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he Syrian regime of President Bashar Assad is
reeling after a series of
battlefield setbacks in a
nightmarish, multi-sided
war that is no longer civil but blatantly sectarian. Assad, the lanky
former London eye doctor who
inherited the Arab world’s first dynastic republic 15 years ago, admitted the crisis in a recent television
address, his first public speech in a
year.
The Syrian Army, weakened by
combat losses but probably more so
by desertions, defections and draftdodging, is suffering a critical manpower shortage, Assad conceded in
his July 26th speech. This means
he is increasingly reliant on Iran to
avoid total defeat.
But even though the minorityAlawite regime he took over from
his late father in 2000 (though it
seems not the elder Assad’s serpentine skills) is in deep trouble, and
may have to relinquish more territory, he declared: “We are not collapsing.
“We are steadfast, and we will
achieve victory. Defeat does not
exist in the dictionary of the Syrian
Arab Army.”
But the harsh reality is that the regime currently only controls about
one-third of Syria and there are
growing indications that, pressured
by its increasingly domineering ally
Iran, it is now circling the wagons
around those defensible sectors that
are deemed vital to the regime’s survival.
This envisaged rump state embraces Damascus and its environs,
the Alawite heartland in the northwest that includes the coastal region
around the Mediterranean port of
Latakia, the regime’s only maritime link and essential for arms
supplies from Russia, and the central sector in Homs province that
links them.
The hand of Iran is seen in this

A Syrian man sits on the rubble of a house after a reported attack by Syrian government forces in
Aleppo on July 27, 2015.

This essentially
leaves Assad little
more than an
Alawite warlord in
a land ravaged by
warlords
strategy, giving weight to a growing
perception that the Iranians, whose
support on the ground with money,
supplies and fighting men drawn
from Hezbollah and other Shia proxies has been critical in keeping Assad
in power through four-and-a-half
years of carnage, are increasingly
taking charge of military operations
from his enfeebled army.
This essentially leaves Assad little
more than an Alawite warlord in a
land ravaged by warlords beholden

to one outside power or another.
Neighbouring Iraq is going the
same way. Both countries, once
Arab powerhouses held together by
Machiavellian dictators, are disintegrating in the sectarian cataclysm
gripping the Middle East.
The emerging plan for the Damascus regime to hold onto only
what has become known as “useful
Syria” is seen as generated by Tehran’s strategic interests, primarily to
maintain a land corridor to Hezbollah in Lebanon to the west through
which it can be supplied with arms
against Israel.
“If the Assad regime falls, Iranian arms shipments to Hezbollah
are likely to cease, and Hezbollah
would no longer be the deterrence
against Israel that is now,” said Syrian analysts Fouad Hamdan and Shiar Youssef, founders of the activist
group Naame Shaam.

“It is no longer accurate to describe the war in Syria as a conflict
between Syrian rebels … and Assad’s regime forces ‘supported’ by
the Iranian Revolutionary Guards,
Hezbollah and Iraqi militias,” they
wrote in a recent Middle East Institute analysis entitled “Iran as an
Occupying Force in Syria”.
“Most major battles … are now
being directed and fought by the
Revolutionary Guards and Hezbollah, along with other non-Syrian
Shia militias, with Assad forces
in a supportive or secondary
role.”
Ed Blanche is the Analysis
section editor of the Arab Weekly.
He has covered Middle East
affairs since 1967. He lives in
Beirut.
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Garbage crisis drives Beirut residents over the edge
Samar Kadi

Beirut

T

he Lebanese have kept
their humour and strong
joie de vivre despite many
problems: economic slowdown, a deadlocked government, poor public services and
the spillover of the four year-old
Syrian conflict in the form of a huge
refugee influx and growing insecurity.
However, the garbage crisis gripping Beirut and Mount Lebanon’s
district for the second week was the
“straw” that broke the camel’s back.
“This is more than one can take,”
said a pedestrian wearing a mask in
Hamra street, a main shopping hub
in the city. The stench emanating
from piling garbage blocking pavements in Beirut’s streets has driven

the residents over the edge.
Although they have mastered
the art of survival by adapting to
decades of poor public services,
including power outages, water
shortages and occasional communication breakdown, residents
of the Lebanese capital were
suffocating under fetid trash
putrefying in the scorching
summer heat.
Anger fuelled by the crisis
sent thousands of protesters
into the streets, where they
set garbage piles alight and
overturned dumpsters, blocking main arteries and adding
the acrid smell of smoke
to the air already filled
with the odour of
putrid waste.
Motorists were
forced to test
their
driving skills by

zigzagging between trash piles encroaching onto the streets.
Under a national campaign branded “You stink like trash”, hundreds
of angry
residents and activ-

ists rallied outside the government
headquarters in downtown Beirut,
calling for sustainable long-term solutions to the country’s waste management problem.
Many residents have fled Beirut’s stench to villages and towns
in the mountains or to the south
and north. Those who remained
in the city prefer to stay
indoors in an airconditioned environment.
“I closed all the
windows and put
on the air conditioning. I am not going
out unless I have to,
and even if I do, I have
my mask with me,” said
33-year-old Lyn Soubra,
who has the option of
working from home.
The crisis started on July
17 when activists forced the

closure of the country’s main landfill in Naameh, south of Beirut,
preventing trucks operated by Sukleen, the private company in charge
of garbage collection in Lebanon,
from dumping waste.
With the government failing to
select an alternative dump site and
Sukleen’s contract expiring at the
same time, garbage collection was
suspended in Beirut and Mount
Lebanon, which collectively produce 3,000 to 4,000 tons of waste
daily.
The cabinet of Prime Minister
Tamam Salam, which has been
grounded by deep political divisions, is unable to agree on a myriad of issues, garbage being one of
them.
Samar Kadi is the Arab Weekly’s
Travel and Society sections editor.
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Developments in Syria

Crunch time for Assad as Iran cracks the whip
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

t has been mooted for some
time that the Syrian regime
of President Bashar Assad,
under considerable pressure
from Iran, is moving towards
retrenching in the Latakia coast
and the Alawite mountains in the
north-west, in Damascus and its
environs and the central region
around Homs that links the capital
to the Alawite heartland.
The current Hezbollah-Syrian
Army offensive to take Zabadani
on the Lebanese border is part of
the Qalamoun operation, which is
aimed at holding a land corridor
from Damascus westward into Lebanon, Hezbollah’s key supply route
for arms.
Tehran’s strategic objective in
Syria is to keep that corridor open
to supply Hezbollah with missiles
and rockets intended to block an
Israeli pre-emptive attack on Iran’s
nuclear facilities or to hammer the
Jewish state with an unprecedented bombardment if that strike is
carried out.
After nearly four-and-a-half years
of war, severe manpower problems
are also behind Assad’s current
moves. These days he has to forcibly recruit fellow Alawites who
have ducked the draft and who
have little stomach for a fight anyway.

The regional map is
changing at a
bewildering pace.
Iran’s priorities are
shifting, too
Hezbollah and the Iraqi Shia militias, highly capable forces brought
in by Iran, are at full stretch now,
and taking losses. The Iranians are
recruiting a new force known as
the Maghaweer (Commandos) in

Residents walk past damaged buildings in a rebel-controlled area of Aleppo.
northern Syria to make up for military losses.
The focus is on militias rather
than recruiting for the Syrian army
because of deep-rooted corruption
and a growing distrust by the Iranians of the reliability of Assad’s
military forces. Two new militias
in the Homs-Latakia region are the
Shield of the Coast and the Shield
of Homs.
The militias are paying much
more than what a Syrian soldier
gets – $200 a month against $60 –
one indication of how the windfall
from unfrozen assets could be used
to finance Tehran’s armed proxies
around the Arab world.
But it also buttresses the indications that the Iranians are now
exercising greater control over militia forces, underlining concerns
that with the July 14th nuclear deal
with Tehran, the US has in effect
ceded Iraq and Syria to Tehran.
For some time, Iranian officials
and businessmen have been reported to be buying up real estate
and businesses in Syria, some with
an eye on lucrative reconstruction
contracts, deepening concerns in
the country that the Iranians are

there to stay. Assad admitted in a
July 26th television appearance –
his first in a year – that the regime
forces suffer from a severe shortage of men through combat losses
– though he did not, of course, include desertions and defections,
as well as the reluctance of Syrian
men to join up to fill the gaps.
He gave no indication he plans to
throw in the towel. But he admitted the regime had relinquished
territory because of diminished
military capabilities.
“It was necessary to specify critical areas for our armed forces to
hang on to,” he explained. “The
problem facing the military is not
related to planning, but to fatigue.
It’s normal that an army gets tired,
but there’s a difference between fatigue and defeat.”
That may be so, but he went on
to suggest the regime may have to
give up more positions so it can
hold onto areas of strategic value.
This is unprecedented and suggests that the problem is greater
than Assad cares to admit.
The pro-Assad Syria Steps news
outlet reported on July 21st that
the regime has sentenced to death

in absentia five leading opponents,
including veteran dissident and
human rights activist Michel Kilo
and firebrand Hama cleric Adnan
al-Arour. All are out of the country, so the announcement appears
to be an empty gesture, the act of
a ruler desperate to show he is still
in control.

These days, the
regime only controls
the major population
centres of western
Syria

On July 22nd, Ad-Diyar, a proregime daily in Lebanon, reported
that Assad had ordered the arrest
of his chief of security, Major General Dhu al-Himma Shalish, for an
$800,000 embezzlement involving a prominent Lebanese political
family. Shalish is only the latest of
several senior officials who have
died in mysterious circumstances
or been publicly disgraced.
“This shows the president’s determination to fight corruption,”
Ad-Diyar asserted. Whether that is
true or not, a move such as this sug-

gests he feels the need to be seen
to be cracking down on corruption
within the regime – reported to be
immense – at a time when he needs
to rally the people behind him.
The day before the TV appearance, Assad issued an amnesty for
deserters, underlining the severity
of the manpower problem. In regime-speak, that is a major admission things are going badly.
It has always been difficult to discern what the Syrians will do, but
the regional map is changing at a
bewildering pace. Iran’s priorities
are shifting, too, accelerated by the
July 14th nuclear agreement with
the US and global powers.
Assad’s regime, if such it still
is, has recently lost control of the
north-western province of Idlib
and taken heavy losses in the
south where the Islamic Republican Guards Corps and Hezbollah
mounted an offensive, although it
made no substantial gains.
These days, the regime only controls the major population centres
of western Syria, including most of
Damascus, Homs, Hama and the
Latakia coastal region. Meet the
new Syria.

Obama administration lays out plans for ousting Assad
Amal Mudallali

Washington

T

he rise of the Islamic State
(ISIS) and its brutality
have so dominated the
world’s attention over
the past year that the
atrocities of Bashar Assad’s
regime in Syria have become an afterthought.
But the US Senate Armed Services
Committee in July brought attention back to effecting change in Damascus as a way to defeat ISIS and
bring about a credible political transition without Assad, whose presence, in the words of US Secretary
of Defense Ashton Carter, is “fuel
for ISIS”.
The media focused on Carter’s
revelation that only 60 Syrian opposition fighters have been trained
and equipped. Some senators shook
their heads in disbelief. The chairman of the committee, Senator John
McCain, R-Ariz., said “after four
years, this is not impressive”. Under
questioning from McCain, Carter
confirmed that the US-trained recruits were being told they must
fight ISIS, not Assad’s troops.
But Carter also laid out the administration’s strategy for a political transition in Syria. Although this
part of the hearing received less attention than the news about how
shockingly few fighters have been
trained, it is worth examining, for if
the administration’s plan succeeds,
Syrians could see an end to a tragic
period of history.
Carter said the US goal was to remove Assad and he offered a road
map for doing that.
“Our strategy,” he said, “is to
encourage the moderate opposition to partner with the structure

Looking at the big picture. US Senator Bob Corker (R-TN) making
a statement before hearing on Iran.
of the government in Damascus,
with those not directly associated
with Assad and his deplorable behaviour. Then unify the moderate
opposition and create a new government which is more reflective
of the aspirations of the populace
than Assad.”
In turn, Carter added, “They need
to reclaim territory from ISIS, [and]
the international coalition would be
pleased to support them in that.”
The Pentagon is planning for the
post-Assad era, including meeting
with Syria’s neighbours, including Israel. US Army General Martin
Dempsey, chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, told the Senate committee: “Our Israeli and Jordanian
counterparts believe that the possibility of the regime collapsing or
having an enclave in Latakia, Homs
and Hama is a possibility. They are
having conversations with us about
what that would precipitate.”
Both Israel and Jordan are worried about a post-Assad scenario in

which ISIS and al-Nusra Front “converge on Damascus,” Dempsey said,
adding, “We are talking to the Israelis, Jordanians and the Turks about
this scenario.”
While Washington prefers the
exit of Assad to be “sooner rather
than later”, Carter said the Obama
administration’s approach is “to
try to find a political exit for Bashar
Assad rather than a US-led military
exit”. He said that a political, rather
than a military, transition would be
“less sectarian, less disruptive, less
destructive” and that the danger
of toppling Assad is that “we know
what happens when countries disintegrate”.
The Iraq experience — and especially the dismantling of the Iraqi
Army — is fresh in the American
mind.
Joshua Landis, a leading expert
on Syria and professor at the University of Oklahoma, dismisses the
strategy laid out by Carter as merely
“the talking points of the adminis-

tration from day one. They created
them because they do not want to
repeat the mistakes made in Iraq”.
Landis called the strategy “completely unrealistic”.
“We know Assad is not going to
leave. No one will tell him to leave
and it is not clear that the people
around him want him to leave. The
idea is based on the failure to understand the Syrian government,”
he said.
While Washington’s policymakers
may hope that the Syrian Army can
be preserved, Landis says this is not
possible “because the army is dominated by the Alawites. The state
in Syria is ruled largely by the Alawites, and no one in the opposition
wants the Alawites to continue ruling the country”. He said opposition
leaders “do not want the minorities
ruling Syria anymore”.
Landis says the Obama administration has largely given up on
finding a solution in Syria. “They
pursue a narrow policy of counterterrorism,” he said, predicting continued fragmentation of Syria.

