look forward to those 
advances. I’ve said that as soon as 
there has been further progress that 
gives us more confidence that the 
threat is diminished, and further 
mitigation of security measures, 
then we will keep our travel advice 
under constant review.

“We’d like nothing better than 
to be able to give a green light for 
tourism but we can only do that 
when we are confident that it is 
safe.”

Regarding a possible time frame 
of the change on the travel advice, 
Hammond said: ‘If they [the 
Tunisian authorities] had some 
good luck on the investigation and 
were prepared to take the measures 
necessary to provide security 
assurance, I think it could even be 
weeks, certainly months.

“The problem is tour operators, 
having cancelled their season, are 
not likely to go back this year.

“Whether it is weeks or months, 
we are talking about Tunisia’s re-

emergence into the market for 
probably the winter season, as 
there is an over-winter business in 
Tunisia.”

Tunisia has been cooperating 
with EU members, especially 
Britain and France, to improve 
the professionalism of its security 
services and ensure that tourist 
sites are secured against further 
attacks.

“They want to see the results 
of the measures we have taken 
to secure tourist sites… We have 
taken measures with the British 
and other European states with 
complete transparency,” said 
Elloumi.

The security situation in Tunisia 
is, however, being adversely 
affected by the instability of the 
country’s neighbours. Tunisia 
shares a long and porous border 
with Libya, the site of the most 
active ISIS franchise outside of 
its Syrian and Iraqi heartlands. 
The attacks at both the Bardo 
and Sousse are believed to have 
received training in Libya.

Tunisian authorities have started 
work on a fence and trench barrier 
between Tunisia and Libya to 
prevent terrorist infiltration.

Tunisians 
emphasise 
security measures 
after Sousse attack
Tom Dinham

Tunisian delegation offers condolences in the Houses of Parliament.

“Whether it is weeks 
or months, we are 
talking about 
Tunisia’s 
re-emergence into 
the market”

Tunis

T 

he European Union is 
considering sanctions 
against a number of key 
players in Libya’s politi-
cal crisis on the basis that 

they threaten the dialogue process 
led by UN Special Envoy Bernardi-
no Leon.

Although the European Un-
ion will not say who it has in its 
sights, it is widely reported that 
five names are being considered. 
These are: General Khalifa Haf-
tar, the commander in chief of the 
Libyan armed forces; his close col-
league Major-General Saqr Adam 
Geroushi, head of the Libyan air 
force; Abdurrahman Sewehli, who 
is both a boycotting member of the 
internationally recognised House 
of Representatives and of the con-
tinuing but unrecognised General 
National Congress (GNC); Salah 
Badi, the hard-line Misrata politi-
cal and military leader; and Abdul 
Rauf al-Manaie, also elected to the 
House of Representatives.

The latter three oppose the dia-
logue’s draft agreement, which 
was approved earlier in July.

The next step in the dialogue 
process is the selection of a prime 
minister and two deputy prime 
ministers to lead a Government of 
National Accord (GNA), which is 
supposed to return to Tripoli.

That is where the sanctioning of 
the latter three comes in. They are 
seen as potentially stopping that 
from happening.

Following the decision by a 
number of key elements (notably 
Misrata but also other towns in the 
west and south of the country) in 
the Libya Dawn alliance to back the 
dialogue and start making separate 
peace agreements with groups 
supporting the Libyan National 
Army (LNA), Badi set up a new 
hard-line military front in June to 
prevent more political problems. 

The aim of the Sumoud (Steadfast-
ness) Front, which is supported 
by Sewehli and Manaie, is to “pro-
tect” Tripoli from the LNA and any 
forces allied to it. Given their op-
position to the draft, that is seen as 
including opposition to the arrival 
of the GNA in the capital.

The inclusion of Haftar and Ger-
oushi in the list is less clear-cut and 
is seen primarily as an attempt by 
the European Union to “balance” 
its action by penalising both sides. 
Haftar and Geroushi are thought to 
have little confidence in the dia-

logue process although neither has 
come out against it or the draft

The only person that sanctions 
— asset freezes and travel bans — 
could hurt is Sewehli. He has lived 
in the United Kingdom for many 
years.

 His sons were born there and 
he reportedly recently bought a 
house there. None of the others 
are thought to have assets in Eu-
rope or plan to travel there in the 
near future.

Geroushi has publicly said that 
he has no bank accounts or assets 
abroad and no plans to visit Eu-
rope or leave Libya “until the ter-
rorists are defeated”.

Even in Sewehli’s case sanctions 
would probably be of little effect. 
Since he knows he is a potential 
target, it would be strange if he had 
not by now taken action to protect 
his interests.

There are other militia figures 
who would be expected to try 
to stop a GNA from operating in 
Tripoli and who have reportedly 
built up large fortunes that have 
been invested outside the country, 
including in the European Union, 
but they are not being mentioned 
in relation to sanctions as yet.

How far the EU plans succeed re-
mains to be seen.

Catherine Ray, the spokeswom-
an for the European External Ac-
tion Service (the European Union’s 
foreign policy office), confirmed 
that “the EU is prepared to adopt 
sanctions and has started to con-

sider some names. However, there 
is no confirmation on any names 
for the time being.”

She also said EU foreign policy 
chief Federica Mogherini believed 
“it would be better for such deci-
sion to be discussed in the frame-
work of the UN”.

In June, Sewehli’s name was one 
of two proposed to the UN Security 
Council for sanctioning in what 
was a clear bid to demonstrate that 
the United Nations was prepared 
to punish those who did not coop-
erate with its efforts to resolve Lib-
ya’s crisis. But it too opted for bal-
ance, treating both sides as equals, 
in this case equally reprehensible.

The other name was that of Zin-
tani militia leader Othman Milaiq-
tah, who is allied with the Libyan 
National Army. His inclusion led to 
the Libyan government to ask the 
Russians and the Chinese to veto 
the proposal, which they did.

Any attempt to have Haftar and 
Geroushi sanctioned through the 
United Nations will likely end the 
same way.

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

EU considering sanctions against Libya
Michel Cousins

Spanish Defence Minister Pedro Morenés Eulate (L) talks with 
High Representative of the Union for foreign affairs and security 
policy, Federica Mogherini at a July 20th Brussels meeting.

The European Union 
is considering 
sanctions against a 
number of key 
players in Libya’s 
political crisis
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T 

he world has never been 
more concerned about 
Islamic extremism than 
it is today, polling data 
from the Pew Research 

Center revealed.
The data, published July 16th, 

indicate that concern of Islamic 
extremism is trending upwards 
not just in the West, but also 
among Arab and Muslim states, 
following the rise of the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

Since 2011, the percentage of 
people who say they are “very 
concerned” about Islamic extrem-
ism in their own country increased 
across the board in the West; by 
38% in France; 29% in Spain; 21% 

in the United Kingdom; 20% in 
Germany; and 17% in the United 
States.

According to the Pew findings, 
67% of those asked in France say 
they are “very concerned” about 
domestic Islamic extremism while 
the figure was 61% in Spain, 52% 
in the United Kingdom, 42% in 
Germany and 53% in the United 
States.

On average, the Pew survey in-
dicated that more than half of re-
spondents (52%) in nine Western 
countries said they were “very 

concerned’ about the threat of Is-
lamic extremism. This is a dramat-
ic increase that coincides with the 
rise of ISIS and unrest across the 
Middle East, particularly consid-
ering that fear of Islamic extrem-
ism had trended downwards from 
2006-11.

In every country that was sur-
veyed, fears of ISIS were tied close-
ly with fear of Islamic extremism 
in general. The demographic 
breakdown of the data reveals 
that older people are more likely 
to express concern about Islamic 
extremism than younger genera-
tions, while women respondents 
say they are more concerned than 
men about Islamic extremism in 
the majority of Western countries 
surveyed.

Among US respondents, Repub-
licans, women, older people and 
those who identified themselves 
as religious expressed more con-
cern about Islamic extremism, the 
survey revealed.

As for the Arab and Muslim 
world, there was less concern 
about Islamic extremism and ISIS 
when compared to the Western 
countries polled, although the 
Pew survey did not encompass 
states, such as Syria and Iraq, 
where ISIS is present  or where ISIS 
has carried out major attacks, such 
as Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait.

In Lebanon, where millions of 
refugees have settled after flee-
ing ISIS from Syria, stated concern 
about Islamic extremism stands 
at 67% — the same percentage as 
France. 

The only country that scored 
higher was Nigeria (68%), home 
to the Boko Haram terrorist group, 
which pledged allegiance to ISIS in 
March.

The breakdown in the data from 
Lebanon shows heightened fears 
of Islamic extremism across reli-
gions as 70% of Lebanese Chris-
tians asked said they were “very 
concerned” about Islamic ex-
tremism, while 66% of Lebanese 
Shia and 60% of Sunnis said the  
same.

One anomaly was Turkey, which 
evidenced the least concern to-
wards Islamic extremism among 
the countries polled despite shar-
ing a border with ISIS-controlled 
territory in Syria. 

According to the data, 19% of 
those asked in Turkey said they 

were “very concerned” about Is-
lamic extremism and even fewer 
said they were concerned about 
the threat of ISIS.

The results of the poll were pub-
lished four days before a major 
ISIS attack on a Kurdish cultural 

centre in the south-eastern city 
of Suruç close to the Syrian bor-
der that resulted in the death of at 
least 27 people. The Pew Research 
Center polled more than 21,000 
people across 21 countries from 
April 5 through May 21.

Amman

T 

he man who killed four 
US Marines and a sailor in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee, 
before dying in a shoot-
out with police had trav-

elled to Qatar and possibly Saudi 
Arabia and Turkey during a seven-
month visit to the Middle East in 
2014, a relative and two hard-line 
Islamist officials said.

US investigators are searching for 
a motive in the July 16th killings 
carried out by Kuwaiti-born Mu-
hammad Youssef Abdulazeez, 24, 
according to a Jordan-based West-
ern diplomat.

“US law enforcement officials are 
trying to determine if the shooter 
contacted jihadists during his trip 
to Doha,” the diplomat said. He de-
clined to provide other information 
or to be identified further, citing the 
sensitivity of his information.

However, two Islamist officials 
and a relative in Jordan — all three 
insisting on anonymity — said Ab-
dulazeez may have also travelled 
to Turkey and Saudi Arabia in 2014. 
The three said Abdulazeez’s mater-
nal uncle in Jordan was summoned 
for questioning on those trips and 
other information he may have on 
the shooter’s motive.

But lawyer Abed al-Kader Ahmad 
al-Khateeb said the uncle, Assad 
Ibrahim Assad Haj Ali, was detained 
a day after the attack. Khateeb said 
that his client, also a naturalised 
US citizen of Jordanian-Palestinian 
origin, was initially questioned and 
released.

“But intelligence agents came to 
his house the same night, searched 
it, confiscated his cell phone, desk 
computer and laptop and arrested 
him for further questioning on July 
17th,”  Khateeb told The Arab Week-
ly.

The lawyer said the suspect 
stayed with Haj Ali and worked in 
the uncle’s small shop selling cell 
phone handsets in the low-income 
Amman neighbourhood of Deraa 
Gharbi throughout his seven-month 
visit last year.

“He didn’t go on trips abroad nei-
ther to Qatar, nor elsewhere when 
he was in Jordan,” Khateeb said. He 
described Abdulazeez as an “aver-
age person, not a devout Muslim 
who had no beard when he was in 
Jordan, as his relatives say”.

However, one of the Islamists, 
whose group is banned in Jordan, 

said local authorities had “told the 
uncle that they are investigating 
the shooter’s possible trips to Sau-
di Arabia or Turkey, where he may 
have slipped into Syria or Iraq to 
meet with jihadists”.

He said the shooter had no affili-
ation with radical groups in Jordan.

Jordanian officials declined to 
provide details on their investiga-
tion, except to say that they have 
been approached by the US Federal 
Bureau of  Investigation (FBI) for in-
formation on Abdulazeez.

Abdulazeez visited his maternal 
uncle in 2014, according to the rela-
tive. He said the shooter also visited 
Jordan and Kuwait in 2010.

“There was no indication that he 
was radicalised,” the relative said. 
He said he believed the shooter 
was “unhappy with his job in the 
United States and was feeling very 
depressed and anxious over his fu-
ture”.

In a statement to the media, a rep-
resentative for Abdulazeez’s family 
in the United States said the shooter 
was sent on the trip to visit family in 
Jordan to help him cope with crush-
ing debt and suicidal thoughts as 
well as drug and alcohol abuse.

In the weeks leading up to the 
shooting, Abdulazeez was report-
edly having trouble handling his 12-
hour night shifts at his new job for 
a company that designs and makes 
wire and cable products. He began 

taking sleeping tablets, the rep-
resentative said, and was abusing 
painkillers and preparing to file for 
bankruptcy.

A diary from 2013 seized by 
the FBI described Abdulazeez’s 
thoughts of self-harm and “becom-
ing a martyr”, although a friend told 
CNN that Abdulazeez had described 
extremists such as the “Islamic 
State (ISIS)” as “doing wrong” and 
being “completely against Islam”.

The family representative reiter-
ated that although he was troubled, 
Abdulazeez had shown no signs 
of becoming radicalised. The fam-
ily admitted, however, that he was 
“susceptible to bad influences” and 
had been sent on his visit to Jordan 
to get him away from friends who 
they believed were corrupting him.

US court records, however, re-
veal a volatile family life in a 2009 
request for divorce filed by his 
mother, which she later dropped. 
Abdulazeez was arrested April 20th 
of this year for driving under the 
influence of alcohol, an event that 
made him sink further into depres-
sion, according to friends talking to 
US-based newspapers.

Abdulazeez was born in Kuwait 
on September 5, 1990, according to 
Kuwait’s Interior Ministry, which 
said he was a Jordanian citizen. Jor-
danian security officials, however, 
said the shooter was not a citizen, 
but rather a Palestinian from the 

West Bank town of Nablus who car-
ried a temporary Jordanian travel 
document. The officials said he was 
born to Mohammad Youssuf Saeed 
Haj Ali but that his father changed 
his name to Abdulazeez in 1990.

US law enforcement officials said 
the shooter was a naturalised US 
citizen.

Linda Z. Maayah is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Jordan, 
where she has been covering 
security issues for 19 years.

Spike in global fear of Islamic extremism

The world has never 
been more 
concerned about 
Islamic extremism 
than it is today

Jordan questions Chattanooga shooter’s relatives, arrests uncle
Linda Z. Maayah

Muhammad Youssef Abdulazeez

Investigators are 
looking into possible 
trips to Saudi Arabia 
or Turkey
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Very converned about Islamic extremism in Our country

France  32   30   29   67   +38

Spain  43 35 32 61 +29

UK  34 35 32 61 +21

Germany 35 40 26 46 +20

U.S.  31 38 36 53 +17

Italy  - - - 53 -

Australia - - - 48 -

Canada 22 - - 33 -

Poland 7 - - 22 -

Russia  52 40 35 23 -12

Source: Spring 2015 Global Attitudes survy.Q23.
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Western Nations More Worried about 
Extremism than Countries with 
Significant Muslim Populations

Very concerned about Islamic Extremism in our country 

France 
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Italy 
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Nigeria
Lebanon

Burkina Faso
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Senegal

Palest. Ter.
Jordan
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Question wording: “How concerned, if at all, are you 
about Islamic extremism in our country these days? 
Are you very concerned, somewhat concerned, not 
too concerned, or not at all concerned about Islamic 
extremism in our country these days?”

Source: Spring 2015 Global Attitudes survey. Q23.

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Concern about Extremism Rising in 
West, but Falling in russia
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Paris

D 

espite the French in-
telligence success in 
uncovering a plan to at-
tack a military base in 
southern France, secu-

rity sources in Paris said the battle 
over deradicalisation of potential 
terrorists in the country could take 
20 years.

The reason for this, said Yves 
Trotignon, a former French intel-
ligence member of Direction géné-
rale de la sécurité extérieure (DGSE) 
and diplomat, is “that terrorists 
are inhabited simultaneously by a 
global project and by more local or 
personal claims, which makes poli-
cies of deradicalisation very com-
plex if not hazardous”.

Trotignon, who now works as a 
senior analyst in a Parisian private 
security and risk firm, added that 
“in France the security threat has 
always been high because it thrives 
not only on who we are — a secular 
argumentative state — but also on 
what we do. That is, our laws on 
the Islamic veil, our debates on Is-
lam, our military involvement, our 
place in the Western world, not to 
mention our social situation and 
colonialist history.”

To make things more difficult, 
security sources surmise that, like 
British intelligence services, they 
are understaffed to monitor all 
those who represent a potential 
threat in France.

According to official estimates, 
there are 1,850 individuals in 
France linked to jihadists and 500 
others in Syria and Iraq. Actual fig-
ures could be much higher.

“Such figures are truly frighten-

ing,” said Trotignon, who says he 
doesn’t believe in “lone wolf ter-
rorists” with no direct link to a 
structured organisation.

He said he belongs to a school of 
thought in which there aren’t real 
lone wolves but micro terrorist 
cells. This evolution has been go-
ing on for some time, he said,  add-
ing that some microcells work with 
a set of worksheets while others 
are self-activated and ask for guid-
ance. There are also those who act 
in a totally autonomous way in the 
name of “the cause”, which makes 
the antiterrorism struggle so com-
plex.

The foiled plan against a military 
base seems to point to the existence 
of microcells in France.  According 
to Paris prosecutor François Mo-
lins, the suspects, identified as Is-
mael K., 17; Djebril A., 23; and An-
toine F., 19, met on social network 
websites, became very radicalised 
by watching Islamic State (ISIS) 
videos and planned to wage jihad 
in Syria.

The three men had in common 
their age; baccalaureate diplomas, 
a relatively high level of education 
for their age; and, most important, 
no criminal record.

The suspects’ initial plan, which 
was allegedly to travel to Syria 
to fight alongside ISIS, hit a snag 
when Ismael K.’s mother became 
worried about the radicalisation 
of her son and asked French au-
thorities in November 2014 to pre-
vent him from travelling abroad. 
The authorities had one month 
earlier conducted an “administra-
tive interview” with the teenager, 
according to a Paris prosecutor’s 
communiqué.

Figuring out that he was under 
surveillance and that it would be 
difficult for him to leave the coun-
try, Ismael K., who, according to 
schoolmates, was highly skilled in 
information technology, used en-
crypted messages to communicate 
with fellow jihadis in the making. 
He reportedly admitted during his 
interrogation that an ISIS mem-
ber in Syria advised him “to hit 

France”.
After four days of interrogation 

at Direction generale de la sécurité 
intérieure (DGSI) headquarters, the 
suspects allegedly confessed to a 
terror plan. Based on information 
provided by Djebril A., who had 
served at a military base in south-
ern France as a navy signalman 
before being discharged for health 
reasons, they decided to attack the 
site at the end of the year when the 
base would be thinly staffed.

Ismael K. and Antoine F. said 
they were to kill the officers at the 
site, behead the commanding of-
ficer, film their actions and post 
them on the internet before fleeing 
to Syria.

The question yet again is: What 
makes young Muslims in France 
decide to join ISIS? French security 

services are focusing on economic 
and psychological factors while 
some politicians blame the inter-
net, unemployment or psychologi-
cal problems for the radicalisation 
of youngsters. 

This is not enough, said 
Trotignon, who pointed out that 
the current approach is neglecting 
one fundamental aspect — the “as-
pirations of potential jihadists”.

He said there were many factors 
in someone seeking to be a jihad-
ist “such as a quest for a meaning 
to things, a desire to restructure 
personally, a taste for adventure, 
a struggle against injustices, going 

back to a communitarian aware-
ness that is not only religious but 
also historical and, of course, reli-
gious reasons that were sometimes 
very basic”.

France is not alone in this war. 
International cooperation is very 
dense and security experts point 
out that the terrorist threat in 
France can’t be disconnected from 
the global threat. Each theatre of 
operations, they say, has its own 
logic but all are connected, at least 
on a symbolic level.

This is a real war, said Trotignon, 
for whom  it is the visible part of a 
redrawing of the international po-
litical landscape.

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

London

B 

ritish Prime Minister Da-
vid Cameron launched a 
five-year-plan to tackle 
Islamic extremism in Brit-
ain, decrying the “failure 

of integration” that has led hun-
dreds of Britons to join the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and firmly linking non-
violent extremism and terrorism.

In a July 20th speech in Bir-
mingham, Cameron warned that 
the fight against extremism is the 
“struggle of our generation”. He 
set out four major objectives of 
the government’s plan: counter-
ing “warped” extremist ideology; 
tackling radicalisation; dealing 
with the “drowning out” of moder-
ate Muslim voices; and addressing 
the “identity crisis” among British 
Muslim youth.

Cameron introduced a raft of 
measures to prop up his govern-
ment’s more nuanced strategy, in-
cluding promising funding, protec-
tion and “political representation” 
to UK Muslim groups that demon-
strate an adherence to “British val-
ues”. 

He also promised sweeping hous-
ing reforms to tackle the issue of 
“segregation” in schools and hous-
ing.

The prime minister warned Mus-
lims against travelling to Iraq and 
Syria to join ISIS at a time when 
his government is contemplating 
expanding air strikes in Iraq to in-
clude ISIS targets in Syria.

“If you are a boy, they will brain-
wash you, strap bombs to your 

body and blow you up. If you are 
a girl, they will enslave and abuse 
you. That is the sick and brutal real-
ity of ISIS,” Cameron said.

“We must de-glamourise the ex-
tremist cause, especially ISIS. This 
isn’t a pioneering movement. It is 
vicious, brutal, fundamentally ab-
horrent.”

The strategy marks a major de-
parture in Britain’s approach to ad-
dressing home-grown terrorism by 
a Conservative government freed 
from constraints imposed by its 

former Liberal Democrat coalition 
partners, linking non-violent ex-
tremism and terrorism, acknowl-
edging “segregation” among social 
housing and opening debate about 
“British values”.

“No more turning a blind eye on 
the basis of cultural sensitivities,” 
Cameron said.

The new strategy was met with 
mixed reactions from Britain’s 
Muslim community, with some ap-
plauding the government’s com-
mitment to tackling difficult issues 

surrounding identity and others 
warning it could lead to further 
disenfranchisement among young 
British Muslims.

UK counter-extremism think-
tank Quilliam issued a statement 
welcoming the government’s fo-
cus on counter-extremism. “As 
we have long advocated, there is 
a pressing need to challenge all 
forms of extremism, not simply its 
violent manifestations… Naming 
and shaming the Islamist ideology 
is a key step forward,” the group 
said.

“This is the clearest commitment 
to countering non-violent extrem-
ism that I have seen in the last five 
years and we hope it is followed 
up with a comprehensive strategy 
that will unify the UK against ex-
tremism of all kinds,” said Quilliam 
Managing Director Haras Rafiq.

The Muslim Council of Britain 
(MCB), an umbrella body with more 
than 500 affiliated national, re-
gional and local organisations and 
mosques, struck a note of warning.

MCB Secretary-General Shuja 
Shafi said: “We worry that these lat-
est suggestions will set new litmus 
tests which may brand us all as ex-
tremists, even though we uphold 
and celebrate the rule of law, de-
mocracy and rights for all. Dissent-
ing is a proud tradition of ours that 

must not be driven underground.”
While CAGE, an advocacy group 

that came under fire after its re-
search director, Asim Qureshi, de-
scribed ISIS executioner Moham-
med Emwazi, better known as 
“Jihadi John”, as a “beautiful young 
man”, warned that Cameron’s tac-
tics would “backfire”.