Carter said the US
goal was to remove
Assad and he offered
a road map for doing
that
But whether or not the administration understands the intricacies
of Syrian politics, the strategy described by Carter contains the seeds
of its own demise.
The administration’s “train-andequip” programme offers no assurances that once these fighters are
introduced into the Syrian theatre
they will receive coalition protection from Assad’s barrel bombs.
The administration insists that it
will make that decision when the

time comes. McCain, however, told
Carter that it is “shameful” to send
fighters to Syria without “assuring
them we will defend them from barrel bombs”.
The second problem is the administration’s insistence that the
priority is to fight ISIS, not Assad.
If Assad refuses to step down, how
will Washington enforce its political approach? US Secretary of State
John Kerry once spoke about the
importance of convincing Assad to
leave by changing the reality on the
ground. But no one in the administration has been making this argument of late.
If the strategy is still based on
waiting for Russian President
Vladimir Putin to convince Assad
to leave, good luck: Putin is in no
mood to offer the United States and
the West any gifts.
Some in Washington believe that
Iran will abandon Assad and force
him out as a result of the nuclear
deal with the Tehran and the P5+1.
This is worse than wishful thinking:
It is delusional.
Just listen to Hassan Nasrallah,
leader of Lebanon’s Hezbollah,
who proclaims that the road to Jerusalem passes through Zabadani,
Qalamoun and other parts of Syria.
Senator Lindsey Graham, R-S.C.
who is seeking the Republican Party
nomination for president, asked
Carter who he thinks will leave office first, US President Barack
Obama, whose second term ends in
January 2017, or Assad?
Carter would only reply: “I hope it
is Assad.” Graham responded: “Yes,
I do, too, but I do not think it will
be.”
That is a sobering thought for
Syria.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.
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The battle for Aleppo and Syria’s agony
Mona Alami

Reyhanli, Turkey

A

leppo, Syria’s largest city
before the civil war erupted
in March 2011, has been
one of the key battlegrounds
in the conflict but no side
has been able to secure overall control. Forces loyal to Syrian President
Bashar Assad hold a large area of
the ancient city and rebel groups
control the rest.
In many ways, the battle for Aleppo,
which began in 2012, is the civil war
in microcosm. Neither side is strong
enough to crush the other. It is a
cruel war of attrition that is steadily devastating the country.
Aleppo, one of the world’s oldest
inhabited cities and once Syria’s
commercial heart, is in ruins, its
architectural treasures obliterated.
With many of its pre-war population
of 2 million either dead or driven
from their homes, the city is dying.
While rebel forces, particularly
the Islamic State (ISIS) and rival
groups supported by Saudi Arabia,
Qatar and Turkey, have made gains
in northern and central Syria in recent
weeks, there seems little likelihood
of a knockout blow by an opposition
unable to unite.
Events in Aleppo illustrate why.
Early in July, several rebel groups
consolidated under the banner of
Fateh Halab — “Conquest of Aleppo”
— in what is known as an “operations
room”, a command centre in which
all the diverse groups are represented.
At least 15 rebel groups, numbering
some 28,000 fighters, are controlled
by the Aleppo centre.
In this incredibly complex war,
with a cornucopia of rebel groups
funded by various Arab powers and
a bewildering variety of ideologies
and political agendas, along with
the Islamist groups that include
Jabhat al-Nusra, which is al-Qaeda’s
official Syrian wing, and the more

fanatical ISIS, opposition factions
are constantly shifting alliances or
fighting each other as well as the
regime. This multiplicity of players
and divergent agendas is arguably
Assad’s greatest asset. It allows his
forces, heavily augmented by Iranianbacked Shia groups such as Hezbollah of Lebanon and Iraqi militias
plus mercenaries from as far afield
as Afghanistan and Pakistan, to hold
onto large swathes of territory.
The Aleppo coalition includes the
Liwa’ Suqour al-Jabal group, al-Sham
Front, the Nur el-Din Zanki Brigade,
the Safwa Brigades, and the Dawn
of the Caliphate Brigades, and Battalion 16.

The prospect of a
unified command
capable of bringing
down Assad’s hated
regime is decidedly
dim
Fighters interviewed by The Arab
Weekly said that while most factions
cooperate during battles, they also
have different goals, which impede
coordination and formulating an
overall rebel strategy against Assad’s
regime. “Some groups favour a civil
management of Aleppo but radical
groups such as al-Nusra oppose that,”
one source explained.
At first, Fateh Halab made gains.
On July 3rd, it overran an area known
as Bouhouth al-Ilmiya (Scientific
Studies and Research Centre), a
regime-held position on the city’s
western edge. Lieutenant Hassan
Khalil of the Liwa’ Suqour al-Jabal
(Falcons of the Mountain) said rebel
forces are heavily entrenched in
some 60% of the city, opposed on
two sides by Assad’s troops, but they
have been unable to exploit their
July 3rd success.
He told The Arab Weekly in Reyhanli, a Turkish town on the Syrian
border, that the regime has repeat-

Fighters at a rebel-controlled area of Aleppo (file photo).
edly hit the rebel-held sector with
shellfire and barrel bombs dropped
from helicopters and on July 7th
mounted a chlorine gas attack.
Khalil said the rebels should expand
on recent gains by targeting regime
strongpoints, such as the Mukhabarat
Jawiya (air force intelligence) headquarters in Aleppo and the Military
Academy, which are used to launch
attacks on rebel-held sectors.
“The fall of such positions would
liberate large civilian neighbourhoods,” he said. While al-Nusra has
focused on civilian areas, other
groups, such as the Nur el Dine elZinki Brigade, believe that priority
should be given to cutting the regime’s
supply routes.
A 60-kilometre front-line with
ISIS, the Aleppo alliance’s other

enemy, that stretches from the Turkish border to Aleppo has compelled
the rebels to split their forces between
sectors. “We’re being exhausted by
these two fronts,” said an officer in
the Nur el Dine el-Zinki Brigade.

Multiplicity of
players and
divergent agendas is
arguably Assad’s
greatest asset
Another critical factor that prevents the rebels forming a battlewinning alliance is differences in
ideology and sect. “Our militants
face a dilemma when they fight ISIS
because they’re Sunni Muslims like
us,” Khalil explained. “This is an

issue they don’t think of when clashing with Hezbollah or the National
Defence Force (NDF),” a military
formation trained by Iran’s al-Quds
Force and Hezbollah to support
Assad’s overstretched army. The
NDF is largely made up of Shia and
Syria’s Alawite minority, a Shia offshoot that dominates the regime.
These problems are crippling rebel
forces across Syria. The prospect of
a unified command capable of bringing down Assad’s hated regime is
decidedly dim in a region where sect
is often more important than nationality.
Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese
analyst and a fellow at the Atlantic
Council’s Rafik Hariri Center for the
Middle East. She lives in Beirut.

Syria’s ‘reconciliation’ deals near collapse
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

S

ilencing the guns in warravaged Syria hasn’t been
easy since anti-regime protests turned into a bloody
and destructive conflict more
than four years ago. But local ceasefires — something that the regime of
Syrian President Bashar Assad describes
as “national reconciliation agreements” — have been concluded here
and there, giving opposition fighters
and army forces well-needed respites.
However, such deals, necessary to
allow the delivery of badly needed
humanitarian assistance, proved
temporary. They started in Moadamiya, a western suburb of Damascus,
and followed in other towns and
neighbourhoods in rural Damascus
and Latakia.
Mohamad al-Jiroudi, an activist
from the town of Jiroud, north-east
of Damascus, said ceasefire arrangements were imposed by developments
on the ground and a status quo in
hotspots and on the frontlines. He
said Jiroud has been experiencing
relative calm since 2014 under a deal
reached between prominent figures
in the town and government forces.
“However, the purported reconciliation, bragged about in the official
media, is not a real one but a temporary truce that served the interests
of the opposing sides. The government
wanted to reduce the number of fronts
in which it is engaged and the (proopposition) inhabitants of Jiroud
sought to spare their town from the
wrath of the army’s military operations,” al-Jiroudi said. In brief, the
activist argued: “The reconciliation
is tantamount to a volatile ceasefire

that could collapse any minute.”
Although the fine print differed,
the agreements were mostly similar,
allowing rebels to maintain control
of the areas, and desperately needed
food supplies to enter, in return for
handing over heavy weaponry and
halting attacks by the rebels.
The accords were concentrated on
Damascus and its surroundings. They
included the Damascus neighbourhoods of Barza, al-Medan, al Qadam
and Sidi Meqdad, in addition to the
suburban towns of Moadamiya, Babila,
Beit Sahm, Qudsiya and Wadi Barada.
Two neighbourhoods in the coastal
city of Latakia — Hay al-Ramel and
Konaines — were covered by deals
reached between December 2013 and
August 2014.
Youssef al-Dimashqi, an activist
from Wadi Barada, said the local

accords, which are at the centre of
the government’s “reconciliation
efforts”, provided for hoisting the
Syrian flag, allowing fighters to settle their legal status and the displaced
to return, as well as restoring water,
electricity and communication services and removing government
checkpoints.
“The truces are also very similar
in terms of their volatility and could
be violated at anytime… They are
reconciliation accords only in the
form, not the substance,” Dimashqi
said.
“In Wadi Barada, the truce stipulated that the government forces
would not interfere in the town at
all, in return for pumping drinking
water from al-Fija spring. But the
accord was recently breached by the
army in an attack on the town’s out-

Street protest in January during a ceasefire between Syrian loyalist
forces and rebel fighters in the towns of Babila and
Beit Sahm, in south-east Damascus.

skirts, to which the militants retaliated by disrupting water supply to
Damascus.”
Al-Fija spring, the main source of
potable water reaching Damascus,
has been controlled for more than
three years by armed groups and used
as a weapon in the war. “The rebels
cut off water supply to Damascus
more than once, blackmailing the
government until the latter agreed
to their demands, which were mostly
about releasing prisoners from the
regime’s jails,” Dimashqi said.
In a recent instance, gunmen closed
the taps in retaliation for an offensive
that government troops, backed by
fighters from Lebanon’s Shia Hezbollah, launched against rebels in Zabadani.
“This (water) is regarded as a perfectly
legitimate weapon to change dynamics and the balance of power on the
battleground,” he added.
The local ceasefires were becoming alarmingly precarious in more
than one spot where “reconciliation”
accords have been sealed. “For instance,
simultaneous mass demonstrations
protesting the offensive in Zabadani
took place in Moadamiya and Barza,
to which the army responded with
artillery fire and bombing, putting
the truces on the threshold of total
collapse,” Dimashqi said.
A possible breakdown of the truces
would place Damascus under serious
threat of an opposition offensive.
“The situation would then return
to square one, which is not in the
interest of the authorities in Damascus,” according to an opposition
activist identified as Sleiman.
“The government will have to exercise self-restraint and deal with the
matter carefully because they cannot
afford to reignite those fronts, especially that the army is overstretched
in such hotspots as Idlib, Deraa and
Aleppo.”

“The Syrian government has initially accepted with much grudges
the armed groups’ conditions under
the deals, fearing a large-scale offensive on Damascus, at a time its forces
were scattered on several fronts across
the country,” Sleiman argued, adding
that the government “will probably
revisit the accords once it has secured
the distant battle fronts”.

Only the truce deals
brokered in Latakia
have been
maintained
In addition to water, electricity and
natural gas supplies are being used
as weapons in the war, al-Jiroudi
noted. He said rebel groups, which
have seized control of gas pipelines
in the town of Mahsa, which supply
power plants in Damascus, have been
extorting money from the government and trying to win the release
of prisoners.
Syria has had acute power rationing since mid-July with cuts reaching
18 hours a day in Damascus and other
major cities. Analysts agree that the
deals, which followed months of siege
by the Syrian military in what opponents have called a “surrender or
starve” strategy, are not sustainable
but are being constantly breached
and will eventually collapse.
“Only the truce deals brokered in
Latakia have been maintained without any breaches, simply because
the area is still outside the blackmailing and pressure game between the
government and the opposition, at
least for now,” Sleiman contended.
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor to
The Arab Weekly. He has been covering Syria since 1995.
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Ghassan Tueni and the ‘hour of judgment’ come
Michael Young

Beirut

J

ust over three years ago,
Lebanon lost the journalist,
publisher and political figure
Ghassan Tueni, who died at
the age of 86. Though he had
lived through the first year of the
Arab uprisings, Tueni had done so
in a much diminished state due to
declining health. There was much
that was symbolic in this state of affairs.
As editor and publisher of the
Lebanese daily Al-Nahar, Tueni
was adept at navigating the rough
waters of a Middle East that the
“Arab spring” overwhelmed. While
no admirer of the region’s regimes,
Tueni knew them all intimately, understanding well how Lebanon had
paid a heavy price for their rivalries.
However, the title of his most
well-known book, Une Guerre Pour
les Autres, about the Lebanese
1976-90 conflict, created a misunderstanding. While Tueni reminded people that the title was A War
for the Others, implying that the
Lebanese had fought on behalf of
outsiders, he was dismayed to see
many of his countrymen rendering it The War of Others, suggesting
they were innocent bystanders in a
struggle not theirs.

Tueni would always
retain an uneasy
relationship with
Damascus
To many Lebanese the situation
in Syria is a reflection of their own
reality decades ago. Yet even a man
such as Tueni, who had observed
many horrors in the Arab world,
must have been supremely shocked

by the unrestrained savagery in
Syria.
Perhaps Tueni might have been
tempted to echo the late Malcolm
Kerr, the assassinated president of
the American University in Beirut,
who had famously written in the
introduction to his classic book The
Arab Cold War: “Since June 1967,
Arab politics have ceased to be fun.
In the good old days most Arabs refused to take themselves very seriously and this made it easier to take
a relaxed view of the few who possessed intimations of some immortal mission.”
Tueni had written thoughtfully
on the post-1967 Arab world, characterised by rising radicalism and
violence in the wake of the ArabIsraeli war that year but surely Syria
took matters to new heights. This
might have revived in Tueni another memory: his one-time allegiance
to the Syrian Social Nationalist
Party of Antoun Saadeh, who had
sought to establish a Greater Syria
in the territories of Syria, Lebanon,
Jordan, Iraq and Palestine.
Tueni would give up on the SSNP,
which had essentially turned into
a plaything of Syria’s intelligence
services. Yet his experience with
the party made him particularly incisive about the discontents of Arab
nationalism and Ba’athism, the
great ideological enemies of panSyrianism; and more particularly
about the criminality at the heart of
the Assad regime.
Tueni would always retain an uneasy relationship with Damascus.
His newspaper for a long time was
a house of many mansions, hiring
journalists both critical of Assad
rule and more open to compromising with it. This ambiguity served,
paradoxically, to ensure that AlNahar remained a lonely corner of
Lebanese sovereignty during the
Syrian presence.