“David Cameron’s counterter-
rorism agenda will create more 
distrust and alienation among Brit-
ish Muslims and an atmosphere in 
which political dissent is criminal-
ised. He seeks to tear down a frame-
work of laws built over centuries,” a 
statement from the group said.

CAGE spokesman Cerie Bullivant 
told The Arab Weekly that Camer-
on is wrong to equate non-violent 
extremism and political violence, 
claiming that the government’s 
foreign policy plays a major part in 
pushing young Muslims towards 
radicalisation.

“CIA Director John Brennan said 
[in June] that foreign policy does 
play a part in stimulating and stir-
ring threats to national security 
but the government would have us 
all believe that foreign policy has 
nothing to do with terrorism.

The Cameron government wants 
to ignore that because it asks too 
many questions close to home for 
them, and when we ask those ques-
tions we get branded as extrem-
ists,” Bullivant said.

France’s 20-year war on jihadists
Dominique Roch

French police escort a terrorism suspect accused of decapitating his boss in an attack on a gas 
factory, near Lyon, in June.

The battle over 
deradicalisation of 
potential terrorists 
in the country could 
take 20 years

There are 1,850 
individuals in France 
linked to jihadists
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Cameron launches new counter-extremism plan
Mahmud el-Shafey

Mixed reactions

The new strategy 
was met with mixed 
reactions from 
Britain’s Muslim 
community

The strategy marks a 
major departure in 
Britain’s approach to 
addressing 
home-grown 
terrorism
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Washington

M 

any observers (in-
cluding myself) have 
pointed out that 
the Iranian nuclear 
agreement could 

have negative consequences for 
Russia. The reduction of interna-
tional economic sanctions against 
Iran means that more oil and gas 
will come onto the world market, 
which will lower petroleum prices 
and thus negatively affect Russia 
and other petroleum exporters.

In addition, if a broader Iranian 
rapprochement with the United 
States and the West occurs, Tehran 
will have less need for coopera-
tion with Russia — and Irani-
ans take a dim view of Rus-
sia anyway, given the two 
nations’ long contentious 
history.

Despite this, Moscow 
can expect benefits from 
the Iranian nuclear agree-
ment. These include:

Increased Russian ex-
ports of arms, nuclear 
reactors and other prod-
ucts to an Iran that will 
soon have more money 
to spend as well as more 
freedom to spend it due to 
the removal of sanctions;

Increased opportunities, 
also due to the removal of in-
ternational sanctions against 
Iran, for Russian firms to invest 
in the Iranian petroleum sector;

The possibility of increased eco-

nomic interaction with the Gulf 
Arab states that are annoyed with 
US President Barack Obama’s ad-
ministration for signing off on the 
Iranian nuclear agreement and 
show their displeasure with Wash-
ington by buying 
Russian arms, 
nuclear 
reactors 
or other 
goods 
(Russia, 
of course, 
also ap-
proved 
the Iranian 

nuclear agreement but since the 
Gulf Arabs have far lower expec-
tations of Russia, Moscow hopes 
they will overlook this);

The ability to more credibly ar-
gue, as Russian Foreign Minister 
Lavrov has, that because an Ira-
nian nuclear agreement has been 
achieved, US plans to deploy bal-
listic missile defences to Europe 
against a feared Iranian threat 
should be abandoned. Moscow 
has strenuously objected to the 
missile defence system and claims 

it really is aimed at Russia; and, 
possibly,

The hope that, because Rus-
sia supported the Iranian nuclear 
agreement despite increased ten-

sions between Moscow 
and the West over 

Ukraine, Rus-

sia will be seen by some (if not all) 
Western governments as a “respon-
sible actor” and help Moscow’s ef-
forts to undermine the Western 
sanctions regime against it.

But in addition to these benefits 
that Moscow might obtain if the 

Iranian nuclear agreement goes for-
ward, Russia is well positioned to 
benefit if it does not go forward — 
especially if it is rejected by the US 
Congress. If this happens, Iran, Rus-
sia and many other governments, 
including Western ones, will blame 
the United States — and not Iran — 
for the failure of the agreement. In 
that event, Russia stands to benefit 
in several ways, including:

Support for the international 
sanctions regime against Iran is 
likely to crumble if the United 
States is blamed for the failure of 
the agreement and American ties 

will deteriorate not just 
with Iran, but with 
many other coun-
tries;

To the extent that 
Western governments 
fall out with the United 

States over sanctions 
against Iran, this will 
undermine the West-
ern alliance — some-
thing Moscow has long 
sought;

Western governments 
that fall out with Washington are 

likely to be more willing to aban-
don US-backed sanctions against 
Russia; and

Iranian willingness to turn to 
Russia for economic and military 
support will increase.

Some may point out that in-
creased Russian support for Iran 
would tend to hurt Russia’s image 
in the Arab world. But if indeed the 
collapse of the Iranian nuclear ac-
cord would lead to improved Irani-
an-Russian ties, turmoil within the 
Western alliance and American iso-
lation, Moscow may consider poor-
er relations with the Arab world a 
cheap price to pay for all this.

Besides, Moscow may calculate 
that if the Gulf Arabs in particular 
are worried about increased Rus-
sian support for Iran, then what 
they should do is turn to Russia for 
support to provide Moscow with an 
incentive to restrain Iranian behav-
iour in the region. Moscow would 
undoubtedly be willing then to 
serve as a mediator.

Whether the Obama administra-
tion will succeed in overcoming 
congressional objections to the 
Iranian nuclear accord is not clear. 
Russia, though, will attempt to ben-
efit from either situation.

Moscow stands to gain much 
more if US Republicans block the 
agreement than if they do not. This 
ought to give Republicans pause 
to consider whether blocking the 
agreement is really in the United 
States’ interest. So far, though, they 
do not seem to be doing so.

Mark N. Katz is a professor of 
government and politics at George 
Mason University.

The Iranian nuclear deal: 
What’s in it for Moscow?
Mark N. Katz

Iranian Defence Minister Hossein Dehghan in Moscow last April.

Moscow stands to 
gain much more if US 
Republicans block 
the agreement

Washington

A 

s US President Barack 
Obama eyes his legacy, 
he is channelling two 
Republican presidents 
whom he sees as trans-

formational: Richard Nixon and 
Ronald Reagan. Nixon, one of the 
most controversial American presi-
dents, resigned after the biggest 
political scandal in US history and 
Reagan, publicly popular, was ideo-
logically Obama’s opposite. But in 
foreign policy, Obama sees similari-
ties.

In an interview with Tom Fried-
man of the New York Times, Obama 
argued that in negotiations with 
Iran he was guided by the same 
strategic logic that Nixon and Rea-
gan used in dealing with China and 
the Soviet Union, respectively.

“You know,” Obama said, “I have 
a lot of differences with Ronald Rea-
gan but where I completely admire 
him was his recognition that if you 
were able to verify an agreement 
that [was negotiated] with the ‘evil 
empire’ that was hell bent on our 
destruction and was a far greater 
existential threat to us than Iran 
will ever be, then it would be worth 
doing.”

As for Nixon, Obama said: “He 
understood there was the prospect 

that China could take a different 
path… and as long as we are pre-
serving our security capacity, as 
long as we are not giving away our 
ability to respond forcefully, mili-
tarily, where necessary to protect 
our friends and our allies, that is a 
risk we have to take.”

Are Obama’s analogies with Nix-
on and Reagan accurate? Is Iran like 
the Soviet Union and China during 
the Cold War? Is Obama’s opening 
to Iran in the same league as Nixon’s 
trip to China or the strategic nuclear 
weapons agreements that Reagan 
reached with the Soviets? Is Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani the new 
Mikhail Gorbachev?

The main and most obvious dif-
ference is that, unlike Nixon’s trip 

to China, the Iranians will not soon 
be rolling out the red carpet in Teh-
ran for a US president.

 And unlike the Chinese, which 
welcomed the opening with the 
United States, Iranians still chant 
“Death to America” in the streets 
and the supreme leader has made 
clear that nothing will change in 
Iran’s relationship with the “arro-
gant” United States.

The Iran deal is limited to one is-
sue. In contrast, Nixon’s opening to 
China was broad-based, says Robert 
Daly, director of the Kissinger Insti-
tute on China and the United States 
at the Woodrow Wilson Center. It 
opened the door for a new relation-
ship in all fields — political, econom-
ic and cultural.

According to Daly, Nixon and his 
secretary of state, Henry Kissinger, 
“had a long list of unwritten strate-
gic understandings that emerged” 
as a result of discussions with the 
Chinese leadership. By contrast, 
Obama stressed that “we’re not 
measuring this deal by whether we 
are solving every problem that can 
be traced back to Iran, whether we 
are eliminating their nefarious ac-
tivities around the globe”. 

And US Secretary of State John 
Kerry stated on many occasions that 
the agreement is not a “grand bar-
gain” with Iran. This is why, Daly 
said, “For now, the analogy [with 
China] doesn’t hold well.”

Another difference is one of scale 
and degree of threat. While China in 
the 1970s boasted 1 billion people 
and was a nuclear weapons power, 
Iran is a comparatively small re-
gional power of 80 million people. 
Iran’s threat is regional; China’s 

threat was much broader. But the 
opening to Iran has proven more 
difficult than the one to China be-
cause the extremist nature of the 
Iranian regime made it more intran-
sigent than Chinese Communist 
Party leaders were.

The analogy with the arms-con-
trol agreements Reagan struck with 
the Soviets holds more on form but 
not on substance. Reagan believed 
in American power and that the 
Cold War was a zero-sum game. He 
doubled the defence budget and 
dramatically called on Gorbachev to 
tear down the Berlin Wall.

While Reagan was negotiating 
with the Soviets, he simultaneously 
kept Moscow’s feet to the fire in Af-
ghanistan and other global hotspots.

 Obama’s critics say that, unlike 
Reagan, Obama did not keep pres-
sure on the Iranians as the nego-
tiations proceeded. In fact, some 
argue, Tehran has intensified its in-
fluence in the region.

William Pomeranz of the Kennan 
Institute on Russia said: “I think 
President Obama with the end of 
the Cuba sanctions put the Cold 
War behind us and with the end of 
the Iran sanctions put [President 
Jimmy] Carter and the 1970s behind 
us.”

He may be right about Cuba but 
could be too optimistic on Iran be-
cause everything hinges on Tehran’s 
behaviour.

The looming debate in the US 
Congress will be tough but it is 
doubtful that Republicans will be 
able to stop the deal. The Cuban 
flag has been raised over the coun-
try’s embassy in Washington for the 
first time in more than 50 years. The 
Iranian embassy is not far away ge-
ographically; however, the distance 
that needs to be travelled before the 
Iranian flag flies again is long and ar-
duous. But Obama has opened the 
door and left it ajar.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Obama seeing likeness to Nixon and Reagan
Amal Mudallali

US President Ronald Reagan and Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev at the first Summit in 
Geneva, Switzerland, November 19, 1985.

Unlike Nixon’s trip to 
China, the Iranians 
will not soon be 
rolling out the red 
carpet in Tehran for 
a US president
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Economy

UAE to scrap fuel 
subsidies

Dragon Oil’s ENOC 
says no to dividend 
payment

Gold falls to lowest 
level in five years 
on dollar strength

Kuwait ups new 
refinery budget

Leading oil producer the United 
Arab Emirates will scrap subsidies 
on petrol and diesel beginning in 
August to cut spending as low crude 
prices hit revenues, the Energy Min-
istry said.

Pump prices for the fuels will be 
set on the basis of world prices and 
adjusted monthly, the ministry said 
in a statement carried by the official 
WAM news agency. The move is ex-
pected to save billions of dollars a 
year. Petrol currently retails at 50 
cents a litre ($2.27 a gallon) and die-
sel at 64 cents ($2.91).
(Agence France-Presse)

Oil producer Dragon Oil’s largest 
shareholder, Emirates National Oil 
Company Ltd (ENOC), said it would 
no longer support payment of divi-
dends to shareholders, stepping up 
the pressure in its bid to take over 
the company. ENOC, which owns 
54% of Dragon Oil, in June offered 
$1.17 per share to buy out minority 
shareholders. Major investors Baillie 
Gifford and Setanta Asset Manage-
ment see that offer as inadequate.