When the Syrians were compelled to withdraw from Lebanon
in 2005 all that changed. In June
2005 Samir Kassir, a bright light of
the newspaper, was assassinated in
Beirut by a bomb placed under his
car. I lived near where he was killed
and watched as Tueni’s son Gebran
looked down with dread at what remained of Kassir. Six months later,
Gebran Tueni would also be killed.

Today, Tueni is dead
and there is much in
his remarkable life
that can help us to
better confront our
uncertain present
Ghassan Tueni, who had already
buried two children, now buried a
third. However, he had the dignity
to declare at the funeral, “Let us
bury hatred and revenge along with
Gebran.”
Those who had killed Gebran,
most likely the Syrians or their Lebanese allies, also aimed to eliminate
Al-Nahar. And in many regards they
succeeded. The newspaper continued to operate under an ageing and
ailing Ghassan but, after his death
in 2012, it lost much of its life force.
Today it is headed by his granddaughter, Nayla, along with Tueni’s
other grandchildren, but they have
shown little inclination to ensure
that the newspaper remains at the
very heart of national deliberations.
Perhaps that is because newspapers themselves have changed. Or
it could simply be that Tueni was irreplaceable. Gone are his consummate skills at balancing Al-Nahar’s
very diverse journalists, allegiances
and sources of funding, all helping
to guarantee the Tuenis retained
control and independence.
But Tueni transcended his newspaper and came to represent, with

Ghassan Tueni
all his gifts and faults, the great
potential of the Lebanese. Almost
nothing he did left anyone indifferent. Two decades ago a close friend
of mine told me that he was preparing a biography of Tueni as a door
into the history of modern Lebanon. It was an excellent idea but a
superstitious Tueni sought a delay
in the project until after his death.
Today, Tueni is dead and there
is much in his remarkable life that
can help us to better confront our

uncertain present. Writing of Lebanon, he once asked, “In the country
of untruth, does the hour of judgment ever come?” It has for Tueni,
and not many will argue that the
verdict is negative.
Michael Young is a commentator
and analyst based in Beirut. He
is the author of The Ghosts of
Martyrs’ Square: An Eyewitness
Account of Lebanon’s Life
Struggle.

Garbage crisis latest of Lebanon’s woes
Samar Kadi

Beirut

A

garbage crisis has become the latest of
Lebanon’s many problems, exacerbated by
an inefficient cabinet
torn by political divisions. While
Lebanon’s rival politicians wrangle
over how to manage the country’s
waste, mounds of trash have been
piling up in the streets of Beirut
and the cities and towns of Mount
Lebanon district amid high summer temperatures, triggering angry protests by residents who fear
health hazards.
The crisis started when the
country’s main landfill in Naameh,
south of Beirut, was closed on July
17, without an alternative dumping
ground made available. The company in charge of garbage collection, Sukleen, had its contract expire alongside the dump’s closure.
Although the garbage crisis could
have been anticipated, Lebanon’s
government has failed to agree on
a national waste management solution, deadlocked by internal divisions over politics, especially since
the Syrian conflict erupted more
than four years ago.

There is no politician
who has a vision to
deal with any of
Lebanon’s political
and economic
problems
Angry residents have taken to
setting garbage piles and containers aflame, cutting off Beirut’s
streets, as demonstrators have
blocked the country’s main coastal
highway leading to the south to
protest a plan to dump rubbish

A Lebanese resident in Beirut wears a gas mask to protect against
the smell from piles of garbage in the streets.
from the capital — home to more
than half of Lebanon’s population
— at sites around the country.
Beirut MP Mohamad Kabbani, a
member of the Sunni Future Movement, blamed the government’s
inefficiency on “corruption and
carelessness”.
“There is no politician who has
a vision to deal with any of Lebanon’s political and economic problems. We are suffering from the absence of planning in any sector in
Lebanon, not only the waste treatment,” Kabbani said.
He said “crippling” conditions
were placed on new bidders for
garbage collection, discouraging many to come forward. “One
condition was that bidders should
themselves secure a dumping
ground, and thus become prey to
politicians,” he said.
He argued that corruption was
thriving under Lebanon’s sectarian system, affecting all aspects of

public life. “It is complete political
chaos and nobody cares,” Kabbani
said. “If I want to criticise (Christian Maronite Foreign Minister)
Gebran Bassil (from the rival Free
Patriotic Movement), for example,
they would say I am attacking the
Maronite community. I can only
criticise those from my own religion or sect.”
While Beirut was drowning under massive piles of rubbish, in the
port city of Sidon, 40 kilometres to
the south, a garbage problem does
not exist.
Sidon, home for more than
250,000 people, resolved its waste
management issue almost three
years ago, when a private company
established the country’s first solid
waste treatment plan.
“It is by far the best possible solution, among all available options,”
said Karim Hammoud, the plant’s
deputy general manager. “By the
end of the year, we will have zero

waste at the Sidon plant.”
The plant, which has a capacity
to process 550 tons of garbage daily, uses the mechanical biological
treatment technique to manage the
waste. Hammoud explained that
organic (food) waste is separated
before being processed into compost used by farmers as fertilisers,
while the gas emanating from the
waste is used to produce electricity
to run the plant and light several
streets in Sidon.
The non-organic components,
including glass, cardboard and
plastic, are processed separately
and recycled for export and industrial use.
While politicians disagree over
the best option to manage the
waste, Hammoud insists that the
mechanical biological treatment
procedure remains the most efficient and hazard-free solution, the
other options being to continue
landfilling or resort to incinerators.
He argued that using landfills
is not a proper solution, even if
dumps were built in a hygienic way
with rubber lining to prevent leakage of liquids produced by waste
into the soil.
“Landfilling was seen as a plausible option in the past, but with
technological development, it was
proven that such a technique was
causing a lot of diseases and illnesses, including cancer,” Hammoud said. He explained that more
than 50% of Lebanon’s waste is
composed of organic components,
which, when exposed to the sun
heat, emit different types of gases,
including extremely harmful sulfuric gas.
Incineration of garbage was also
brushed aside by Hammoud as a
non-starter, unsuitable to manage
Lebanon’s unsorted waste. “It is
a very costly procedure, which is
mostly used in advanced countries
with sorted garbage and organic

waste not exceeding 25%, which is
not the case of Lebanon.”
“When you have large percentage of highly humid organic waste,
it does not really burn, besides the
fact that garbage should be sorted
and separated before going into the
incinerator,” Hammoud said.
Sidon’s solid waste management
plant could be duplicated in other
parts of Lebanon to resolve the ever-dragging garbage problem. But
this solution or any other appears
to be delayed due to exacerbating
political bickering and rivalry.

Social media users
have been
lambasting the
government and
posting sarcastic
jokes
In the meantime, pedestrians
and travellers in Beirut’s streets
are wearing masks to guard against
foul smells and to avoid breathing
toxins emanating from the rubbish
piles rotting in the summer heat.
Social media users have been
lambasting the government and
posting sarcastic jokes about the
situation.
“You stink like the trash in the
street,” one Twitter user said of
government officials. A photo,
shared on Facebook, showed the
Lebanese flag in which the country’s national symbol, the Cedar
tree, was replaced by a “garbage
tree”.
While politicians are still wrestling over a waste management
policy, a village in Mount Lebanon
has also found an innovative way
to get rid of its organic waste, by offering it to cattle and chickens.
Could releasing chickens and
livestock onto Beirut’s street be a
solution to the mounting garbage
problem?
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Nasser’s shadow hangs over Egypt
Amr Emam

Cairo

W

hen the July 23 revolution erupted in Egypt
in 1952, Hussein AbdelRazeq was 16 years
old.
As a teenager, Abdel-Razeq, now
one of the top leaders of the leftist
National Progressive Unionist (Tagammu) Party, saw army officers, later
known as the Free Officers, depose
the king and declare the republic.
“This was the dream of everybody
in my generation,” Abdel-Razeq said.
“We were dreaming of a country
without the monarchy, an end to
corruption and more social justice
and the Free Officers were doing all
this,” he added.

The current Egyptian
leader likes to draw
similarities between
himself and the late
president Anwar
Sadat
Many find themselves drawing
comparisons between Gamal Abdel
Nasser, the army officer who led the
move against the monarchy in 1952,
and Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi. The comparisons are likely
driven by the desolation felt after
Nasser’s death in 1970 by millions of
Egyptians who lived his dream and
also by Egyptians’ yearning for a
Nasser-like figure who can rid them
of the turmoil that has persisted since
the 2011 popular uprising.
Like Nasser, Sisi came from the
military establishment and led the
army in deposing Egypt’s leader — in
the case of Sisi, Muhammad Morsi
of the Muslim Brotherhood — in July,
too, but of 2014, after mass protests

across Egypt.
When he came to power, Sisi was
60 years old. Nasser was 38 when
he took over in 1956.
“Nevertheless, the historical context of the two men’s coming to power
is almost the same,” said Nagui alShehabi, leader of the nationalist
al-Geel (Generation) Party. “When
you look at the challenges facing
Egypt’s national security in both eras
you can discover that they are the
same, even as they have different
names.”
When Nasser rose to power in 1956,
British occupation forces were about
to leave Egypt, its Suez Canal was
controlled by Britain and its people
were languishing in poverty and a
small group of land owners was in
control of most of the wealth.
When Sisi took power the country
was on the verge of civil war, many
of its citizens were languishing in
poverty and a small group of people,
mainly business moguls, controlled
most of the wealth. Egypt also faces
a military challenge in Sinai created
by militants linked to the Islamic
State (ISIS), who want to declare the
north-eastern triangular peninsula
an Islamic state.
No wonder then that when scores
of people visited Nasser’s tomb in
eastern Cairo on July 23rd to mark
the anniversary of the 1952 revolution, many were holding posters
showing photos of both Nasser and
Sisi. On the streets of Cairo, these
posters were common even before
Sisi became president.
But to some observers this approach
is too simplistic, even misplaced
nostalgia. Political science professor
Nader Fergany said that none of the
people who ruled Egypt after Nasser
was like him.
“All of them [Nasser’s successors]
liked to demonstrate links with Nasser
only to benefit from people’s love
for him,” he wrote on Facebook.
Fergany says, however, Nasser and

Similarities highlighted between Nasser and al-Sisi since 2014.
Sisi are similar in that both show total
disregard for democracy and human
rights. Fergany described Nasser in
his Facebook post as the founder of
the “Republic of Fear”.
Nasser put scores of political thinkers, Islamists and pro-democracy
activists in prison. His security agencies were notorious for spying on the
people and torturing different-minded
Egyptians in the prisons.
Sisi’s regime is accused of doing
the same. International rights organisations talk of thousands of political
prisoners and human rights violations.
Abdel-Razeq expresses hope that
Sisi would redress such mistakes in
the three years he has remaining in

office. He says he hopes that Sisi
would show more interest in democracy and human rights.
Sisi, however, might be scoffing
at these debates and artificial similarities between him and Nasser.
Often he has said he does not view
himself as either a leader or an exceptional person.
“I am one of the people,” Sisi said
on several occasions.
The current Egyptian leader likes
to draw similarities between himself
and the late president Anwar Sadat,
who was an arch enemy of Egypt’s
Islamists. He was assassinated by
them in 1981.
In his crackdown on the Muslim
Brotherhood and religious extrem-

ism, Sisi says he is following in the
footsteps of Sadat. He even told an
American newspaper that he expected
to meet Sadat’s fate.
Personal perceptions aside, Sisi’s
economic policies seem different
from those of Nasser, who dispossessed economic sharks, including
major land owners, and redistributed
the wealth to the poor.
“Sisi is not like this at all,” AbdelRazeq said. “He still depends on
businessmen to push the economy
forward, but all this is coming at the
expense of the poor, who continue
to suffer.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Egypt ex-Special Forces officer calls for ‘holy war’ against al-Sisi
The Arab Weekly staff

London

F

ormer Special Forces officer
turned Sinai terror chief
Hisham el-Ashmawy has
called for a “holy war”
against the Egyptian government of President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi.
Using the nom de guerre Abu Omar
Al-Mujahir Al-Masri, Ashmawy called
for “jihad” against the “new Pharaoh
Sisi and his soldiers, who are waging
war on Islam and killing our men
and women and torturing our children”.
“All of you must come together to
confront your enemy. Do not fear
them, but fear Allah if you are truly
believers,” Ashmawy said in a sixminute audio message released on
July 22nd, the first issued by the
former Special Forces officer.

of terrorism to include acts that
“disturb public order and social
peace” or “harm national unity and
the national economy”.
Ashmawy had been a member of
Egypt’s elite Sa’ka Forces unit before
being discharged by the military in
the late 2000s for Islamist views.
Not much is publicly known about
him, although reports indicate he

was a founding member of the Islamist Egyptian Free Army in Libya in
2013. Given his Special Forces background, he is likely well-trained in
explosives, counter-surveillance
techniques and close quarters combat, making him a dangerous and
elusive foe.
But questions remain over Ashmawy’s terror affiliation with some

Ashmawy had been a
member of Egypt’s
elite Sa’ka Forces
Ashmawy, one of the most wanted
men in Egypt, is the suspected mastermind of the car bomb assassination of prosecutor general Hisham
Barakat on June 29th and a July 11th
bombing outside Italy’s consulate
in Cairo, which killed one person.
Egyptian authorities also accuse
Ashmawy of being behind the
attempted assassination of then
Interior Minister Mohammed Ibrahim in 2013.
Speaking following the death of
Barakat, Sisi vowed “swift justice”
and pledged to accelerate a crackdown against Islamic extremism in
Egypt. Just weeks later, Sisi introduced stringent new counterterrorism laws, expanding the definition