ENOC said it expects Dragon Oil, 
which produces oil from Turkmeni-
stan, to face operational challenges 
in meeting its long-term target pro-
duction of 100,000 barrels of oil per 
day.
(Reuters)

The price of gold, which is often 
seen as a hedge against inflation and 
a weak dollar, has slumped to its 
lowest in five years.

The US dollar has rallied in recent 
months, diminishing the allure of 
holding gold. The US economy has 
been on firmer footing and tumult in 
Chinese markets and Greece’s debt 
crisis failed to restore the metal’s ap-
peal as a haven from global turmoil.

The price of gold surged in the 
years immediately after the 2008 fi-
nancial crisis, topping out at nearly 
$1,900 an ounce in August 2011. 
But with inflation subdued and the 
economy maintaining its recovery, 
albeit at an uneven pace, demand 
for the dollar was up.

On July 20th the price of gold sank 
$25 to $1,106 an ounce. That’s about 
40% below its recent peak and the 
lowest price since March 2010.
(The Associated Press)

Kuwait’s Supreme Petroleum 
Council endorsed a request to 
sharply increase the budget for a 
new refinery after most of the bids 
exceeded initial estimates, the Oil 
Ministry said. Kuwaiti Oil Minister 
Ali al-Omair said the figure for the 
Al-Zour refinery was increased $2.9 
billion to $16 billion.

That came after bids for most 
tenders for the five packages con-
stituting the refinery project came 
in higher than the estimated cost. 
Tenders are expected to go ahead 
and some contracts are likely to be 
awarded in August.

The initial capacity of the refinery 
was 615,000 barrels per day (bpd) 
but Omair said the capacity will 
range 600,000-800,000 bpd.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs‘Little Syria’ takes 
root in Jordan, 
bringing both joy 
and worry
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

T 

he heart of Jordan’s capi-
tal has turned into a vin-
tage  Syrian atmosphere, 
with its businesses open-
ing shops and some refu-

gees and locals welcoming new 
stores and products. Others, how-
ever, are wary of the competition.

Known for tasty confectionaries, 
luscious desserts and other dishes, 
Syrians operate ice cream parlours, 
sweets shops, restaurants and con-
venience stores in Amman and out-
lying towns in Jordan.

Of the new Syrian investments in 
Jordan one of the most popular is 
Bakdash, an ice cream parlour that 
also operates in Hamidiyah market-
place in the old quarter of Damas-
cus. “It brings memories of the old 
Damascus and its ancient streets, 
where we used to walk through 
Hamidiyah Souk and go to Bakdash 
for a traditional Arabian ice cream,” 
said Fadi Homsi, 37, a Syrian refu-
gee in Jordan.

“We thank Bakdash for making us 
feel at home. This place is invoking 
feelings of deep personal attach-
ment to Syria,” Homsi said. “I have 
seen people crying while eating ice 
cream and talking about the good 
old days.”

Bakdash has a unique method 
of making ice cream that dates to 
1895, when it opened its first shop 
in Syria.

Bakdash Sweets, an authentic 
Syrian brand, opened its first shop 
in Amman in 2013 under a fran-
chise bought by a Jordanian inves-
tor, who has launched a handful of 
stores in the country.

In the Amman store two young 
men wearing white scarves on 
their heads and using wooden pad-
dles pound ice cream with mastic 
and sahlab, a flour made from the 
tubers of the orchid genus Orchis, 
and a generous covering of pista-
chios. This method for making ice 

cream made Bakdash a landmark 
in Syria and a famous brand to 
many Arabs.

Jordan has its own modern ice 
cream parlours, which boast a wide 
variety of flavours from cantaloupe 
to watermelon. They cater mostly 
to the younger generation and, so 
far, they don’t feel threatened by 
Bakdash “The traditional Syrian ice 
cream has its own clientele, while 
we have ours,” Ahmed Dasouqi, 24, 
an employee at a popular Amman 
ice cream shop, said.

“Business for us is as usual and 
we don’t feel any threats from the 
Syrian shops in town. I know that 
there are thousands of Syrians here 
and I’m happy that they can get a 
taste of home.”

Another well-known Syrian 
brand making its mark in Jordan 
is Nafiseh, which is famous for its 
kanafeh, a thick Levantine cheese 
pastry soaked in sugar-based syrup.

Nafiseh supervisor Zuheir Kat-
bah said the company has been do-
ing good business in Jordan since 
2013.

“We are really happy to be here 
because our business is doing very 
well,” he said.

“Jordanians have a good taste 
when it comes to sweets and they 
like our products. We have dedi-
cated customers from both Jordan 
and Syria.”

He said Nafiseh mostly employs 
Syrian workers but there are a 
handful of Jordanians. “We wanted 
to have an authentic Syrian atmos-
phere with the bulk of staff being 
Syrian,” Katbah said.

While many Jordanians enjoy 
the new offerings, others fear that 
a “little Syria” is being built in their 
country.

“We are having some kind of a 
Syrian business invasion that will, 
in the end, have a negative impact 
on our businesses,” said an Amman 
sweets’ shop owner.

“It seems that Syrian businesses 
are becoming very popular, that 
they will take over the business 
in the future, if the momentum of 
opening up Syrian shops remains 
the same,” he said, not wanting to 
reveal his real name.

While some Syrians focused on 
the sweets business, others ven-
tured into in the fast-food sector, 
opening shops in Jordan that serve 
sandwiches, including traditional 
ones, such as falafel and gyros or 

burgers and pizzas. The Syrian 
crisis, which began with peaceful 
demonstrations in March 2011 be-
fore it plunged into an all-out war, 
has led nearly 1.5 million refugees 
to seek shelter in Jordan. 

Many others have gone to Leba-
non or Turkey.

Syrian refugees have been taking 
jobs from Jordanians by offering to 
work for lower wages. Some Jor-
danian businesses, however, stick 
to domestic labour. They have put 
signs in their shops that read: “Sor-
ry! We hire only Jordanians.”

In Irbid, north of Amman, loud, 
but peaceful, demonstrations in re-
cent weeks warned Jordanian em-
ployers against hiring Syrians.

“This is not Syria, this is Jordan”, 
said Azmi Halaq, 23, a carpenter 

who said he lost a job he had at a lo-
cal firm for the past three years to a 
Syrian in April. “The Syrian accept-
ed to take one-third of my salary, so 
they fired me.”

Despite the growing presence of 
Syrian shops across the country, 
the value of the Syrian capital reg-
istered with the Jordanian Trade 
Ministry declined 8.3% in the first 
quarter of 2015 from the same pe-
riod in 2014.

The figures also showed a sharp 
decline in the number of new Syr-
ian investors during the first quar-
ter. At least 37 Syrian businessmen 
set up shop, compared with 188 
during the same time frame in 2014.

The decline in the Syrian capi-
tal investments is attributed to the 
receding wave of Syrian refugees 
to the kingdom, which reached its 
peak during the first two years after 
the outbreak of the conflict.

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues in 
Jordan for more than two decades.

Syrian refugees have 
been taking jobs 
from Jordanians by 
offering to work for 
lower wages

The heart of Jordan’s 
capital has turned 
into a vintage Syrian 
atmosphere

Bakdash Sweets, an authentic Syrian brand, opened its first shop in Amman in 2013.
(Photos: Khaled Zoghmout)
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Dubai

T 

he United Arab Emirates’ 
lucrative real estate mar-
ket, which is dominated by 
Dubai and Abu Dhabi, ap-
pears to be going through 

a transitional period of correction 
as prices stagnate and transactions 
slow down.

Dubai’s real estate market spe-
cifically continues to face a period 
of “volatility before stabilisation in 
2018”, states a report published in 
March by local real estate firm Phi-
dar Advisory.

The report highlights a dip in 
Dubai’s residential sale prices with 
apartment values dropping 3.7% 
and villas 3% in the first six weeks 
of 2015.

From the early months of the 
year it was clear Dubai’s real estate 
market was facing a difficult 2015. 
A combination of low oil prices, a 
strengthening US dollar and sup-
ply-and-demand economics were 
expected to play a role in the slow-
down of the market.

A stronger dollar combined with 
a weaker euro and rouble has meant 

capital flow is more limited. In addi-
tion, Russian investors have dramat-
ically slowed their activity as their 
currency devalued. Compounding 
this is the fact that the dirham is 
pegged to the dollar, meaning any 
investment in the UAE has become 
more expensive.

Apartment transaction volumes 
were down 1.5%, according to a mid-
quarter report in June by Phidar Ad-
visory. The report states that over 
the next five years price trends will 
be subject to varying supply esti-
mates. “When only considering pro-
jects currently under construction 
and launched, the supply-demand 
dynamics are manageable. 

However, in the best-case sce-
nario, assuming an average gross 
domestic product (GDP) growth of 
3.4% and residential demand CAGR 
(compound annual growth rate) of 
4.6%, if all of the announced pro-

jects are completed, the market 
could achieve a 7% oversupply in 
five years.”

For Abu Dhabi, the office market 
in particular remains very depend-
ent on the hydrocarbons industry, 
with oil companies dominating top-
end office space in the capital. How-
ever, as the oil sector continues to 
suffer at the hands of falling global 
prices, the emirate’s main oil com-
panies, many of which are state-
owned, may begin to scale down 
operations.  Analysts have projected 
that if crude prices remain low, with 
the capital unable to fully diversify 
its economy, 2016 may be a year in 
which the hydrocarbons industry 
dictates how rates fare in the office 
market.

While prime office rents have in-
creased 3% over the first quarter of 
2015 after remaining flat throughout 
2014, activity has been lopsided as 
demand remains heavily concen-
trated at the top end of the market.

Faisal Durrani, international re-
search and business development 
manager at UK real estate firm Clut-
tons, said the Abu Dhabi market is 
experiencing a period of subdued 
growth. “This is a natural cycle 
and something the market actu-
ally needs,” he said. “Many of the 

top-end office units are taken up 
by oil companies and if they scale 
down their operations, we may see 
a change in that segment.”

Abu Dhabi Global Market Square, 
the new financial free zone under 
development, has already started 
offering units for lease on the open 
market, at $1,000 a square metre. It 
is expected to attract financial in-
stitutions looking to enter the Abu 
Dhabi market. 

Although this will give the high-
end office sector an alternative mar-
ket segment away from oil compa-
nies to attract, it is too early to say 
whether this will have a positive im-
pact on occupancy and rates.

“But for now, it is our view that 
with the limited amount of Grade A 
space and demand persisting, rents 
are likely to hold steady in our cen-
tral scenario, with almost no move-
ment in rents at the top end of the 
market expected this year,” said 

Durrani. Overall, rents in the Abu 
Dhabi commercial sector have stag-
nated in the first quarter of 2015, 
according to a report by US real es-
tate consultancy CBRE, but there is 
a marked contrast between rates in 
primary and secondary locations.

Average rentals for secondary of-
fice space were $306 a sq. metre a 
year in the first quarter, which is a 
2% fall on the fourth quarter of 2014, 
while prime office rentals are now 
$517 a sq. metre a year.

Yet if some stalled projects restart 
the projected oversupply will fur-
ther increase. According to the re-
port, “even a more bullish scenario 
of 4.1% average GDP growth rate 
cannot absorb all potential supply 
expansion, including under con-
struction, launched, announced, 
and stalled projects”.

Overall the outlook for hydrocar-
bons prices remains uncertain with 
many oil majors already cutting jobs 
and capital spending, while a cur-
rency linked with the strengthening 
dollar continues to make many cit-
ies in the region much more expen-
sive place to live, work and invest in.

Gamil Lotfy is a Dubai-based 
business and geo-politics journalist 
working across the region.