Cairo crime scene following the Hisham Barakat assassination.

media outlets naming him emir of
the Sinai-based al-Murabitoun terror group, an al-Qaeda affiliate, and
others, including the SITE intelligence group, saying he is a member
of Sinai Province, formerly Ansar
Beit al-Maqdis, an Islamic State (ISIS)
affiliate.
Al-Murabitoun had been part of
Ansar Beit al-Maqdis before it pledged

allegiance to ISIS chief Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi in November 2014, with
the implication being that Ashmawy
is in charge of a splinter group that
remained loyal to al-Qaeda.
Ashmawy’s audio message, delivered in Arabic on the occasion of
Eid al-Fitr, began with a video of
al-Qaeda chief Ayman al-Zawahiri
calling on the Muslim community
to come together to fight its enemies,
giving credence to the view that he
remains a member of al-Qaeda, not
ISIS.
While al-Qaeda and ISIS affiliates
are squaring off in Syria, Egypt’s
restive Sinai peninsula has not seen
any direct battles between the two
rival terror groups, although it is
not known if they are coordinating
with each other in attacks against
the Egyptian state.
Former Islamic militant and expert
on political Islam Nabil Na’im, said
Ashmawy’s message could be an
attempt to seek financing from abroad
in order to help al-Murabitoun compete with its better financed ISIS
rivals.
“You can see on social media a
fight between ISIS supporters and
al-Qaeda supporters over whether
Ashmawy belongs to any of the
groups. Since al-Qaeda supporters
need to secure funds after ISIS became
a more trending and successful jihadi
brand, they are trying to promote
the video to show they are still progressing on the group.
“Ashmawy’s group is originally
affiliated with al-Qaeda,” Na’im told
Ahram Online.
Al-Murabitoun is known to include
a number of former Egyptian military figures and the idea of an exmilitary officer turned militant
jihadist is a polarising one in Egyptian society, particularly given that
former president Anwar Sadat was
assassinated by just such a figure,
Khalid Islambouli.
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The barriers between
Muslims and the West

N

ew barriers are rising between Muslims and the West,
and too many of them are separating Europe from its
neighbours south of the Mediterranean. Some of these
barriers take the form of barbed wire, such as the
175-kilometre fence being erected by the government
of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán in Hungary. The
Hungarians hope this barrier, which will be in place by
the end of August, will stop illegal migrants, many of whom hail from
war-stricken Middle East countries and are seeking to enter the
Schengen zone from next-door Serbia.
Every country has the sovereign right to enforce its immigration
policies. There is historic irony, however, in the fact that a country
that was among the first to breach the Iron Curtain is now building
one of its own in Central Europe. More damaging, however, are the
statements recently made by Mr Orbán in justifying his decision.
The barrier, he warned, was intended to prevent “the disappearance or, more precisely, the transformation beyond recognition of the
European citizen’s lifestyle, European values and the European
nations”.
A higher barrier he tries to build is fear. “It is clear,” says Mr Orbán,
“that we can’t filter out the hostile terrorists in the huge crowds.” He
also alleged that there is a “drastic increase” in crime in places where
illegal migrants live.
The discourse of the Hungarian leader has clear racist undertones.
The Associated Press quotes him as saying: “The really serious threats
are arriving not from the war zones … but from the depths of Africa.
North Africa today can no longer defend Europe from the immense
masses of people.” Who knew that North Africa’s role was to “defend”
Europe from Africans?
Unfortunately, Mr Orbán’s views are shared by too many in Europe’s
intolerant fringe and beyond. An opinion poll undertaken in July by
the French polling company IFOP showed that 44% of the French
believe that France’s Muslim community represents “a threat to the
identity of the country”. Among followers of the extreme right wing
National Front the response was 90%. About one-third of all French
and 72% of National Front followers believe Islam itself poses a
“threat” to France.
Intolerance easily becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Bigotry leads
to disenfranchisement and marginalisation reinforces the religious
extremists’ argument that they were right all along to refuse social
integration in Western nations.
Europeans are right to try to shield themselves from the fallouts of
war and terror. They cannot, however, eschew their responsibility
towards migrants fleeing armed conflict, terror and hunger.
They cannot shield themselves from entire nations on the other side
of the Mediterranean. Europe’s neighbours to the south are suffering
dire circumstances that, if not addressed, will eventually swell the
ranks of illegal immigrants and increase the popularity of radicals.
But much of the onus falls as well on the shoulders of Arab and
Muslim nations, which need to put their houses in order and weed
out extremism in their midst. Western bigotry is ugly and, ultimately,
self-defeating. But denouncing bigotry in the West alone is not
enough.
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Bashar’s real problems
start now

F

rederic C. Hof, a
resident senior
fellow at the Atlantic
Council’s Rafik Hariri
Center for the Middle
East, recently wrote a
column in which he asks
Claude Salhani
whether Syria has been ‘’sold”
to Iran. By that he means
whether a deal was struck
between Washington and
Tehran where the Syrians are
the losers. Hof then goes on to
answer his own question,
explaining why this is unlikely,
giving a sundry list of reasons
why.
I hate to say this but President Bashar Assad and the
Syrian people have already lost.
They lost in a big way. The fact
that Assad is still sitting in a
fortified palace, guarded by a
brigade of loyal goons does not
make him any more presidential. What is he president of ?
Martyred cities such as Hama,
Homs, Aleppo and Palmyra.
Who is he a president of ?
Three-point-something million
refugees. Nearly 450,000 dead
Syrians, probably twice that
many injured. And tens of
thousands scarred for life.
Probably several million who
have left, never to return. Syria
has become a country without
an intelligentsia.
Or is he proud to be the
president of a “former” part of
Syria now occupied by the
so-called Islamic State (ISIS),
where his people are tortured ,
killed and sold into slavery? Oh!
He must be really proud of that.
Or perhaps he is proud to be
president of a country that is
running out of men of fighting
age to recruit for his army. Now
it doesn’t take a brain surgeon
or a mathematician to figure
that one out. (Maybe an eye
surgeon.)
With a population of 22
million people, today
Bashar is left with very
Rarely has the region few draftable men.
When you deduct the
been in such turmoil three-something
million refugees, the
and with that much
casualties of war, the
danger brewing
women, children, the
old and the young. They
are really killing them
faster than they can be
replaced.
Oh yes, Assad can call on his
Lebanese friends in Hezbollah
and of course their masters in
Iran to come and fight, kill and

die for him. But he should be
well aware that this comes at a
price. It’s not free. Iran will
demand retribution, which by
the time the war is over Syria,
or what’s left of it, may well
become an Iranian colony. It is
a sad fact but these are the
facts. And that is only the
beginning.

With a
population of 22
million people,
today Bashar is
left with very
few draftable
men
Syria coming de facto under
the Iranian boot will give Iran
two very desirable assets: first,
access to the Mediterranean
Sea, and second, access to
Israel’s borders from Syria and
from Lebanon. By then Iran,
neck-deep in trading with Europeans and Americans and
having them believe that they
are abiding by the Vienna
agreement, will have developed its nuclear deterrence,
and will have direct borders
with Israel – as they say in
Lebanon, now is when the film
really starts.
Of course with a new president expected in the White
House in January 2017 the
entire momentum can change.
The US can get serious about
regime change in Damascus
and, with Turkey now committed, it may be that Assad’s days
as president of Syria may be
numbered.
But before any serious
thought is given to regime
change in Damascus the powers
that be would have to address
the issue of ISIS and remove it
as a threat.
Rarely has the region been in
such turmoil and with that
much danger brewing. And it is
sad to say it doesn’t look as
though it’s going to get any
better anytime soon.
Claude Salhani is senior editor
with Trend News Agency and the
editor of the Opinion pages of
The Arab Weekly. You can
follow him on Twitter @
Claudesalhani.
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‘Iranian spring’ threatens Arab Gulf

T

he people of Iran took
to the streets to
celebrate the signing
of the historic nuclear
agreement that may
lead to the end of
years of economic sanctions and
As’ad al-Basri
decades of international isolation.
The lifting of economic sanctions would result in the unfreezing of $150 billion in funds, in
addition to more revenue from
huge economic contracts with
European and US companies
desperate to enter Iran’s marketplace, which has been ostensibly
shut to foreign companies for
decades.
In short, Iran will be drowning
in money.
This Iranian victory will, by
necessity, be followed by a similar
economic victory for the Arab
Gulf. Despite Gulf
nations’ fears of Iran’s
The Arab world and
intentions, there are
benefits to the
the United States do economic
lifting of sanctions. The
not necessarily share Gulf is the most important trading route to Iran
the same problems
and, whether each side
likes it or not, a vital
economic partner.
Regardless of all this,
Iran remains committed to its
ideology and regional ambitions,
and the lifting of sanctions will
ultimately finance an “Iranian
spring”.
Arab secularists must step

forward to explain why a religious
state ruled by clerics should be
permitted to possess nuclear
technology. Western terrorism
experts have said that the
elimination of religious extremism can only take place in
conjunction with stricter regulation of social media and modern
technology.
Despite this, we are allowing a
state that has been founded on an
extremist ideology to emerge
from under international sanctions, something that will allow it
to strengthen its military and
foment conflict in the region.
More than this, Tehran is
advantaged by a sense of organisation, discipline and an excellent
use of modern communications
to promote its agenda. Coincidentally, these are the same characteristics that the Islamic State
(ISIS) is known for. Whatever
happened to the old-school
extremists who opposed the use
of cars and rejected mobile
phones as un-Islamic?
Prior to the signing of the
nuclear deal, Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif
said that an agreement needed to
be signed as soon as possible in
order to secure greater cooperation in the fight against terrorism.
But how can there be any such
cooperation when relations
between Iran and the Arab world
remain as they are today?
How can the Arab world

cooperate with Iran to fight Sunni
jihadists when Tehran is supporting Shia jihadists and Hezbollah
and Syrian President Bashar
Assad? Cooperation is simply not
possible under such circumstances.
The Gulf nations cannot trust a
state that is led by the velayet-e
faqih, particularly when US
President Barack Obama did not
hesitate to say that Iran could be
“a very successful regional
power” if it agrees to a deal over
its nuclear programme, something that it has now done. Arabs
feel bitterness and betrayal from
its long-time ally in the United
States.
In addition to this, we have
seen the impossibility of any
alliance between Turkey and the
Kurds against ISIS.
Turkish generals have broken
their silence to say that Ankara
rejects granting the Kurds the
practical support to fight ISIS,
fearing that it could transform
into a battle for Kurdish independence and a threat to the
Turkish state.
The lifting of sanctions on Iran
has another meaning. This is a
victory for Tehran and shows that
the Iranian regime — despite years
of sanctions and diplomatic
isolation — ultimately emerged
victorious against the US superpower. After four decades of
Iranian isolation, Washington has
returned to deal with Tehran as a

partner.
The Arabs find themselves in a
difficult position, facing a
number of different threats: The
threat of a resurgent Iran no
longer under the financial strain
of international sanctions and the
threat of ISIS as a political and
military power in the region at a
time when there is no real
strategy to combat it.
The United States is in a
difficult position: The Arabs want
it to declare war on Iran and the
Houthis, the Muslim Brotherhood
and ISIS, all at the same time.
However, this is simply not
possible, particularly as the
region is hopelessly divided.
Qatar and Turkey are supporting
the Muslim Brotherhood, while
Arab Shias feel sympathy for Iran
and Yemen’s Houthis.
The Arab world and the United
States do not necessarily share
the same problems; however, it
seems that the major problem
today is the rise of ISIS and not
Iran. It is clear that there is an
entire new world taking shape
before our eyes. The problem is
that this might be taking place at
the expense of the Arabs and our
future.
As’ad al-Basri is an Iraqi writer.
His commentary was translated
and adapted from the Arabic. It
was initially published by the
London-based Al Arab
newspaper.

Reconsidering priorities after the Iran agreement

A

fter the nuclear deal
struck by six world
powers with Iran on
July 14, both US
President Barack
Obama and the
European Union representative
Alaya Allani
insisted profound changes in
international relations were
about to come about.
On the regional level, the
accord will give Iran the opportunity to be a major player. With the
implicit blessing of the United
States, Europe and Asia, Iran can
claim a greater role, though not
necessarily a military one, in
deciding the outcome of regional
conflicts.
Indeed, armed conflicts in the
Middle East and North Africa
have shown that Iran’s involvement in the region cannot be
ignored. It has backed certain
camps and automatically made
enemies of others. It is therefore
necessary for all parties to strive
to contain regional conflicts with
both Iran and Arab states playing
major roles.
I believe that the new Iranian
nuclear agreement is an opportunity for Middle Eastern and Arab
states to reconsider priorities and
strategies. With this agreement,
Iran has proved to the world that
it is not in the race to have its own
nuclear weapons, because such
weapons would not solve its
internal economic problems.
So agreeing to an accord
indicates clearly that Iran’s goals
and priorities under the presidency of Hassan Rohani are
focused more on the economy
and that gradual changes are
going to take place inside Iran
economically, politically and
culturally.
The Iranian economy
surely get a signifiIt might be necessary will
cant boost from the
repatriation of the $150
to create a new
billion in frozen assets
Iranian-Arab-Turkish and from resuming oil
exports.
pole
The ensuing economic
boom will increase
popular approval of
liberals in Iran and compel
conservatives towards a more
rational and realistic approach to
international affairs.
Iran is liable to become a major

Trust is still an issue despite the deal.
economic regional power so it
would be advantageous for Arab
countries to review their strategies regarding Tehran, more so
towards reinforcing economic
and security ties and forming a
common front against terrorism
and in resolving regional conflicts.
No solution is impossible once
the political will to overcome all
obstacles, be they ethnic or
religious, becomes available for
mutually friendly and beneficial
relations.
On the international level, the
feverish race of Western companies towards Iran proves that
Tehran sits on an important
fortune, has a skilled workforce
and has access to new technologies acquired during the
embargo. Since these Western
companies are planning to set up
significant economic ventures,
wouldn’t it be advantageous for
Arab companies to get involved in
similar ventures?

A historic opportunity presents
itself for Arab states and Iran to
establish more balanced relations. The concerned parties
should implement policies
oriented towards entente, finding
communalities and developing
them and resolving differences
through dialogue. Such policies
should be carried out in a constructive spirit and both parties
should be willing to make
concessions.
I also maintain that a successful
Arabic and Islamic world is a
world that can make use of all of
its ethnic and sectarian components. For this to happen, it is
imperative to get over the thorny
rivalries of Sunnis versus Shias,
and Arabs versus Kurds or
Berbers. These obstacles can be
overcome through comprehensive and durable development,
economically, socially, culturally
and educationally. When such is
the case, destructive currents
such as the Islamic State (ISIS),

Ansar al-Sharia and al-Qaeda will
have no room in Arab and Muslim
societies.
Turkey has already started
planning new agreements with
Iran. It would be wiser not to let
the West have the monopoly of
dealing with Iran.
In fact, it might be necessary to
create a new Iranian-Arab-Turkish pole. This could be economic
at first but would evolve towards
political and strategic collaboration.
It would weigh all matters
pertaining to the Middle East and
North Africa and be a pertinent
and efficient partner to each
other and to the world’s superpowers for the development and
safety of the region.
Alaya Allani is a Tunisian expert
in religious extremism. He
teaches at the University of
Manouba in Tunis. His article was
translated and adapted from
Arabic.
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US moves to
placate Saudis on
Iran nuclear deal
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

I

n a bid to reassure a long-standing ally on the integrity of the
recently signed nuclear agreement with Iran, US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter met Saudi
Arabia’s King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz
Al Saud in the Red Sea coastal city
of Jeddah, where both the king and
his defence minister, Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdul-Aziz,
expressed their support for the deal,
but with reservations.

King Salman is
expected to visit the
United States in the
autumn
The Iran nuclear agreement, reached
on July 14th with six major world
powers, aims to curb Tehran’s nuclear
programme in exchange for the easing of economic sanctions put in place
by the United States, the United
Nations and the European Union.
However, if the Islamic Republic were
to violate the terms of the deal, sanctions are to be reinstated or snapped
back, a point Carter said the king
asked about.
“The only reservations that we
discussed were ones that we clearly
shared, namely that we attend to
verification of the agreement as it’s

implemented and also with respect
to the so-called snapback of sanctions. Actually, the king used that
very phrase,” Carter told reporters.
“So those are the aspects of the implementation, the agreement that we
discussed.
But those are the same issues that
we know will arise in the course of
the implementation.”
Carter said the United States and
Saudi Arabia had a long-standing and
old relationship with new challenges.
“The two new challenges that preoccupy both the United States and Saudi
Arabia today are first of all Iran and
its malign activities in the region and
potential for aggression,” Carter said.
“And number two, ISIL (Islamic State
of Iraq and the Levant) and other
forms of violent extremism in the
region.”
Besides Iran and the Islamic State
(ISIL or ISIS), the US defence secretary
and Saudi officials discussed other
important regional issues, including
Syria, Iraq and the current war in
Yemen.
Carter said talks with Saudi officials
also centred on the two countries
working to “bolster our joint deterrent and response capabilities in the
Gulf region”, which he said include
special operations and other ground
forces, maritime and air forces, cyber
forces and ballistic missile defence
forces. King Salman is expected to
visit the United States in the autumn,
Carter said. “We’ll have an opportunity to follow up on many of these

US Defence Secretary Ashton Carter, left, in meeting with Saudi Arabia’s King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz
in Jeddah (right).
issues… when the king visits the
United States in the fall,” he said.
A day after the meeting Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir told
reporters that, while consultations
continue over the deal, Washington
had reassured Saudi Arabia about the
possibility of snap back sanctions if
Iran violates the agreement.
“We are currently in talks with the
American government regarding these
details, but it (the deal) generally
seems to have achieved these objectives,” said Jubeir, who visited Washington in July.

Saudi Arabia and its Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) allies worry
that the freeing of economic sanctions
on Iran will lead to the Islamic Republic increasing its financial support
for its Shia proxy groups such as the
Lebanese Hezbollah and the Houthi
rebels in Yemen, which shares a border with Saudi Arabia.
A Saudi-led coalition has been carrying out air strikes in Yemen since
March, targeting the Iranian-backed
rebels and forces loyal to former
president Ali Abdullah Saleh.
In June, Saudi Arabia and France

announced a joint-feasibility study
regarding the building of two nuclear
reactors in the kingdom, while the
Saudis also reached accords with
Russia and South Korea on the peaceful use of nuclear energy.
Observers believe Riyadh is building alliances beyond its ties with
Washington in order to counter Tehran, under a more assertive foreign
policy adopted since Salman acceded
to the throne.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Arab
Weekly’s Gulf section editor.

US-GCC security partnership under new pressures
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

C

oncerns over an Iranian
threat, instability the
“Arab spring” has planted in regional political
discourse and now the
spread of the Islamic State in Iraq
and Syria (ISIS) should have added
new impetus to the defence relationship between the United States
and members of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) — Saudi Arabia,
United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Oman,
Kuwait and Bahrain.
However, the US-GCC alliance is
being driven increasingly by reactivity to regional events at the cost
of a holistic approach that ought to
have fast-tracked predetermined
strategic goals designed with clearly sequenced milestones to measure progress. For lack of capacity,
the technical and operational requirements of the US-GCC defence
relationship are increasingly being
managed in ad-hoc ways as regional
threats outpace the ability of the alliance to react quickly and dynamically.
There is little doubt that the United States has failed to live up to GCC
expectations of critical regional security priorities. Now, as the US and
the GCC face an increasingly complex regional environment characterised by unprecedented state
fragmentation, the rise of transnational non-state actors, a new generation of terrorist groups and the
proliferation of weapons, there is
no strategic alternative to developing a truly collaborative regional security architecture.
The US and the GCC must work
together to develop a regional security architecture that builds on
existing capabilities, plugs critical
gaps and delivers interconnected
forces between the alliance members. In doing so, the US and GCC
would operationalise regional se-

A challenged partnership. Saudi deputy Crown Prince and
Minister of Defence Mohammed bin Salman (2nd from R) during a
visit to the USS aircraft carrier Theodore Roosevelt.
curity burden-sharing and position
themselves to meet emerging challenges. The White House has repeated its commitment to upgrading US-GCC defence cooperation,
but progress has been slow.

The United States
has failed to live up
to GCC expectations
of critical regional
security priorities
Despite the apparent US-GCC
consensus on the need to improve
regional security, progress continues to be impeded at both political
and technical levels.

At the political level, the GCC
as a whole is hardly in a position
to praise US efforts either to allay
regional concerns about Iran, the
situation in Syria, and the rise of
non-state actors such as ISIS around
their periphery. Indeed, many intellectuals in the region debate the
real motivations behind key decisions the US has made with regards
to commonly shared threats and
how these decisions are undeniably
in tension with the needs of its regional allies.
If there is one common theme in
how regional crises have been managed and mismanaged at the political level, it appears to be the unexpected and perhaps unjustifiable

reluctance of a superpower such
as the US to demonstrate decisive
leadership. While the GCC has invested deeply in relations with the
US, a serious credibility crisis has
formed surrounding what precisely
can be expected from the US by the
GCC and other regional partner nations.
The regional security environment could continue to disintegrate, creating more space and opportunities for non-state actors to
consolidate their influence and support networks. Already, the fight
against ISIS is set to last years by
most estimates. What is needed today is a radical change in approach
to US policy for the Middle East, as
well as how the US chooses to lead
an effort together with its regional
allies and international partners.
Technical impediments also continue to hinder progress on US-GCC
defence cooperation. In maritime
security, progress has been limited
to military exercises and efforts to
develop tactics, techniques and
procedures. On more important issues such as information-sharing,
the US tendency to highly classify
information continues to hinder the
kind of cooperation expected and
required by GCC partners.
In fact, information-sharing at a
regional level continues to remain
inadequate. It is vital that the US
works with its GCC partners to ensure it contributes towards the
shared intelligence, surveillance,
tracking and reconnaissance network the GCC requires by fast-tracking equipment sales of relevant capabilities such as remotely piloted
aircraft, removing restrictions that
hinder operational integration between GCC allies and helping develop technical capacities for regional
operators to improve effectiveness.
Failure to step up efforts that
synchronise the approaches to regional security in and around the
Gulf threatens negative and costly
impacts upon US and GCC security
interests and indeed on the surviv-

ability of their alliance. Volumes of
GCC-bound defence sales in themselves cannot be used as the test
for US commitment to regional allies and regional security or act as
a substitute for a truly collaborative
security architecture.

Credibility crisis has
formed surrounding
what precisely can
be expected from the
US by the GCC
The bottom line, simply, is that
the US – as a superpower and as a
partner with tremendous resources,
capabilities and technical expertise
at its disposal – is failing to assure
the level of operational capability,
interoperability and joint readiness
required in the Arabian Gulf by its
partners.
The emerging strategic environment makes it increasingly necessary for the US and GCC states alike
to take a more proactive role in regional security.
As such, if the US-GCC strategic
alliance is to survive the global and
regional rebalancing of power, the
United States must fix the problem
of its lack of direction, commitment
and leadership at the political level
and remove those policy and technical barriers that prevent the realisation of a collaborative regional
security architecture. The US-GCC
alliance must successfully position
itself to face the complex threats
of the emerging strategic environment through a holistic, forwardlooking approach rather than be
constrained by red tape and shortsightedness.
Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai
and maintains a cross-disciplinary
focus in international security,
defence policy and strategic
issues. He is an alumnus of Royal
Holloway, King’s College London
and Cranfield University.
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Yemen truce fails to hold as fighting escalates
The Arab Weekly Staff

London

A

fter a five-day truce failed
to hold, and with significant gains made by
pro-government fighters,
the situation in Yemen is
about to escalate with anti-Houthi
troops expanding their ground
operations against the Iran-allied
rebels. Forces loyal to exiled President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi have
set their sights on the war-torn country’s biggest military airfield, the
strategic Al Anad airbase, about 48
kilometres north of Aden.
According to the United Nations,
none of the warring factions in Yemen
respected the latest attempt at a
humanitarian pause. UN official
Stephen O’Brien, a former British
MP, accused both sides of failing to
respect international law. “A humanitarian pause announced over the
weekend has not been respected by
any party to the conflict with air
strikes and ground fighting reported
in eight governorates,” O’Brien told
the UN Security Council.
“Parties to the conflict continue
to fail to meet their responsibilities
under international humanitarian
and international human rights laws,”
he added.

A Saudi-led Arab
coalition allied with
southern
secessionist fighters
retook much of Aden
last week
O’Brien went on to say that the
conflict in Yemen had brought appalling damage on an already suffering
people. “We must redouble our efforts
to secure a pause in the fighting
which is adhered to by all parties,
to reach all those in need with basic
assistance and urgently to give time
and space to seek to reach a more
durable ceasefire and a political

solution,” he said.
The latest attempt at a truce, which
was requested by Hadi, came after
Arab coalition forces retook the
southern port city of Aden from the
Houthis. Since then Saudi Arabia
has flown in medical supplies and
an estimated 20 tonnes of food, while
the United Arab Emirates also sent
medical supplies from the UAE Red
Crescent.

We have an
obligation to protect
infrastructure. We
have done it, so why
would we do it now?
This was the third attempt at a
humanitarian break in fighting since
the start of military activities in late
March. In May, an attempt at a fiveday truce was violated by clashes
between the Houthis and Yemeni
forces loyal to the president. An
attempt at a United Nations-sponsored
ceasefire earlier this month failed
to materialise.
The deadliest air strikes by coalition forces since the start of military
operations preceded the announcement of the failed truce. According
to security and medical officials, the
Saudi-led coalition strikes hit a
residential area in the Red Sea town
of Mokha, killing at least 120
people. The strikes highlight growing concerns that the strikes are
increasingly killing civilians as they
continue to target the Houthis, but
Houthi rebels have also been criticised by rights groups for causing
civilian casualties. Houthis and their
allies randomly shelled a town earlier this week outside of Aden after
losing control of some of the port
city’s neighbourhoods, killing nearly
100 people, according to Doctors
Without Borders.
However, coalition spokesman
Brigadier General Ahmed Asseri
denied coalition aircraft were responsible, describing a statement by
Human Rights Watch as not credible.
“We know it is not coalition aircraft
that bombarded civilian houses. We

Yemenis ride on the back of a truck on a road linking Sana’a to the north-western city of Amran.
ask this kind of organisation to be
careful before saying it was the coalition or anyone else,” Asseri told
Reuters.
“From day one we announced loud
and clear we had two restrictions:
We don’t conduct operations in cities among civilians. And we have
an obligation to protect infrastructure. We have done it, so why would
we do it now? But the Houthis do
this all the time,” he added.
A Saudi-led Arab coalition allied
with southern secessionist fighters
retook much of Aden last week in
the first significant ground victory

in their campaign to end Houthi
control over much of Yemen. The
reversal of fortunes for the Houthi
rebels came as a result of a military
drive prepared and funded by Gulf
states, which trained and supplied
Yemeni recruits especially for the
task. Gulf Cooperation Council countries, including Saudi Arabia and the
UAE, have deployed some of their
own special forces and backed up
the effort with hundreds of air strikes.
A day before the ceasefire was
scheduled to start, a high-level commander of the Houthis was captured
by southern secessionist forces allied

to the Saudi-led coalition, according
to a statement by the group on its
official Twitter account.
According to the Southern Resistance movement, Houthi military
commander Abdulkhaliq al-Houthi
was captured on July 25th, who,
according to reports, is the brother
of Houthi leader Abdulmalik al-Houthi
and was instrumental in the capture
of Sana’a in September. The UN
Security Council blacklisted Abdulkhaliq
al-Houthi in November 2014 for
allegedly threatening Yemen’s peace
and stability and obstructing political reform efforts.