UAE real estate undergoes stage of correction

Gamil Lotfy

Heavy fog rolls by early in the morning near the Dubai Marina. 

2016 may be a year in 
which the 
hydrocarbons 
industry dictates 
how rates fare in the 
office market

The UAE’s lucrative 
real estate market 
appears to be going 
through a 
transitional period 
of correction

 The impact of the Iran deal on the oil markets

T 

he Iranian nuclear 
accord provides 
Tehran with an oppor-
tunity to increase oil 
and natural gas 
exports while lifting 

of the economic sanctions would 
enable Iran to resume work with 
international oil companies, 
which are making preliminary 
contacts with Iranian authorities 
regarding investment in the 
country’s huge hydrocarbon 
resources.

Iranian oil production peaked 
at approximately 6 million barrels 
per day (bpd) during the reign of 
Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi in 
the 1970s. Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, after the 1979 Islamic 
Revolution, reduced production 
to 2 million bpd. Average produc-
tion decreased further during the 
Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s due to 
attacks on oil fields and infra-
structure.

The stated goal of the Iranian 
authorities following the conflict 
was to sustain a production level 
of 4 million bpd. That goal was 
achieved for a few years during 
the first decade of the 21st 
century.

International sanctions and 
weakening oil sector, particularly 
due to the leading role of firms 
controlled by the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC), led 
to a production level of 3.5 
million-3.7 million bpd since 
2008. It also delayed project 
developments, such as the giant 
Pars gas field, the Iranian section 
of the “northern” Qatari field.

International sanctions reduced 
Iranian oil exports from approxi-
mately 2.3 million bpd to about 1 
million bpd. Iran wants to return 
to pre-sanctions export levels or 
at least regain its lost market 
share.

 Iranian crude oil exports are 
expected to be shipped mainly to 
emerging Asian economies; 
China, India, South Korea and 
Japan. Pre-sanction exports to 
Europe averaged about 600,000 
bpd. Fewer exports were destined 
to Africa.

When can Iran increase its 
exports substantively and regain 
its market share?

According to the nuclear deal 
signed in Vienna, the sanctions 

will not be lifted before the 
International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) submits a report 
by mid-December, confirming 
that Iran is abiding by the agree-
ment. Thus, increased Iranian oil 
exports are not expected in 
international markets before 
early 2016.

The United States also needs 
legislative ratification of the 
agreement, which is not assured 
because of strong scepticism of 
the Iranian deal mainly by 
congressional Republicans but 
also by some Democrats. How-
ever, US President Barack Obama 
is intent on adding to his record 
the peaceful resolution of the 
dispute with Iran and promised to 
veto a negative congressional 
resolution.The Vienna agreement 
outlines a strict regime for Iran to 
implement the accord during a 
ten-year period. If Iran violates 
the agreement, sanctions would 
automatically resume.

The oil trade is not the only 
factor that affects global crude 
prices. Other geopolitical con-
cerns include the Greek debt 
crisis; political/military tension 
between Russia and the West over 
Ukraine; the effect of the finan-
cial scandals of Brazil’s Petrobras; 
large storage levels of US shale oil 
stockpiled while prices are low; 
expected differences of OPEC 

members over quota levels and 
the organisation’s production 
ceiling along with unending 
political turmoil and violence in 
the Middle East.

The oil industry has proved its 
resilience in dealing with similar 
challenges, but the situation that 
exists now includes rising 
speculation and rumours that 
could shift prices.

It is expected that Iran will start 
a new export programme from the 
approximately 40 million barrels 
stocked in tankers at sea. Half the 
stocks are crude oil and the other 
half are condensates. It is pro-
jected that Iran will increase 
exports by around 500,000 bpd 
with another 500,000 bpd during 
a second stage.

The big challenge for Iran is not 
regaining market share; rather, it 
is reaching agreements with 
international oil companies to 
sign upstream and midstream 
deals to enhance the country’s 
production capacity. The return of 
oil firms to Iran is expected to 
encounter opposition by the 
parliament and IRGC-affiliated 
companies as they stand to lose 
lucrative, monopolistic contracts 
awarded during the sanctions 
period.

Walid Khadduri is an Iraqi writer 
on energy affairs based in Beirut.

Walid 
Khadduri

View point
The return 
of oil firms 
to Iran is 
expected to 
encounter 
opposition 
by the 
parliament 
and IRGC-
affiliated 
companies

Increased Iranian oil 
exports are not expected 
in international markets 
before early 2016
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Gazans take respite from war’s destruction at dinosaur park
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

G 

aza Strip residents are 
taking a step back — way 
back — in time to find a 
respite from the con-
stant reminders of the 

dangers of life under occupation.
They are visiting Dinosaur City 

on Gaza’s Mediterranean shore. 
Since its mid-June opening, the 
“Dino Park” in the gigantic Sharm 
Amusement Park on Gaza’s south-
ern shore has drawn thousands of 
visitors.

Less than a year after a war, 
which Israeli said was in retalia-
tion for the firing of rockets from 
Gaza at its cities, the park offers a 
chance to briefly leave behind the 
fighting that left more than 2,200 
people dead and rendered 20,000 
homes uninhabitable. The fighting 
left thousands of children in Gaza 
suffering post traumatic stress dis-
orders, which have symptoms such 
as depression, anxiety, lack of sleep 
and fits of rage.

It is rare for Gaza’s children to 
be exposed first-hand to models of 
huge creatures they have only seen 
on television.

“I’m so happy to be here because 
it is the first time in my life I visit 
a place like this,” said 11-year-old 
Lina Mattar.

“I want to thank Sharm Park be-
cause it gave the children of Gaza 
this beautiful gift,” she said, beam-
ing a smile as she, her parents and 
three siblings watched a screeching 
dinosaur.

“We need places like this not only 
in Gaza but in all of Palestine.”

Visitors enter through an effigy 
depicting the head of a dinosaur 
with its mouth wide open. The 
short tunnel portraying a dino-
saur’s throat leads to a lush jungle 
garden. There, 15 different Chi-
nese-made model dinosaurs make 
loud sounds, violently shake their 

heads and tails and open their big 
mouths, bringing sounds of joy, 
laughter and clapping from specta-
tors.

Lina’s father, 36-year-old Deyaa, 
said 2014’s Israeli war “badly dam-
aged the psychology of our children 
and traumatised them. This is a 
good getaway place.”

“These parks help change our 
children’s moods,” he added, point-
ing out that not many Gazan can af-
ford to take their children to such 
parks. Entry to the “Dino Park” 
costs about 80 cents per child; tick-
ets for adults are $1.80.

Mohammed Assar, Sharm Park’s 
director of public information, said 
there were similar dinosaur parks 
in China, the United Arab Emirates 
and Britain.

“The park takes the children from 
the world of books to the world 
of virtual reality, where they can 
watch the dinosaurs move and hear 
the sounds they make,” Assar said.

He said the park came to exist-
ence to “give visitors a real image 
on how dinosaurs lived”.

More than 700 species of dino-
saurs have been identified. How-
ever, palaeontologists predict there 
are many species still to be discov-
ered. Dinosaurs went extinct about 
65 million years ago.

At Dino Park, the 15 different di-
nosaurs on display are huge and 
each produces a different comput-
er-generated sound, which Assar 
said “is not hazardous” for visitors.

Assar said the park was the brain-
child of four Gazan engineers, who 
carried out the $100,000 project 
with financing from local investors. 
Building materials were imported 
from China through Israel.

“The difficulty we faced is the 
wait time for the material to come,” 
he said. “We were not sure that 
Israel would let us bring the dino-
saurs and the other raw materials, 
such as melting bars, wood, metal 
fences and rocks.”

Much of the material is prohib-
ited under an Israeli blockade im-
posed on Gaza’s Hamas rulers fol-
lowing their violent takeover of the 
strip from the moderate Palestine 
National Authority in 2007. The 
Israelis ban materials it says might 
be used to dig smuggling tunnels or 
mount attacks on Israel.

In addition to being an amuse-
ment area, the park should also be 
seen as a “cultural and educational 
facility that helps schoolchildren 
understand and learn more about 
these ancient species”, Assar said.

Near each dinosaur on display, 
there is a sign explaining the type 
and name of the dinosaur, where it 
lived and where it originally came 
from.

One of the models, of a dinosaur 
called the Ptiranodon, is the one 
that “welcomes” visitors to Dino 
Park. This species of dinosaur lived 
about 89 million years ago. It fea-
tures what looks like a hammer on 
the back of its head and its wings 
are about 9 metres long.

Assar said having such an attrac-
tion in Gaza “gives children some-
thing to be proud of: their own di-
nosaur park”.

The park should also 
be seen as a “cultural 
and educational 
facility”

Since its mid-June 
opening, the “Dino 
Park” has drawn 
thousands of visitors

The hazards 
of Egypt’s roads
Driving under the 
influence of drugs and 
poor infrastructure lead 
to high fatality rate
Yasser Ahmed

Cairo

T 

axi driver Yasser Moham-
ed was shocked when he 
learnt that many of his 
fellow drivers take drugs 
every day before getting 

behind the steering wheel.
“They think narcotics will help 

them work longer hours, not know-
ing that by doing so they are open-
ing the door for their death and the 
deaths of their passengers,” Moham-
ed said.

Topping the list of drugs used by 
drivers, according to Mohamed, are 
heroin and marijuana. He said the 
largely available drugs are mistak-
enly believed to improve the mood 
of the drivers and help them get 
over the difficulties of driving on 
Egypt’s crowded roads.

Drug use, however, is blamed for 
most of Egypt’s growing number of 
road accidents, which, according 
to the World Health Organisation 
(WHO), cost 12,000 lives in 2013.

WHO said Egypt has a road fatality 
rate of 42 deaths per 100,000 peo-
ple, adding that 48% of those killed 
are passengers. Pedestrians account 
for 20% of the fatalities. The remain-
ing are drivers.

Traffic engineering professor Mo-
stafa Sabry has called for tighter 
medical tests by authorities to make 

sure drivers do not mix driving with 
narcotics.

“Drug addiction by the drivers 
and their failure to abide by speed 
limits cause a lot of accidents on the 
roads,” Sabry said.

WHO’s Global Status Report on 
Road Safety says that, although 
Egypt has laws that limit motorists’ 
speed, ban motorists from taking 
narcotics or drinking alcohol, make 
it necessary for motorists and pas-
sengers to fasten seat belts and force 
motorcycle drivers to wear helmets, 
the country’s traffic laws are poorly 
enforced.

On June 22nd, Egypt’s newspa-
pers and news sites reported eight 
fatalities and six injuries from road 
collisions. On the same day, the gov-
ernor of the coastal city of Alexan-
dria was snapped on camera offer-
ing first aid to a road accident victim 
before medical responders arrived.

On June 21st, a prosecutor, a uni-
versity professor and a policeman 
were killed in separate traffic ac-
cidents in which five other people 
were injured.

Retired Traffic Department officer 
Youssri al-Rubi explained that drug 
tests were carried out by analysing 
samples of drivers’ saliva to ensure 
that they are not on drugs.

“Samples of the drivers’ saliva are 
being increasingly taken now on the 
roads for checks,” Rubi said. “Such 
a campaign needs, however, to be 
intensified everywhere in this coun-

try to keep drug addicts away from 
driving.”

Road accidents are becoming 
a prime cause of death in Egypt, 
along with cancer and heart dis-
ease. According to a 2014 report by 
the Ministry of the Interior and the 
Ministry of Transportation, 100,000 
road crashes occurred in Egypt from 
2008 through 2012, killing 33,000 
people and injuring 150,000 oth-
ers, in addition to the destruction of 
125,000 vehicles.

Human errors were blamed in 
a report by the Interior Ministry’s 
Highway Research Department in 
the same month for 76% of the ac-
cidents. The remaining accidents 
were attributed to infrastructure 

issues, which include poorly main-
tained roads, the lack of proper road 
lighting and badly designed roads, 
according to the report.

Mohamed, the taxi driver, said 
he recently had to drive from Cairo 
to the central province of Minya in 
darkness.