Pro-Saudi forces gain momentum in Yemen
Riad Kahwaji

Dubai

T

he fall of Aden to Yemeni
forces loyal to President
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi
represents a major breakthrough for the Saudi-led
Arab alliance fighting Iranian-backed
Houthi gunmen. Aden, the capital
of Yemen’s south, is the bridgehead
that should enable the alliance to
supply the forces loyal to Hadi with
weapons needed to capture more
territory in the south and make their
way north.
It is widely expected that the Houthis and their allies loyal to former
president Ali Abdullah Saleh will
soon lose the provinces of Taez, Lahej
and Dale’e that border Aden. The next
step for Hadi-aligned forces will be

to push their way north along the
coastal line to capture the port of
Hudaidah and reach the Saudi border.
Once they are able to recapture the
provinces of the south and regain
control of the Bab el Mandeb strait,
they will be faced with three options:
Continue the fight to recapture all
of the north and regain control of the
country;
Halt the war and agree on a scenario
to redivide Yemen into two states,
North and South;
Negotiate a settlement with the
Houthis to share power over a unified
Yemen.
Fighting in the north of Yemen will
not be as easy as it was in the south
because the Houthis have a larger
popular base there and Hadi-aligned
forces will be in a hostile environment.
The civil war in Yemen is largely
being fought along sectarian and

tribal lines, Sunnis against Zaidis
(Shias) and northern tribes against
southern ones. The Houthis, allied
with Saleh’s forces, took over the
capital Sana’a last September and
then moved on to capture much of
the rest of the country and topple
Hadi.
Saudi Arabia established an Arab
alliance last spring to conduct a
military offensive to drive back the
Houthis and reinstate Hadi in power.
Members of Hadi’s cabinet who
had fled to Riyadh amid the fighting
moved to Aden to oversee the affairs
of the country. Although Saudi Arabia succeeded in putting together a
strong allied air power, it failed to
convince its allies to establish a joint
ground force to capture Houthi strongholds in the north.
It is widely believed that Saudi
Arabia will not try to send its forces
alone into Yemen and will attempt

A Saudi military plane parked on the tarmac at Aden’s international airport in Yemen on July 22, 2015.

first to reach a settlement brokered
by the United Nations that would
secure the withdrawal of Houthi
forces from all the cities and reinstate
Hadi as a president with a national
unity government that will include
all parties.
However, no settlement with the
Houthis will be possible without a
Saudi-Iranian understanding. The
regional cold war between Riyadh
and Tehran has weighed on the Yemeni conflict and made a settlement
there impossible without the support
of the two regional powers.
Saudi Arabia has accused Iran of
adopting an expansionist policy to
spread its influence in the region
through meddling in affairs of Arab
countries such as Iraq, Syria, Lebanon,
Yemen and Bahrain.
The Saudi-Iranian struggle has
exasperated the Sunni-Shia sectarian
conflict on many fronts in the vola-

tile Middle East.
If efforts by other nations fail to
reconcile Riyadh and Tehran in the
near future, then Yemen will most
likely be divided once again into two
entities: North Yemen and South
Yemen.
Yemen was unified in 1990. The
Russian-backed South tried to secede
in 1994 but was quickly put down by
the North under Saleh, who was
backed then by the West and Saudi
Arabia.
It is not yet clear whether the international community which has thus
far called for preserving the unity
and the integrity of Yemen will back
a two-state solution.
Nevertheless, the mere fact that
the Saudi-led alliance has recaptured
Aden and is poised to liberate all of
the south represents a victory for
Riyadh in its ongoing regional showdown with Tehran. It will be the first
time Riyadh has managed to thwart
via direct use of force an Iranian
scheme to expand its sphere of influence via one of its main regional allies,
the Houthis. Iran fears that a success
for the Saudis in Yemen will embolden
them and could encourage Riyadh
to intervene militarily in other places
such as Syria.
So even though the Saudi intervention has succeeded in tipping the
balance of power in favour of Hadialigned forces, the fate of a unified
Yemen is very much linked to an
agreement between Riyadh and Tehran.
Riad Kahwaji is the founder and
CEO of the Institute for Near East
and Gulf Military Analysis
(INEGMA) based in Dubai and
Beirut.
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Former Qaddafi regime’s officials sit behind bars during controversial hearing in a Tripoli courtroom on July 28th.

Death sentences divide Libya further

Saif al-Islam Qaddafi, the son of the former Libyan leader, and Abdullah Senussi,
the dictator’s intelligence chief, are sentenced to execution by a firing squad

Michel Cousins

Tunis

T

he death sentences passed
on July 28th against Saif
al-Islam Qaddafi, the son of
the former Libyan leader;
Abdullah Senussi, the dictator’s intelligence chief; and seven
other leading former regime figures
came as little surprise. But they have
divided Libya even further.
Altogether 37 former regime figures were on trial. In addition to the
nine death sentences, 23 of the accused were given sentences ranging
from life imprisonment to five years
in jail, four were freed, and one was
sent to a psychiatric hospital.
Within hours of the verdicts being
announced in the converted courtroom at Hadba prison in Tripoli, the
proceedings were condemned by the
United Nations’ organisation in Libya and international human rights
groups.
The trial had not been free and
fair, they said, cataloguing a long list
of complaints. Among them were
accusations that lawyers had been
threatened, were not able to question those who made statements

against the accused, and, on several occasions, had not been allowed
to see their clients and when they
were, not in private.
In Tripoli and in many other places in the country, however, there has
been broad but largely uninterested
acceptance of the outcome. For most
people there are far more serious
problems to worry about, such as the
electricity cuts that mean no air conditioning in the summer heat.
In the east of the country, the internationally recognised House of
Representatives in Tobruk and the
government in Beida had already
washed their hands of the trial.
Last December, the Justice Ministry said no trials conducted outside
its control including that of former
regime officials could be regarded
as free and fair. On the eve of the
verdicts being announced, Justice
Minister Al-Mabrouk Ghraira Omran
called on the international community not to recognise any verdict issued by the court.
It was seen as no coincidence either that the same day as the verdicts were announced, the House of
Representatives voted in favour of
an amnesty law for certain crimes
committed by Libyans since the
February 2011 uprisings. Although

murder, kidnapping, terrorism and
torture were exceptions, making war
on the Libyan people was not among
them.
Possibly more important, however, the verdicts appear to have rallied communities in the country that
were linked to the old regime.
In the south, the death sentences sparked immediate protests by
members of the Qaddadfa tribe and
the Magarha tribe, of which Abdullah Senussi is a member. There were
also demonstrations in Bani Walid
and even, it is reported in Sirte, despite it beign controlled by ISIS.

The House of
Representatives
voted in favour of an
amnesty law

The Magarha tribe has the power
to make life in Tripoli even more
miserable than it is now. Two years
ago, when Anoud Senussi, Abdullah
Senussi’s daughter, was kidnapped
in Tripoli, members of the tribe cut
off the water supply, demanding
her freedom. It worked. She was released.
They may try something like that
again. Also sentenced to death was
Qaddafi’s former prime minister

Baghdadi al-Mahmoudi. His sentence renewed the controversy in
Tunisia over who had authorised his
extradition to Libya in June 2012, after his arrest on Tunisian soil.
The extradition took place during
the rule in Tunisia of an Islamist-led
coalition, which has since left power.
However, over the past few months
there has been a growing mood for
reconciliation between supporters
of the former regime, those in the
House of Representatives and the
Beida-based government, and more
moderate elements within the Libya
Dawn alliance, which controls the
capital. It has been seen in a number of peace deals between towns
in the west of the country as well as
between the Misratans and the Warshefana and Magarha tribes, the last
two firm Qaddafi supporters during
the revolution.
The amnesty decision is both a deliberately timed snub to the court in
Tripoli and to those in control of the
capital — the General National Congress, the government it appointed
and the militias.
It is also an olive branch to those
involved with the former regime and
adds to the momentum for reconciliation.
Meanwhile, the next stage of the

judicial proceedings is unclear. The
accused have the right to appeal
within 60 days of the verdict.
In the case of Saif al-Islam, however, he cannot be touched at present. He is being held separately in
Zintan. He had been present in the
court proceedings via video link
initially but that stopped some time
ago. He was sentenced, as the chief
prosecutor at the trial admitted after the verdicts were announced, in
absentia and would probably have
to be retried if and when the court
takes possession of him.
Even if there were no appeals, the
High Court has to confirm the sentences, although that decision, as
well as any appeals, will be based
purely on whether due legal process
was followed.
The United Nations Support Mission in Libya and the international
human rights groups have said the
appeals court must not limit itself to
such legalities and has to re-examine
all the cases so that the trials can be
considered fair and transparent.
Whether that happens will probably depend on who is in power in
the capital.
Michel Cousins is the
editor-in-chief of the Libya Herald.

Morocco’s Jews welcome
landmark Spanish law
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

L

ea Benhamou is busy talking
to her friend about the birth
certificate she needs as one
of the numerous documents
to apply for Spanish citizen-

ship.
Benhamou is a descendant of
Sephardic Jews, who were expelled
by the thousands from Spain five
centuries ago. Spain’s lower house
of parliament in June passed a law
that grants citizenship to descendants of Jews who were forced to flee
the country in 1492 during the Inquisition.
Benhamou, who counts Spanish
among the five languages she speaks,
welcomed the law, which grants dual
citizenship to Jews of Spanish ancestry, who are known as Sephardic
Jews.
Under a 1924 law, the Spanish government had discretionary power to
award Sephardic Jews nationality
but candidates had to give up their
previous citizenship to become
residents of Spain.
“It’s a landmark reconciliation that
is heart-warming. There are a lot of
emotions as my father had some kind
of strong bond with Spain. Spain was

his favourite destination whenever
we used to go on holiday,” Benhamou
said.
“If Spain decided to do it, it means
that it has admitted its historic mistakes more than anything else,” said
Benhamou, who lives in Casablanca’s
Gauthier area, an up-market, mixed
district of Muslims and Jews.
Dr Isaac Cohen, whose deported
ancestors originated from Seville,
also praised the new law.
“I think it’s a great tribute to Sephardim if Spain decides today to reconcile with its dark past,” said Cohen.
The parents of both Benhamou and
Cohen originate from Debdou, a small
town in eastern Morocco.

The Spanish
government
estimates that about
90,000 people will
apply for citizenship
Jewish communities of the Iberian
peninsula experienced serious problems in the 14th and 15th centuries
after the Reconquista by the Catholic Monarchs. Persecutions began in
1391, especially in Catalonia, Aragon
and Majorca prompting Jews to seek
refuge in North Africa. Many of them
settled in Debdou and Fez in Morocco.
In 1492, following the Alhambra

Decree, a large community
of Sephardic Jews migrated
to Morocco, spreading across
its major cities including
Tetouan, Tangier, Meknes,
Mogador and Rabat.
The Megorashim — “the
deported” — gradually had
their religious institutions
and traditions accepted by
indigenous Jews. In the region
of Tetouan, they developed
a Judeo-Spanish dialect called Haketia.
According to the Spanish law,
applicants must have their Jewish
heritage vetted by the Spanish Federation of Jewish Communities or
by rabbis where they live. They are
required to pass tests on Spanish
language and culture.
They must travel to Spain at their
own expense to apply. Benhamou
passed a Spanish language test at the
Cervantes Institute in Casablanca
and has to take a test about Spanish
culture in September as part a string
of documentation required for her
application to obtain Spanish citizenship.
“It is very hectic as I have to legalise so many documents in various
administrations including the tribunal and the ministry of foreign affairs.
Once all the documents are legalised,
they had to be translated into Span-

Grand Rabbi of Meknes is a
Toledano (Sephardic Jew
from Toledo).
ish and then legalised in the Spanish
consulate,” said Benhamou, who
works for the Council of Israelite
Communities of Morocco.
“It is time and money-consuming
but worth it as it will allow me to
travel freely to Europe and the rest
of the world,” she added.
Spanish law is likely to deter many
Sephardic Jews from applying for
citizenship due to the lengthy and
bureaucratic procedures.
The Spanish government estimates
that about 90,000 people will apply
for citizenship, although there are
an estimated 3.5 million Sephardic
Jews around the world.
The law is to expire after three

Former Chief Rabbi of
Morocco, Chalom Messas,
is a Sephardic Jew.
years but could be prolonged by a
year, if Madrid deems it necessary.
“Whatever the calculations of the
Spanish government, whether they
are ideological, financial, economic,
political or diplomatic, the fact is
that their successive governments
have attempted since the early 20th
century, to ‘normalise’ relations with
the Jewish world and Israel. Even
Franco is attached to it after the end
of the civil war,” said Mohamed Kenbib, a leading researcher of the history of Jews in Morocco.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.
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EU pledges
support to Tunisia
as country faces
economic, security
challenges
The Arab Weekly staff

Brussels

T

he European Union has
pledged more support to
Tunisia as the country
struggles to cope with the
repercussions of terrorist attacks and continued economic
slowdown.
Several cooperative measures
were agreed upon by EU foreign
ministers in Brussels on July 20th
during a visit by Tunisian Prime
Minister Habib Essid.

In 2014,

total trade between
Tunisia and the EU
amounted to about
€2.1 billion
In a statement, the EU ministers
expressed solidarity with the North
African Tunisia.
EU foreign policy chief Federica
Mogherini said it was in Europe’s
own interest to assist Tunisia. “We
have to keep hope alive in a region
that faces so many difficulties,” she
said.
“We support reforms, and we

want to form a real partnership so
that Tunisia remains a model for the
future in the region.”
“There is a strong desire to support Tunisia in its efforts to make
the transition to democracy and
with its economy, especially tourism,” she pointed out.
Mogherini said both sides were
looking at help to Tunisia on border
controls to prevent terrorist infiltration of Tunisia’s borders.
Recent terror attacks have made a
dent in Tunisian tourism revenues.
A June 26th shooting in the resort of
Sousse left 38 tourists dead, most of
them British. A previous attack, on
March 18th, caused the death of 22
people at the Bardo Museum in the
capital city, Tunis.
Since the attacks, the number of
tourists has dropped after several
governments, including Britain,
warned their nationals against travelling to Tunisia.
Trade ties will be improved by
increasing quotas of this year’s EU
imports of Tunisian olive oil from
56,000 to 80,000 tonnes.
Mogherini said the EU would extend support to Tunisia’s tourism
sector but gave no details.
The Tunisian premier said he was
thankful for EU support but noted
that after the euphoria of the 2011
popular uprising, people were now
demanding jobs, which the authorities had so far been unable to produce.

EU foreign policy chief Federica Mogherini talks to Tunisia’s prime minister, Habib Essid, during an
EU foreign ministers meeting in Brussels on July 20th.
The Sousse attack has threatened
tourism, which provides employment for 400,000 people plus another million in associated jobs, he
said.
The Islamic State (ISIS) jihadist
group claimed responsibility for the
Sousse attack.
“The EU and Tunisia agree to
step up cooperation in the struggle
against terrorism. The war will be
long but it will be won, thanks to
our friends,” Essid said.
German Foreign Minister FrankWalter Steinmeier said “border
controls with Libya will be crucial in order to keep radical elements out”, and Britain and France
were ready to offer help on that
front.

The Sousse gunman is believed to
have been trained in Libya for the
attack.
European Commission head JeanClaude Juncker, who met Essid separately, said he wanted EU citizens
to continue visiting Tunisia.
“If these crazy terrorists want to
harm the tourist sector, it is because
they do not love Tunisia,” he said.
Juncker announced the EU has
approved the allocation of €116 million for Tunisia in 2015.
Juncker will be visiting Tunisia
next September to start negotiations on a Deep and Comprehensive
Free Trade Area (DCFTA) with the
North African country. According
to the EU, the DCFTA would “lead
to a gradual integration of Tunisia’s

economy into the EU single market”. Trade relations would extend
beyond the scope of the existing association agreement signed in July
1995.
In 2014, total trade between Tunisia and the EU amounted to about
€2.1 billion.
The EU’s pledge of support comes
at a time when the Tunisian government is soliciting greater assistance
from traditional partners with varying results.
In July, the US Senate cut the
foreign assistance to Tunisia in the
next fiscal year by about $50 million
below the $134 million requested by
President Barack Obama’s administration and approved by the House
of Representatives.

A midsummer postcard from Hammamet
View poi nt

Jerry Sorkin

T

he posh suburb of La
Marsa, 16 kilometres
north of Tunis, looked
unusually calm the
morning of Sunday
July 26th. The streets
of the small picturesque town,
usually a magnet for foreign
tourists and local visitors, seemed
almost deserted. Since the Bardo
and Sousse terror attacks, the
number of foreign tourists
visiting Tunisia has plummeted.
Many of the Tunisian middle class
have also been in no mood for
unnecessary expenses.
Tunisian tourist diehards have
headed to other destinations, such
as to the Hammamet resort, about
60 kilometres south of Tunis. So
did I. The streets, the outdoor
cafés and the beaches there were
crowded. It was mostly Tunisians,
however. Foreign tourists as elsewhere in the country have yet to
come back.
Entering the lobby of the hotel
where I had reserved my stay
online, it was clear that steps were
being taken to cut costs due to the
lack of tourists. The lights were
slightly dimmed and the air conditioning seemed to be on low.
A Tunisian friend I had told
about the online rates called the

hotel and asked for the same price.
But she was quoted 150 Tunisian
dinars, per person, per room. Thus,
a total of 300 Tunisian dinars
(about $150) a night against the $61
rate I could book. To salvage some
of the season and avoid layoffs,
hotels could have lowered rates
making domestic travel more appealing to Tunisians. Many did not.
Minister of Tourism Selma Elloumi
admitted in a recent interview with
a Tunisian paper that “a number of
hotels did not reduce prices”.
It was about a month ago that
a lone Tunisian terrorist mowed
down 38 people on a Sousse beach
and wounded another 32. A tragedy
for sure, not only for the wounded
and those murdered, but for Tunisia’s tourism industry, which em-

ploys more than 400,000 people.
The British Foreign Office in the
aftermath of the incident advised
all UK citizens to leave Tunisia, and
British tour operators cancelled
all bookings until October. “The
Sousse attack struck at our most
growing market, that is the British
market,” noted Elloumi.
In an interview with the Tunisian weekly Assabah al-Usbui,
Radouane Ben Salah, the president
of the Tunisian hotel federation,
estimated the percentage of hotel
reservation cancellations in July at
about 70%.
Hotels in Hammamet and Sousse
are hoping for an inflow of tourists
from neighbouring Algeria.
No less than 1.3 million Algerians
visited Tunisia last year. “There

The layoff
of workers,
already
taking place,
could put
Tunisia’s
economic
recovery in
jeopardy

Hotel owners are hoping
tourism promotion
strategies are rethought
in the future
A view of Hammamet

(Photo: Tunisian ministry of tourism)

might be more this year,” said
Elloumi. The head of the hotel
federation, however, was quoted as
saying that until now the number
of Algerians is much less than it
was last year.
The layoff of workers, already
taking place, could put Tunisia’s
economic recovery in jeopardy.
Skander Mestiri, director general of
Dar el Marsa in La Marsa, one of the
newest breed of upscale boutique
hotels in the country, said: “Unfortunately, this summer season is
already finished.”
But he and other hotel owners
are hoping tourism promotion
strategies are rethought in the future. Mestiri, for instance, believes
Tunisia should diversify its foreign
clientele by “adding more upscale
offerings”.
Even more important in Mestiri’s
opinion is implementing an openskies policy for airline travel to and
from Tunisia. “Let’s put Tunisia
first, rather than Tunisair,” concurs
an American tour operator referring
to the state-owned national carrier.
“It is time that the country benefited from the aggregate increase
in tourists that open skies has
shown it has brought to Morocco,
Malta, Turkey and other countries,”
he said.
While the authorities review
their security measures, this is
clearly the time for more innovative ideas, bold decisions and
decisive action to save tourism in
Tunisia.
Jerry Sorkin is founder and
president of Iconic Journeys
Worldwide and of TunisUSA. He is
a frequent contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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Europe moves to salvage two-state solution
Dominique Roch

Paris

E

mboldened by its success
on the Iran nuclear deal,
the Europe Union wants
to revive peace talks on
the
Israeli-Palestinian
conflict but its initiative might lack
teeth and the time frame is narrow
with US presidential elections due
next year.
The EU foreign ministers announced in July that they were considering setting up an international
support group to assist peace talks,
which are currently non-existent.
This support group would include
— aside from the Middle East Quartet – the United Nations, Russia,
the EU and the United States — regional partners such as the Arab
League and the Gulf countries.

The EU foreign
ministers announced
in July that they
were considering
setting up an
international
support group to
assist peace talks
The task of the support group
would be to provide an international framework for Israeli-Palestinian
peace talks based on a two-state
solution .
Federica Mogherini, the EU foreign affairs chief, is working out
how to implement the new initiative and to report the options to the
28-country European bloc by September.
The Palestinians were quick to
react and made quite clear what
they expected.
“We are not looking for an improved Middle East Quartet with
the addition of a few members
here and there,” said Mohammad
Shtayyeh, a leading member of the

central committee of Fatah, the ruling party in the Palestinian Authority. Shtayyeh, who is close to Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas,
said the Palestinians wanted “an
international peace conference
based on international legitimacy.
We are looking for something with
substance, not something cosmetic.”
The Palestinians are still pinning
their hopes on a French proposal
to submit a draft resolution to the
UN Security Council setting a time
frame — eighteen months to a couple of years — for the end of the
Israeli 48-year occupation of East
Jerusalem, the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip . The French proposal is
also to call for the establishment,
alongside the state of Israel, of an
independent Palestinian state on
lands that represent about 22% of
British Mandate for Palestine.
Shtayyeh said that “to the Palestinians, the European move should
be part of the French initiative”. He
added that “the sequence of events
should be as follows: the French
go to the UN Security Council with
their draft resolution and following
that, on the basis of this new UN
resolution, an international peace
conference is convened”.
Two decades of fruitless bilateral
peace talks and the relentless Israeli policy of building Jewish settlements on the land where Palestinians want to establish a state are
behind Palestinians’ insistence on
having the international community set a time frame for the end of
Israeli occupation .
“We want to break the Israeli
policy of imposing … facts on the
ground,” said Shtayyeh, adding
that the French proposal of a UN
draft resolution was still alive despite a recent failed attempt in the
region by French Foreign Minister
Laurent Fabius to get the approval
of Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu.
The picture should be clearer by
September when the UN General
Assembly meets. Abbas will ad-

Pinning hopes on the French. French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius lands in the West Bank city of
Ramallah, on June 21, 2015.
dress the UN body in New York as
will other world leaders, including US President Barack Obama.
“We know that the time frame
to make things move is narrow,”
said Shtayyeh . “We hardly have
five months left before the United
States gets busy with its presidential campaign.”
Both Israelis and Palestinians say
they are in the dark as to what will
be the US position regarding efforts
to revive peace talks. “We still don’t
know whether the US will use their
veto power against a French draft
resolution setting a time frame for
the end of Israeli occupation,” said
Shtayyeh.
Israeli political commentators
for their part do not rule out that
the Obama administration might
look in the coming few months for

a breakthrough in the Israeli-Palestinian issue, once the deal with Iran
gets congressional approval.
The peace process is on its death
bed, Fabius warned recently when
addressing his European counterparts.
For his part Nickolay Mladenov,
the UN peace process coordinator
for the Middle East, told the UN
Security Council last week that
support for the two-state solution among both Palestinians and
Israelis was “fading away”. The
two-state solution, he said, was
threatened by Israel’s occupation
of Palestinian territory and settlement construction there, along
with occupation-related violence
and lack of Palestinian unity; a reference to the rift between Hamas.
which rules the Gaza Strip, and the

Palestinian Authority based in the
West Bank.
In an attempt to instil a sense of
urgency, the UN Middle East envoy
told the Security Council that “now
(was) the time to act decisively to
reverse the growing perception
that the two-state solution is on life
support, slowly dying a death by a
thousand cuts”.
In a Middle East currently torn
apart by multiple wars and conflicts, the Palestinians do worry
about their issue being swept away
under the table .
“We want to keep our cause on
the international agenda,” said
Shtayyeh.
Dominique Roch is a regular
analyst and special correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

UN agencies are actively hurting Palestinians
View poi nt

Stephen Starr

P

alestinians across the
Middle East have
never had an easy ride
but their circumstances are getting
much worse. According to the UN Relief and Works
Agency for Palestinian Refugees
in the Near East (UNRWA), 80% of
the 500,000 Palestinians in Syria
need help.
What’s more, the war in Syria
created a problem for Palestinians not experienced before:
thousands are trapped in Syria,
Lebanon and Jordan because of
inadequate travel documents.
Some have fled from Syria to
Lebanon, where a quarter of the
population are refugees, but life
there is little better.
Many Syrian nationals envision
their futures in Europe and have
embarked on the dangerous
journey through Turkey, Greece
and Italy to reach Germany and
Sweden, where they have been
seeking asylum and refugee
status. But because many
Palestinians in Syria and Lebanon
belong to no recognised state and
thus have inadequate international travel identification, the
Turkey route and thus asylum in

The United Nations can
and must do more to
align its institutions and
agencies to better help
Palestinians

Europe are shut to them.
Palestinians can, in some cases
and with great difficulty, move
between Syria, Jordan, Lebanon
and the Palestinian territories but
each of these areas is experiencing serious economic strife and
conflict and are ill-equipped to
help.
Not only are travel restrictions
forcing Palestinians to remain in
the midst of war and violence, an
institutional ruling is blocking a
route to a better life.
UNRWA, which began operations in 1950 on a temporary basis
to assist Palestinians forced off
their land, helps 5.5 million
Palestinians in Lebanon, Jordan,
Syria and Palestinian territories.
It employs more than 29,000
people; crucially, almost all of
whom are Palestinian and are
otherwise unable to work in
countries that bar refugees from
taking up employment. In Syria
and Lebanon, scenes of the worst
fallout of the war, almost every
family is dependent on UNRWA as
its primary source of aid.
However, because UNRWA —
and UNRWA alone — can assist
Palestinians, no other UN agency
can step in to help, including the
UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR).
Similarly, the Refugee Convention reads: “[It] shall not apply to
persons who are at present
receiving protection or assistance
from organs or agencies of the
United Nations other than the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.”
As a result, Palestinians in Syria
and Lebanon are excluded from

Displaced people from the Yarmuk Palestinian
refugee camp queuing to receive aid from
UNRWA in Yalda, south of Damascus.
even attempting to seek asylum
assistance overseas because they
are registered with UNRWA,
which is itself on the brink of
financial collapse.
If Palestinians were able to
travel to territories outside of
UNRWA’s areas of operations,
Turkey, for example, they could
possibly seek assistance from
UNHCR but they can’t travel, and
as such, are doomed to falling
between two of the United
Nations’ institutional stools.
There’s more to the story. If
Palestinians could claim asylum
in Europe, for example, the dream
of establishing and returning to a

The least
Palestinians
should
be able to
expect is
institutional
support that
works for,
not against
them

future Palestinian state would
collapse. Though older generations, politicians and ideologues
see asylum for Palestinians as
endangering the very idea of a
state of Palestine, younger
Palestinians are more concerned
with securing their and their
families’ futures by moving
abroad to Europe, the United
States and elsewhere, if they
could.
The right of return has held a
foremost role in Israeli-Palestinian peace talks for decades. It has
been a defining symbol in the
hearts and consciousness of
Palestinians — and Arabs — for
generations. But today millions of
Palestinians in Syria and Lebanon
are suffering, and statehood is not
something they have the luxury
of thinking about.
Providing Palestinians with
passports is perhaps a goal too
ambitious in light of the fact that
statehood has been debated for
more than half a century but the
United Nations can and must do
more to align its institutions and
agencies to better help Palestinians. The United Nations and its
member states must call for and
effect radical change to the
United Nations’ asylum set-up in
light of current circumstances in
Iraq and Syria. The least Palestinians should be able to expect is
institutional support that works
for, not against them.
Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist
who lived in Syria from 2007-12.
He is the author of Revolt in Syria:
Eye-Witness to the Uprising
(Oxford University Press, 2012).
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Israel transfers 16 Cobra helicopters to Jordan
The US-approved deal underlines shifting Mideast dynamics
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

I

srael’s transfer of 16 retired
US-supplied Cobra combat
helicopters to Jordan is the first
deal of its kind and underlines a
shifting dynamic in the volatile
Middle East, where nations face the
common threat of Islamic militancy.
Situated in a precarious corner
of the Middle East bordering Saudi
Arabia, Egypt and hotspots Iraq,
Syria, the West Bank and Israel, Jordan provides a buffer for the Jewish
state from other Arab countries. The
countries share a 238-km border.
Jordan is traditionally a moderate country with a pro-US outlook.
The kingdom is a long-time key
Arab ally of the United States and an
active member of its global war on
terrorism. Amman provides Washington with logistics, exchanges intelligence data and even translates
interrogations of Arabic-speaking
militants.