“I had to totally depend on the car 
lights to navigate through the dark-
ness of the road,” Mohamed said. 
“The problem is that most of the 
cars on the road did not have proper 
lighting, which increased the risk of 
collisions.”

A short time later, Mohamed 
drove from Cairo to Ain Sokhna — 
about 120 kilometres. He said he did 
not see a single traffic official or a ra-
dar speed sign.

Sabry, underlined that most road 
design mistakes occur during imple-
mentation.

“Those who build the roads do 
not abide by safety standards that 
are included in the original designs,” 
he said. “The unfortunate thing is 
that mistakes committed in this re-

gard lead to catastrophic results.”
Design mistakes are committed 

in the implementation of intersec-
tions, road layouts and curves, with 
some road bends being too sharp for 
motorists to deal with.

Sabry called for identifying what 
he called “black spots” — places on 
a road where most of the accidents 
occur — and introducing suitable 
solutions or modifications to reduce 
the risk of accidents.

“This process can save lives if car-
ried out along with measures by the 
authorities to prevent drivers on 
drugs from driving,” he said.

It is estimated that the road safe-
ty crisis costs Egypt $7 billion, the 
equivalent of 3.2% of gross domes-
tic product, according to the World 
Bank.

A 2014 World Bank report said al-
though Egypt needs to spend $700 
million every year to maintain its 
roads, only $70 million is allocated.

Yasser Ahmed is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Car badly damaged after accident on Cairo’s Ring Road.

The road safety crisis 
costs Egypt $7 
billion, the 
equivalent of 3.2% of 
gross domestic 
product

Gazan children playing at Dino Park.
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Back to Roots helps descendants of Lebanese 
emigrants discover their motherland
Samar Kadi

Beirut

T 

heir forefathers emigrat-
ed decades ago looking 
for greener pastures, se-
curity and work oppor-
tunities, leaving a coun-

try torn by conflict and instability. 
They are young Lebanese born and 
raised abroad, many of whom have 
never returned to the land of their 
ancestry and know Lebanon only 
from stories from relatives or in the 
media.

“I wanted to learn about the real 
Lebanon, not just the country that 
my dad was describing to me,” said 
23-year-old Dalia, a Lebanese-Ca-
nadian. “I wanted to get to know 
it from the inside, not as an out-
sider, and I didn’t want to feel like a 
stranger to Lebanon anymore.”

Dalia was among 14 people par-
ticipating in a two-week immer-
sion programme for American and 
Canadian Lebanese organised by 
Back to Roots (BTR), a non-govern-
mental organisation aimed at giv-
ing descendents of Lebanese emi-

grants a deeper knowledge of their 
mother country.

“The programme is a mix of 
three different activities, includ-
ing visits to touristic places, meet-
ings with civil society activists and 
politicians and lectures on impor-
tant topics in the country,” Maya 
Gebeily, BTR assistant director and 
alumnus of the programme, said in 
an interview.

In addition to showcasing Leba-
non’s natural beauty and entertain-
ment activities, the programme 
aims at familiarising participants 
with the country’s complexities 
through meetings with advocacy 
organisations and lectures on eco-
nomic and political issues, includ-
ing the civil war and inter-religious 
dialogue.

“Our mission is to create ‘cedar 
leaders’, or ambassadors of Leba-
non around the world, so whether 

they would want to come back to 
Lebanon or stay abroad, they will 
have a well-informed and deep vi-
sion of the country that they can 
share,” Gebeily said.

Gebeily, 23, a daughter of Leba-
nese emigrants from Washington 
who participated in the first edition 
of BTR in 2010, settled in Lebanon 
two years ago where she works as 
a journalist, a job she had never 
considered when she studied in-
ternational politics at Georgetown 
University.

She said an increasing number 
of youth were interested in the 
programme, which already has 70 
alumni, many of whom have re-
turned to Lebanon for internships 
or exchange studies.

“The mission of our programme 
is not to make people move back to 
Lebanon but we hear a lot of say-
ing ‘I want to move back. I want to 
understand what it takes to move 
back.’ “This year, we had to select 
14 among 65 applicants. It is getting 
harder to choose, which makes us 
think whether we should expand 
the programme or make two edi-
tions per year,” Gebeily said.

The participants, who have had 
limited experiences with Lebanon, 
arrive with an impression formed 
mostly through their parents. That 
impression is often that Lebanon is 
a very dangerous place or, for those 
who have been here before, that 
Lebanon is about partying, fun and 
nightlife.

Each participant had his own in-
centive for joining the programme. 
“I was doing a presentation on how 
Europeans and North Americans 
see their identity versus the Leba-
nese diaspora when I came across 
‘Back to Roots’ on Instagram, so 
I thought I might try to apply as 
well,” said Ibrahim Arabi, a law stu-
dent from Canada.

For Lebanese-American Anthony 
Aslou, it was the mixed feelings 
about Lebanon that he wanted to 
sort out. “The programme allowed 
me to see the country in various 
lights. I saw the good, a lot of good, 
parts that I didn’t think I would 
see. But I also saw the bad, which 
I knew and studied about, namely 
politics,” the international security 
graduate student said.

According to Gebeily, the BTR ex-
perience could be life-changing, as 
it was for her. “We try to give them 
(participants) an alternative vision 
than what their families, or any im-
migrant family, say that there is no 
economic opportunity there, that 
‘I left that place because there was 
nothing for me there, so why do 
you want to go back?’” she said.

“We try to show that there is op-
portunity in Lebanon with the civil 
society and that things are mov-
ing in the economy, in technology, 
etc.”

Being immersed in the cultural, 
social and political aspects of life in 
Lebanon has definitely helped par-
ticipants come to terms with their 
mixed heritage and given them a 
clearer vision and better under-
standing of their ancestors’ home-
land.

“My view of Lebanon has 
changed in a more positive way. At 
this point, I would certainly come 
back much more often… In the 
past, I used to say I would always 

retire in Lebanon but now I would 
certainly live here regardless of re-
tirement,” Aslou commented.

Arabi said he was nicely sur-
prised to discover that Lebanon 
had an active and strong civil socie-
ty, which he said helped him shape 
his post-graduation plans. “I know 
that after I’m done with law school 
the first thing I want to do is come 
here and provide whatever ability 
that I’ve learned in school to serve 
Lebanon. BTR programme and the 
people that we’ve met have defi-
nitely helped me gauge my feelings 
for the country,” he said.

Dalia said she is seriously con-
sidering quitting her job in Canada 
and moving to Lebanon for her 
master’s studies.

“I kind of started understanding 
the love that everybody has for the 
country. It feels like home now,” 
she said. “Coming back will have a 
purpose, because the people need 
you, and I realised how little I knew 
about Lebanon.”

Although there are no reliable 
figures, the Lebanese diaspora is 
estimated at approximately 14 mil-
lion people, far more than the 4 
million population of Lebanon.

Lebanon has witnessed several 
waves of emigration, with the first 
ones arriving in the Americas as 
early as the 19th century. The 1975-
90 civil war triggered the most re-
cent big wave, with many Lebanese 
emigrating to Western countries. 
Work opportunities now attract 
many Lebanese to Gulf countries 
such as Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates and Kuwait.

After losing several generations 
of its population to war and emigra-
tion, the question remains whether 
Lebanon will able to recover their 
descendants. Programmes such as 
BTR aim to help the country do just 
that.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.Participants visit the Faqra ruins in the Kesrouan Heights.

The mission of our 
programme is not to 
make people move 
back to Lebanon

My view of Lebanon 
has changed in a 
more positive way

BTR 2015 edition participants pose with Lebanon’s famous cedar trees.
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Gaza City

A 

painter came up with an 
idea that has picked up 
like wildfire in Gaza. He 
is painting the walls in 
a small neighbourhood 

with bright colours to try to alter 
people’s gloomy moods.

The southern district of Zeitoun 
— Arabic for “olives” — is named 
after the copious olive groves min-
utes away from the shore of the 
Mediterranean. There, painter Mo-
hamed Saeedi, 58, and friends and 
neighbours coloured the walls in 
their area, ridding grubby white 
walls of political graffiti to, as Saee-
di said, bring joy and calm to the 
inhabitants.

“I’m so happy that we turned our 
neighbourhood into a huge splen-
did portrait from colours that bring 
happiness and calm to the people,” 
Saeedi said.

“Our neighbourhood has become 
a landmark in town, called the col-
oured district.”

Gaza is a densely populated en-
clave filled with rubble from build-
ings damaged during the 2014 Is-
raeli war. Barefooted children play 
near streams of sewage between 
homes where the walls of the nar-

row alleys brim with political graf-
fiti.

Gaza’s militant Hamas rulers are 
shunned by much of the interna-
tional community. Arabs are largely 
opposed to Hamas’s hard-line dog-
ma and their 2007 violent takeover 
of the territory from the moderate 
Palestinian Authority.

Economically, Gaza is under a 
stringent Israeli siege to weaken 
Hamas. Promised global aid for re-
construction has been delayed as 
many countries hesitate to improve 
conditions in a territory controlled 
by a group that seeks Israel’s de-
struction. Unemployment stands, 
under modest estimates, at 43%, 
while half of the population of 1.8 
million is considered to be living in 
poverty.

Saeedi’s initiative of painting the 
walls using bright colours, such 
as turquoise blue, flashy orange, 
screaming green and rosy red was 
the most popular among five other 
neighbourhood suggestions to give 
a facelift to the war-stricken area. 
Others proposed white or greyish-
coloured walls or street decora-
tions.

Saeedi said he savours Turkish-
style decor, also called Moorish, 
which is a home interior design 
that flourished in the latter half 
of the 19th century. It involves 
arched rooms with bead curtains, 
potted palms, mats, a divan and 
small tables heavily inlaid with 
Arabic designs. He said he started 
at home, repainting its walls with 
bright colours. Since he has no gar-
den, he painted the exterior walls 

with flowers and roses. Saeedi’s 
three co-workers — Imad Nayef, his 
brother Hamada and their neigh-
bour Ahmad Haddad — painted 
the walls of ten other homes in the 
area.

“With all the colouring around, 
people liked the idea and asked me 
to continue,” Saeedi said. “But the 
cost of painting the entire neigh-
bourhood was far too high for me, 
so Gaza artist Dalia Abdul Rahman 
decided to chip in.”

Saeedi’s brainchild was also em-
braced by a group of Gaza youths, 
members of Tamer Institute for 
Community Education, who 
brought brushes and painting ma-
terials and began a campaign of 
beautifying the walls of 30 more 
houses in Zeitoun.

“I liked Saeedi’s idea,” explained 

Abdul Rahman. “So, I contacted 
Tamer Institute, presented the idea 
to them and they welcomed it,” she 
maintained. She said with Saeedi, 
his colleagues and Tamer’s volun-
teers, “paint, brushes and other 
painting material were brought in 
and, altogether, we painted many 
more homes and expanded the 
area of the coloured district”.

Saeedi said he intended to con-
tinue his project, which he labelled 
“after war and destruction, with 
roses and colours, Gaza excels”.

He said the roses will come once 
the painting is completed. He plans 
to  buy pots and plant flowers in 
them and put roses across the city, 
except in the old quarters, Saeedi 
insisted.

“The neighbourhoods are too 
crowded over there, so planting a 

public garden is impossible,” he ex-
plained.

Saeedi shared a secret on his 
work. He said to lower costs, since 
painting material is expensive for 
outdoors, he replaced cement with 
clay and used stone collected from 
demolished buildings to decorate 
garden and street walls. Saeedi also 
coloured used vehicle tires and 
hung them on the walls.

His message to his fellow resi-
dents: “Chip in the work or the 
dough to make this project a suc-
cess.”

One of Saeedi’s admirers, neigh-
bour Ahmad Kuhail, said Gazans 
liked the painter’s Turkish style 
having watched Turkish soap ope-
ras on television. “They are fond of 
Turkish drama, so they liked what 
they see in the streets,” Kuhail said.

Painter brightens 
lives with colour 
on Gaza walls
Saud Abu Ramadan

Raied T. Shuqum

A painter came up 
with an idea that has 
picked up like 
wildfire in Gaza

Children walk in a narrow alley in Gaza’s Zeitoun district, where the walls were painted with bright 
colours to perk up people’s moods.

Culture

Amman

W 

ho can forget the 
magnificent set-
ting and views in 
Lawrence of Ara-
bia, starring Peter 

O’Toole and Egyptian-born Omar 
Sharif? This movie, widely hailed 
as one of the greatest films, was 
shot in Aqaba, a Jordanian coastal 
city on the north-eastern tip of the 
Red Sea, and its surrounding desert 
landscape.

Those too young to remember 
that masterpiece can recall the 
Transformer Bumblebee zipping 
through the streets of Amman or 
witness a character in the The Mar-
tian, Ridley Scott’s upcoming film, 
traversing Wadi Rum, also known 
as the Valley of the Moon, 60 kilo-
metres east of Aqaba.

During filming of The Martian, 
Scott, an Academy Award-nominee 
who was knighted in 2003 for his 
contribution to the British film in-
dustry, said he felt totally at ease in 
Jordan.

He described the Jordanian crew 
working with him as “fast think-
ers and fast workers” and said 
Wadi Rum deserves to be named 
the eighth wonder of the world. “I 
think it is perfect here and I’m very 

happy,” he said during the shoot-
ing of his movie. Other well-known 
movies –  Red Planet by Anthony 
Hoffman, The Last Days on Mars 
by Ruairi Robinson and Mission to 
Mars by Brian De Palma  – have used 
the same terrain as a stand-in for 
Mars.

Jordan has had a long history as 
a movie-friendly destination, start-
ing in 1957 with Struggle in Jerash, 
but the local film industry has felt 
the brunt of regional tension, the 
worldwide economic slowdown 
and tough competition.

The government has tried to 
offset these pressures by offering 
financial incentives to lure film-
makers, according to the Royal 
Film Commission of Jordan (RFC). 
Incentives include value-added tax 
and customs exemptions as well 
as those on income tax for foreign 
crew members.

“Instability in the region has af-
fected the industry, as insurance 
companies have been reluctant to 
issue completion guarantees for 
films shot in the kingdom,” RFC 
General Manager George David, 
who has been on the job since 2005, 
said.

“We lost several projects in the 
last six months but we have also 
had major projects such as Ridley 
Scott’s film The Martian, Karbala by 
Krzysztof Lukaszewicz and Curse of 
Mesopotamia by Lauand Omar.”

The Martian, which stars Matt 
Damon and Jessica Chastain, is ex-
pected to be released September 
30th in the United Kingdom and 
October 2nd in the United States. 

“We are working with the govern-
ment to authorise bigger incentives 
because competition from regional 
powerhouse like Morocco, the UAE, 
Malta, Spain, South Africa, Tunisia 
and Lebanon is cutting away at the 
country’s potential,” David said.

“The return on investment is 
large and we need to find a way to 
attract more crews.” 

The kingdom’s tourism sector, 
ravaged by regional upheavals, and 
its economy, straining under a re-
cord debt of $30 billion, are helped 
by the money the film industry gen-
erates, either directly or indirectly, 
according to David.

“The film industry has created 
more than 8,000 jobs in the past 
seven years and, from 2007 until to-
day, almost $140 million was spent 
in Jordan,” he said. “This makes it, 
without doubt, one of the most im-
portant industries that is beneficial 
to many different sectors: hotels, 

restaurants, car rental companies, 
travel agencies and on and on, 
trickling down the line. 

“When a movie is shot in Jordan, 
around $140,000 a day is spent 
while production is going on. And it 
doesn’t end there.”

The tourism industry is just one 
of the sectors that benefits. “You 
have millions of people seeing 
various locations in the kingdom 
through the big screen and on their 
TV screens or even on their mo-
biles and it encourages the viewer 
to come and visit the country,” Da-
vid explained. He said the United 
States, Canada, the United King-
dom and India are among the top 
countries that have chosen Jordan 
as a film destination.

Six films have been shot since the 
beginning of 2015 and two others 
are scheduled to be shot between 
September and November in Jor-
dan, David noted. USA Today re-
cently ranked the rose-red famed 
city of Petra as the world’s second 
best cinematic destination, preced-
ed only by Scotland. 

The Nabataean city is one of the 
New Seven Wonders of the World. 
Describing Petra’s filming loca-
tion as one “difficult to replicate” 
despite all the available modern 
technology, Sharif Majali, RFC’s 
production services manager, said 
the city’s unique architecture is its 
most distinctive feature. In 1989, 

Steven Spielberg filmed Indiana 
Jones and the Last Crusade, starring 
Harrison Ford, and in 2009 Michael 
Bay shot scenes for Transformers: 
Revenge of the Fallen at the city 
carved in stone.

“Wherever you point your cam-
era, the result is art on the screen,” 
Majali said. Besides the landscape 
that can change from desert to 
beach within a 30-minute drive, 
Jordan has biblical and archaeo-
logical sites as well as safety and 
stability unmatched in a turbulent 
region, he noted. Films can benefit 
from the commission’s services at 
no cost, Majali explained.

 RFC coordinates all government-
related inquiries, from handling 
customs to allow equipment in 
with no customs fees, to arranging 
for police presence, to dealing with 
the army and security apparatus, if 
the film requires it. “We also offer 
free filming in public locations,” he 
added.

Majali said Jordan has enough 
skilled crew members for the coun-
try to meet the needs of three pro-
ductions at the same time.

“We need to continue promoting 
the kingdom as a safe haven with 
highly professional and competent 
production crews,” he said.

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

Jordan
hopes to 
become major 
filming 
destination May in the Summer by Cherien Dabis – 2012.

Jordan has had a 
long history as a 
movie-friendly 
destination, starting 
in 1957
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Washington

T 

he pictures and installa-
tions of Iranian-American 
artist Shirin Neshat at 
Washington’s Hirshhorn 
Museum remind the visi-

tor of Iran’s omnipresence in Wash-
ington these days. But it is a differ-
ent Iran that Neshat presents to the 
US public.

An Iranian exile who has lived 
in the United States since her early 
teenage years, Neshat explores Iran 
through the relations of power, 
gender, coups, war and the revolu-
tion that obliterated her life and the 
lives of millions of other Iranians. 
The result is a haunting story told 
— and not always in a positive way 
— by camera and verses interwo-
ven about a people and a place that 
is perplexing the Middle East and 
much of the world.

The exhibit surveys 20 years of 
Neshat’s work. It follows a histori-
cal sequence, starting with the coup 
against prime minister Mohammad 
Mosaddeq in 1953, through the Ira-
nian revolution of 1979 and the 
green revolution and “Arab spring” 
of this century. Neshat treats the 
popular uprisings in the Arab world 
and the Iranians’ green revolution 
as one; she says the green revolu-
tion led to the “Arab spring“.

More than 60 years of Iranian his-
tory are revealed through pictures 

and poetic text, interwoven to tell 
the story of how theocratic Iran 
changed  its people, especially its 
women.           

In Neshat’s Women of Allah series,  
Forough Farrokhzad’s poem My 
Heart Grieves for the Garden is dis-
played as visitors are told by exhibit 
material that the “garden” is an im-
portant symbol that can “stand for 
captivity or freedom, exile or sanc-
tuary, a transitional space or the 
country of Iran itself”.

In Divine Rebellion and My House 
is On Fire, Neshat pays tribute to 
the pro-democracy movements 
across the Middle East, especially 
the green revolution of 2009. The 
excerpts are based on the epic poem 
of Abol-Qassem Ferdowsi in the 
Shahnameh, or The Book of Kings . 
She says, “My work  focuses on con-
temporary narratives of political up-
heavals, revolutions, patriotism and 
the fall of the tyrants.”

In  men of power in the pictures 
are shirtless and menacing, with 
tattoos of battle and war all over 
their bodies. The museum reminds 
visitors that the pictures are taken 
from the Shahnameh, “a text that 
emphasises the cynical nature of 
rulership — and thus also serves as 
a reminder that no reigning power 
lasts forever”.

In My House is on Fire, the faces 
portray “the elderly and disadvan-
taged in the aftermath of the 2011 
Egyptian revolution”. Neshat tries 
to show the human dimension of 
the revolution: haunting pictures of 

the bottom of bare feet come with 
inscriptions of poems along with 
identification tags of those killed 
during the revolution hanging from 
their toes.

The accompanying poem Lament 
by Mehdi Akhavan Sales says:

“Today
“We are broken, and we are weary
“And instead of us you are the vic-

tors
“May this defeat and this victory 

be wholesome to you
“However you mock our cause
“Whoever you capture, whoever 

you torture,
“Whatever you pillage, whatever 

you plunder
“Is our by your might, may it be 

wholesome
“But at least bury this noble 

body.”
Soliloquy, 1999 reflects Neshat’s 

personal cultural alienation and 
displacement. Neshat says, “Once 
you leave your place of birth, there’s 
never a complete sense of centre. 
You are in the state of in-between 
and nowhere feels completely like 
home.” This out-of-place alienation 
and lost identity are represented by 
a two-screen video installation with 
one woman travelling “between 
contrasting landscapes”, a meta-
phor to the two worlds that shaped 
Neshat and tore at the base of her 
identity.

The Women of Allah is Neshat’s 
way of dealing with the Iranian 
theocracy that she encountered in 
1990, after living abroad for 11 years. 

She gives a glimpse of the women of 
Iran and how their lives were affect-
ed by the revolution. The pictures of 
the Women of Allah range from pow-
erful to vulnerable. Neshat explains: 
“How a viewer, Iranian or Western, 
perceives the work depends to a 
great extent on his or her personal 
background and experience with Is-
lam and Islamic cultures.”

Neshat commented on how 
“many people assume that because 
my work frames issues of religion 
and Islam, I am supporting the Ira-
nian government. The opposite has 
also happened; some religious Irani-

ans are suspicious of many images. 
Case in point: My work isn’t shown 
in Iran.” 

In describing the Iranian nation, 
Neshat said: “We are divided into 
poetry and politics. We are a civi-
lisation of culture and poetry, and 
now we are known to the world as 
barbarians and dictatorship.” For 
Neshat, the latter part is what drove 
her away to inhabit two disconnect-
ed worlds. In her life and work this 
is what she faces every day.

Shirin Neshat: Facing History is at 
the Hirshhorn through September 
20th.

Shirin Neshat: Facing History 
exhibition in Washington
Amal Mudallali

Karen Dabrowska

Culture

London

“I
n the name of God, the 
most gracious, the most 
merciful, No man is a true 
believer unless he desires 
for his brother what he 

desires for himself and Honour thy 
father and thy mother.”

The verse preaching love and 
peace is one of several Quranic and 
Biblical verses used by calligrapher 
Bihnam al-Agzeer in his exhibition 
aimed at “reconciling Muslims and 
Christians” in his war-torn home 
country, Iraq.

A deacon in the Syrian Catholic 
Church, Agzeer regards himself as a 
man with a mission to express the 
beauty of Quranic and Biblical vers-
es linguistically and artistically. His 
exhibition at the Arthur 
Probsthain 
bookshop 
and gallery 
in London 
featured 30 
framed and 
unframed 
works and 
has an almost 
equal num-
ber of 

beautifully decorated verses from 
the Quran and the Bible.

“I am a Christian and I lived most 
of my life in Mosul with my Mus-
lim friends. That is why I want my 
work to promote peace, justice and 
coexistence and create a dialogue 
between the Christian and Muslim 
communities during this difficult 
time,” Agzeer said in an interview 
with The Arab Weekly.

“I have been working with Islam-
ic and Biblical verses for a long time 
and my art has always been very 
popular with both the Muslim and 
Christian communities.”

Agzeer was forced to flee his 
homeland in 2003, with his wife 
and daughter, as sectarian violence 
targeted the Christian community 
in Mosul in northern Iraq.

“Mosul was a city of coexistence,” 
he said. “But now, it is a city of non-
existence, where Christians have 
been (systematically) persecuted, 
uprooted and ethnically cleansed.”

Stressing that he has no time for 
resentment and hatred, he added: 
“I want my work to promote peace, 
justice and coexistence and create a 
dialogue between the Christian and 
Muslim communities.”

As an artist and a man of peace 
who has made London his home, 
he prefers not to discuss politics but 

can’t help disguise his bitter-
ness about the Iraqi Army. 

Referring to Iraqi Army 
Day, marked on January 
6th, Agzeer said: “When 
I was headmaster [of the 
Syrian Catholic School] 
there was a major art 
exhibition for students 
on Army Day and every 
calligrapher would ex-
hibit some of his work 
alongside his students’ 
creations… Alas, if we 
had an army, (truly) we 

would never have lost 
Mosul.”

Mosul, Iraq’s second 
largest city, was seized by 
the Islamic State (ISIS), 
more than a year ago, 
along with large areas in 
northern and western 
Iraq, in a swift offensive 
that left the group’s op-

ponents shocked. ISIS’s expansion 
triggered a mass exodus of Chris-
tians from the area after they were 
issued an ultimatum to convert to 
Islam, pay a fine or face death.

Agzeer bemoaned the bombing of 
49 mosques and shrines in Mosul, 
attacks that destroyed great works 
of calligraphy and prompted many 
calligraphers and artists to flee.

He said his art “aims at ensuring 
the continuation of the tradition of 
calligraphy and giving people in-
spiration and hope after such tradi-
tions have been undermined”.

He said he dreams of a time when 
it will be possible for artists and cal-
ligraphers to have exhibitions in 
Bagdad, Kurdistan and Mosul with-
out having to worry about bombs, 
the security situation and ISIS. In 
the meantime, he will keep on per-
fecting his art and working until that 
day comes. “What else can I do?” he 
asked not expecting an answer.

The Iraqi artist has participated 
and exhibited with master calligra-

phers in Mosul, Baghdad and Britain 
and his work has been incorporated 
in murals, posters, book covers, cal-
endars, brochures, postcards, greet-
ing and business cards.

Some of his works, for which 
he won awards, became museum 
pieces and were exhibited in Iraq’s 
Museum of Art, which was dam-
aged and ransacked by ISIS.  “Only 
God knows what happened to those 
pieces,” he said.

Yousif Naser, founder and direc-
tor of the ARK Space, a platform for 
exhibition of talents in London’s 
neighbourhood of Ealing, remarked 
that Agzeer’s work provided an ex-
cellent introduction to varied callig-
raphy styles, which he had used in a 
workshop he organised recently.

“He gives equal prominence to 
verses from the Quran and the Bi-
ble, which reflect a profound wis-
dom and guidance for mankind 
during these troubled times,” Naser 
said. “Agzeer is an inspiration to 
Muslims and Christians to co-op-

erate in artistic endeavours and to 
help bring an end to the conflicts 
which have divided them in recent 
times.”

Agzeer is one of the few calligra-
phers who have mastered the six 
major scripts of Arabic calligraphy. 
He studied under the mentorship of 
renowned calligrapher Yousif Tha-
noun and rubbed shoulders with 
master calligraphers Hashim Mo-
hammed al-Baghdadi in Baghdad 
and Hamid al-Amidi in Istanbul.

Commenting on Agzeer’s exhi-
bition, Lindsay Fulcher, editor of 
Minerva: The International Review 
of Ancient Art and Archaeology, 
said, “‘Make art, not war’ is the 
message flowing through Bihnam 
al-Agzeer’s beautiful calligraphy — 
if only the warlords could read the 
writing on the wall.”

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly

Iraqi calligrapher draws a message of peace

Bihnam al-Agzeer

Bihnam al-Agzeer’s works of calligraphy

Women of the Revolution
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Travel

Agenda

London: 
Through July 26th

The Shubbak Festival is Lon-
don’s largest biennial festival 
of contemporary Arab culture. 
Founded in 2011 by the mayor 
of London, it connects London 
audiences and communities 
with the best of contemporary 
Arab culture through visual 
arts, film, music, theatre, 
dance, literature, architecture 
and debate.

Constantine, Algeria: 
Through October 20th

In a tribute to Andalusian 
music, the Constantine Capital 
of Arab Culture 2015  organises 
an exhibition titled Nouba 
of Constantine. Every week 
during the five-month event, 
a different music master will 
be celebrated and new works 
exhibited.

Amman, Jordan:
July 27th-August 8th

Al Balad Music Festival, a 
week-long music carnival, 
allows visitors to immerse 
themselves in Jordan’s exten-
sive cultural heritage. Con-
temporary bands, soloists and 
others perform in the ancient 
Roman Odeon in Amman.

El Jem, Tunisia: 
July 28th-August 15th

About 160 kilometres south 
of Tunis, El Jem Roman 
amphitheatre hosts classical 
musicians from all over the 
world for the El Jem Interna-
tional Festival of Symphony 
Music. In its 30th edition, the 
programme is to include sym-
phonic and orchestral music 
from Tunisia, France, Algeria 
and Italy.

Oujda, Morocco:
August 1st-8th

The ninth Rai International 
Festival celebrates Rai music, 
a form of folk music that 
originated in Algeria. Since its 
launch, the festival invites Rai 
singers of international repute 
such as Cheb Khaled, Cheb 
Mami and Cheb Faudel.

Batroun, Lebanon:
August 1st-29th

Batroun International Festi-
val 2015 includes artistic and 
cultural activities in addition 
to local and international 
concerts and shows. Charles 
Aznavour and other well-
known singers are to perform 
in this festival.

Tangier, Morocco:
September 9th-13th

The Festival of Jazz in Tangier,  
in its 16th year, hosts re-
nowned international and 
local jazz artists for one of 
Morocco’s premier cultural 
events. Over five days visitors 
will have the opportunity to 
attend free street performanc-
es, dance courses and jazz 
concerts.

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

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Wadi Qadisha, Lebanon

T 

he ancient staircase lead-
ing to the monastery of 
Hawqa starts near a small 
hut selling soft drinks and 
snacks. “Tfaddalo!” said 

the owner, a middle-aged lady. “You 
want to visit the Colombian monk? 
He is all the time in the monastery.”

The shopkeeper is obviously used 
to visitors stopping by before they 
start the march down the trail to ad-
mire the natural beauty of the Val-
ley of Qadisha and visit its ancient 
monasteries and shrines, one of 
which, Hawqa monastery, is inhab-
ited by Colombian Dario Escobar, 
the most famous of Lebanon’s three 
hermits.

Strewn with caves that served as 
refuges for early Christians, con-
vents carved in the rocks and old 
monasteries and clusters historical-
ly inhabited by hermits and monks, 
the Valley of Qadisha in northern 
Lebanon, rightfully earns its name 
as the “sacred valley”.

Qadisha, which means “holy” 
in ancient Aramaic, is split in two 
branches, Wadi Qannoubine and 
Wadi Qozhaya, which are hewn 
from the rock at the foot of the high-
est peak of the Lebanese mountain 

chain, Qornet es-Sawda, which rises 
more than 3,000 metres above sea 
level.

The beauty of the valley, which 
starts at 900 metres and goes up to 
1,900 metres, and the difficult ac-
cess to the convents, some of which 
can only be reached through rugged 
zigzagging paths and steps, makes 
it an ideal place for recluses seeking 
the sole company of the Creator. Es-
cobar, an 80-year-old hermit, who 
spends his time in prayer, medita-
tion and reading holy books, smiled 
as he welcomed visitors, although 
he did not seem to appreciate being 
interrupted in his daily activities.

“When I came to settle in this 
place 15 years ago, I thought that I 
will be alone, living in peace but, as 
you see, the trail has been repaired 
making the access easier, so I be-
came the distraction of many peo-
ple who come here,” Escobar said.

“I came to Lebanon to be a her-
mit. Next week I will turn 81 but you 
don’t have to sing happy birthday to 
me,” he added with a smile.

Escobar, a Catholic monk, lived in 
several countries in Europe before 
settling 25 years ago in Lebanon’s 
“sacred valley” with the permis-
sion of the Vatican. For the first ten 
years he lived in the monastery of 
Qozhayah, in the opposite side of 
the valley, before moving to the 
more secluded Hawqa.

The history of Qadisha valley is in-
separable from that of Lebanon and 
its Maronite Christian community. 
With its high rugged mountains and 
difficult geography, Lebanon was 
a refuge for minorities throughout 
history, including Christians, flee-
ing the wrath and persecution of 
conquerors and invaders from the 
Mamluks to the Ottomans.

“Qadisha is the valley where the 
Christian Maronites found a place 

in which they could live in secu-
rity after their massive exodus from 
Syria between the eighth and tenth 
centuries AD,” explained the Rev-
erend Jade Kossaify, a 33-year-old 
Maronite cleric.

“It hosts many monasteries dat-
ing back to the very early days of 
Christianity, including Deir Qan-
noubine, the fortress palace mon-
astery, which served as the See of 
Maronite Patriarchs for several cen-
turies, between 1440 and 1823.”

Deir Qannoubine can be reached 
by foot from Blawza or Diman, a 
walk of several hours that gives an 
idea of what the journey was like for 
early pilgrims and patriarchs. The 
monastery’s church, half built into 
the rock, is decorated with frescos 
from the 18th and 19th centuries.

Another monastery, Sainte Mari-
na, is the resting place of 17 of Leba-
non’s 26 Maronite patriarchs.

“Wadi Qadisha is also the sole 
place in Lebanon where you can 
find hermits living in total seclu-
sion,” Kossaify said. He explained 
that hermits either lived alone or 
in a group of no more than three. 
“Otherwise, if they live in a com-
munity in a monastery they are 
called cenobite,” he said.

Qadisha valley has sheltered 
Christian monastic communities 
for many centuries, even before 
the Maronite clergy sought refuge 
there. One of the monasteries “Mar 
Assia” has ancient Ethiopian in-
scriptions on its walls.

Evidence of human life traced to 
the Palaeolithic age was also found 

in several grottos scattered around 
the valley, Lebanese explorer, 
Pierre Abi Aoun, noted.

“There are 86 sites in Wadi Qadi-
sha which were used by man as far 
back as the medium Palaeolithic 
age, some 80,000 years BC, whereas 
material proof of Christian presence 
dates back to the fifth century,” Abi 
Aoun said.

Abi Aoun was among a group 
of four Lebanese cavers who dis-
covered eight naturally preserved 
mummies in Aassi al Hadath, one of 
the “historical caves” in the valley 
that they had spent two years ex-
ploring between 1988 and 1991.

He said crusaders and Mamluk 
chronicles in which Aassi al Hadath 
was mentioned constituted their 
first guide for the search of the cave. 
“We first discovered a mummy be-
longing to a 4-month-old girl. The 
others were of three adult women 
and four female infants. They were 
all wrapped in shrouds and none 
presented any traces of violence.”

Manuscripts written in Syriac and 
Arabic were also found, indicat-
ing that the mummies belonged to 
Christians who were probably hid-
ing there.

Qadisha valley, listed as a World 
Heritage Site, is regarded as the 
spiritual cradle of the Maronite 
community. Not only does it hold 
the tombs of the patriarchs of the 
past but it is a paradise for nature 
lovers. 

Trekkers can immerse in the fairy 
beauty of the legendary place as 
they climb winding pathways along 
the rocky cliffs to reach some sanc-
tuary with peeling wall paintings 
dating to the early Middle Ages.

Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab 
Weekly contributor to the travel 
page in Lebanon and Oman.
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Chapel in the Saydet Hawqa monastery.

Entrance of Aassi al Hadath grotto where mummies from the 13th century were found.

Church in the Saydet Hawqa monastery.
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