Jordan took delivery
of all the 16 combat
helicopters from
Israel with
Washington’s
approval
In return, Washington is the largest donor to cash-strapped Jordan,
spending an estimated $1.2 billion
annually to keep the country’s fragile economy afloat. Jordan lacks the
oil riches of neighbouring Gulf Arab
states and is saddled with a record
deficit of $30 billion.
The extent of Washington’s keenness to maintain stability in Jordan
was manifested three years ago,

when it dispatched anti-missile Patriot batteries to Jordan along with
US military personnel to fend off
any possible missile attack coming from Jordan’s mightier Syrian
neighbour.
Prior to their 1994 peace treaty —
Israel’s second with an Arab nation
after Egypt — Jordan and Israel were
formally in a state of war. But even
then, their border was peaceful as
both sides helped each other foil attacks by armed Palestinian groups
in line with discreet security ties
dating from the late 1960s.
Despite cordial relations and mutual trust, Israel and Jordan have
never had any military deals before.
Israel had previously objected to
US gestures to broker weapons or
aircraft deals with Arabs fearing it
might give them a military edge.
“Yesterday’s enemies are today’s
friends,” retired Jordanian army
General Qassem Saleh said.
“When nations have a common
threat, they tend to come closer towards each other,” Saleh added. But
he stressed that Israel’s trust “is yet
to be tested in the future because
this is an insignificant deal which is
in no way a threat to Israel itself”.
He noted that Jordan took delivery of all the 16 combat helicopters
from Israel with Washington’s approval. It brings the total number
of Cobras in the kingdom to 56, he
said.
The handover was initiated last
year and completed recently, Saleh
added. “The helicopters will certainly bolster Jordanian border security in the face of militant threats
coming from Syria and Iraq,” Saleh
said. He specifically referred to at
least six attempts by Islamic State
(ISIS) militants to create chaos on
the Syrian and Iraqi borders with
Jordan as a step towards a possible

A 2012 photo of Israeli Air Force AH-1 Cobra helicopters releasing flares during a military exercise.
offensive. Jordan shares a 375-kilometre northern border with Syria
and 181-kilometre frontier with Iraq
to the east. ISIS reigns in Iraq’s Anbar province, a vast desert on the
Jordanian frontier. Other militant
groups such as the al-Qaeda-linked
Jabhat al-Nusra, or al-Nusra Front,
are close to Jordan’s northern border with Syria.
Israel has pledged to step in
should Jordan be threatened by ISIS
or other militants.
Saleh said should the need arise,
Jordan can use its Cobra squadrons
to back ground troops with aerial
surveillance and machine gun and
rocket fire. He said the aircraft are

nimble enough to elude surfaceto-air missiles. The former general
declined to say where his information on the deal came from, but he
is known to maintain close ties with
the Jordanian Armed Forces.
The Pentagon and Israeli officials
declined to comment. So did officials in Jordan, which favours quiet
diplomacy and clandestine military
moves. But a Jordan-based Western
diplomat confirmed the deal to The
Arab Weekly. The diplomat noted
that Washington provided mechanical overhauls of the aircraft before
they were donated to Jordan.
Saleh said Jordan had three
squadrons of Cobras, each consist-

ing of 12 to 16 helicopters. “A handful of the helicopters we have need
either spare parts or mechanical
repair, which can be used from the
incoming helicopters,” he said.
Israel, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and
Iraq hosted in July US Defence Secretary Ashton Carter, who offered
reassurances about the regional
fight against ISIS and the July 14th
international deal curbing Iran’s nuclear programme.
Jamal J. Halaby is The Arab
Weekly’s Levant section editor
based in Jordan, where he has been
covering the Middle East and North
Africa for nearly three decades.

French-made Rafale fighter jets make it to Egypt’s skies
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

hree French-made Dassault
Rafale fighter jets appeared
in Egypt’s skies on July
21st, one day after the
military received them in
ceremonies at a French airbase.
The two-engine jets thundered
towards a base on the outskirts of
Cairo as residents of the capital

rushed to balconies to see the source
of the noise.
The warplanes are the first of 24
Egypt purchased from France in a
$5.6 billion deal signed in February.
The deal includes a multi-mission
frigate and missiles.
Egyptian pilots specially trained
by the French Air Force took charge
of the three jets on July 20th. The
planes are to be part of an August
6th ceremony marking the opening
of the new Suez Canal project in
Egypt.

The new Rafales, according to
military analysts, serve Egypt’s
desire to boost its air force and diversify its arms suppliers.
“Diversifying arms suppliers is
very important if we really want to
break monopolies in this regard,”
Nabil Abulnaga, a retired army general, said. “The new warplanes are
advanced and will contribute to
defending Egypt’s sovereignty and
that of other Arab states.”
Egypt is the first country to order
Rafael jets from France, which has

been using them in its air force since
2002. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi signalled his country’s
desire to obtain the jets in September 2014 when he met French President François Hollande on the
sidelines of the UN General Assembly.
The fact that the warplanes were
delivered only five months after the
deal was signed reflects France’s
desire to bolster ties with Egypt,
said Ehab Badawi, Egypt’s ambassador in France.
He said the planes were manufactured for the French Air Force
but France decided to sell them to
Egypt, which should expect delivery of the rest of the Rafales by the
end of 2019.
Egypt is looking to Europe, Russia and China for arms supplies at
a time of high tension in ties with
the United States, Cairo’s traditional
ally and arms supplier since the
1980s, following the ouster of Islamist president Muhammad Morsi in
July 2013.

The delivery of the
jets comes at a time
of high regional
turmoil
Soon after Morsi’s ouster, the
Obama administration withheld
some arms deliveries to Egypt and
cut back hundreds of millions of
dollars in economic aid. The United
States offers Egypt $1.5 billion, mostly
in military aid, every year.
“The stance of the US towards
Egypt’s political developments at
the time was totally uncertain,”
political analyst Abdel-Monem
Halawa said. “This forced the new
regime in Egypt to search for alternatives to the US as an arms supplier.”
The Rafale warplanes — 16 twoseaters and eight single-seaters —

give the Egyptian Air Force the latest generation multi-role fighters
capable of meeting the country’s
operational requirements and enabling Egypt to secure its geostrategic position in the region, according
to Dassault, the jets’ manufacturer.
The delivery of the jets comes at
a time of high regional turmoil.
Egypt, which has been unstable
since the 2011 uprising that ended
the rule of Hosni Mubarak, has been
working to prevent unrest from
seeping out of neighbouring Libya
and regional countries, such as Syria
and Iraq, into its territory.
Egypt faces a major security challenge in the Sinai — in its northeastern part on the border with Israel
and the Palestinian Gaza Strip — where
a militant group linked to the Islamic
State (ISIS) has attacked army and
police personnel.
The Rafales are not expected to
help Egypt a lot in its battles against
the militant group in Sinai, Abulnaga
said.
“Sinai is about guerrilla warfare,
which means that the war there is
only about guerrilla tactics,” he said.
Halawa, meanwhile, says the longrange planes will help Egypt defend
its interests in the Gulf, strike targets
deep into Libya, where ISIS is taking
root and growing, and also defend
the Bab el Mandeb strait.
“The air force will be the backbone
of any action in this regard,” he said.
Egypt is part of a Saudi Arabia-led
coalition attacking — from air only
so far — the Shia Houthi militias in
Yemen.
The insurgents took control of
Sana’a, in September 2014 and then
moved on to expand their influence
to other parts of Yemen, giving fears
to predominantly Sunni Gulf states.
Egyptian warships are also deployed
in the strait to prevent effects from
the war in Yemen on the Suez Canal,
its indispensable waterway.
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Turks fear country is returning to 1990s violence
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

W

ith the Turkish air
force pounding Kurdish rebel hideouts,
police rounding up
activists and militants
killing soldiers and police officers
almost on a daily basis, many in Turkey fear their country is sliding back
to the darkest times of the Kurdish
war.
A cycle of military action and guerrilla attacks that started with a suicide
bomb that killed 32 pro-Kurdish leftist activists in the town of Suruç near
the Syrian border on July 20th has
all but ended a peace process between
the Turkish state and Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) armed separatists.
The development has given rise to
concerns that the results of democratic reforms of the last decade,
which strengthened civil rights and
won Turkey the start of formal talks
for membership in the European
Union, might be swept away.

The events shattered
a ceasefire between
the Turkish military
and the PKK
“We had a dream, but it’s over now,”
Meral Cildir, deputy leader of the
Human Rights Association, said in
Istanbul. “Everyone has woken up.”
Critics say President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan is using the Suruç attack,
blamed on Islamic State (ISIS) jihadists, as a pretext to step up military
pressure on the PKK as well.
Turkish fighter jets have attacked
ISIS targets in northern Syria, but
also PKK camps in northern Iraq and
inside Turkey since last week. Meanwhile suspected PKK members have
killed at least seven soldiers and
police officers, and kidnapped several others since July 20 as they hold
the Turkish state partly responsible
for the Suruç attack.
The government says it is merely
fighting terrorism. “In both fronts,
Turkey is acting in accordance with

international law and coordinating
its efforts with its neighbours and
allies,“ Erdogan’s spokesman, Ibrahim Kalin, wrote in a column for the
pro-government Daily Sabah, an
English-language newspaper, on July
29th “The operations will continue
until the ISIS threat is eliminated
from the Turkish-Syrian border and
the PKK stops its terrorist attacks
and lays down its arms.”
Erdogan has called for parliament
to strip Selahattin Demirtas, leader
of the legal pro-Kurdish Peoples’
Democratic Party (HDP), and other
Kurdish politicians of their parliamentary immunity from prosecution.
Meanwhile, police have detained
more than 1,300 people in countrywide raids directed against suspected
ISIS and PKK supporters as well as
against leftist groups.
The events shattered a ceasefire
between the Turkish military and
the PKK, in force since 2013. Erdogan
has said it was impossible to continue
with peace talks between his government and jailed PKK leader Abdullah
Ocalan, which started in late 2012.
Fears that militants could start
revenge killings in Turkey have triggered several bomb scares in Istanbul and other cities in recent days.
According to media reports, authorities in Istanbul have warned police
to watch out against attempted attacks
on metro and bus stations in the city
of about 15 million people. Police
were also looking for five vehicles,
allegedly filled with explosives, the
reports said. There was no official
confirmation. Istanbul had turned
into a “city of fear”, the news website
RotaHaber said.
HDP leader Demirtas said the government was trying to provoke tension and panic in an effort to justify
steps against his Kurdish party and
to position itself for possible early
elections.
Erdogan’s Justice and Development
Party (AKP) lost its parliamentary
majority in elections in June, but the
search for a new coalition government has proved futile so far.
Critics such as Demirtas say Erdogan
is bent on wrecking the coalitionbuilding process because he hopes
he can regain the AKP majority in

On the brink: An armed man, during a funeral ceremony in Istanbul, escorts others carrying the
coffins of the victims of the July 20th bomb attack in Suruç.
new elections, which will take place
in November if negotiations between
political parties fail to produce results
by the end of August.

Many in Turkey fear
their country is
sliding back to the
darkest times of the
Kurdish war
The HDP leader says the president
would like to push the Kurdish party
below the 10% barrier that parties
in Turkey have to cross in order to
be represented in parliament.

The HDP gained 13% of the vote
in June, but parliamentary arithmetic means a result below 10% for the
Kurdish party in fresh elections would
drastically boost the number of AKP
seats in the assembly. “Our only crime
is to have won 13%,” Demirtas said
this week.
Political tensions, coupled with
the ongoing military confrontation
and the fear of attacks on soft targets
in Turkish cities, have some observers worried that Turkey could slip
back into a situations like the 1990s,
years that saw a bloody climax in the
war between Turkey and the PKK, a
confrontation that started in 1984

and has killed more than 40,000
people.
Mahmut Bozarslan, a Turkish journalist who has been reporting from
Turkey’s mainly Kurdish south-east
for years, compared the situation to
a new version of an old film; just the
actors were different.
“That is exactly what we are seeing
today,” he wrote on Twitter. The Taraf
daily, which is strongly critical of
Erdogan, said on July 29th the president wanted to push Turkey “back
to the 1990s”.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Istanbul.

Turkey’s new-found resolve towards ISIS
View poi nt

Joshua
W. Walker

R

eports of Turkey’s
first military firefight
with the Islamic State
(ISIS) last week that
left one Turkish
soldier and one
militant dead have been greeted
with headlines about an important
“turning point” and “game
changer”. Indeed, the immediate
implications for US-Turkish
cooperation in the fight against
ISIS has led to greater intelligence
sharing and Ankara lifting
restrictions on American jets
flying from Incirlik, the closest
military base to ISIS targets in
Syria.
Given that Turkey shares the
longest land border with Syria it
was always seen as inevitable in
Ankara since the beginning of the
uprisings against President Bashar
Assad that there would be some
spillover. The initial rise of ISIS
that gained international attention with its capture of Mosul and
Turkey’s consulate led to months
of diplomatic negotiating that saw
all Turkish citizens returned
unharmed in contrast to the

Turkey was stung by
Western complaints over
foreign fighters transiting
through its territory to
join ISIS

regular beheading of Western
hostages.
Ankara’s initial reticence to
condemn ISIS was consistent with
Ankara’s view that ISIS was just
like any other opposition group in
Syria. Turkey continued to view
the Assad regime as the greatest
threat to regional stability despite
what Washington and other
Western allies were saying. As the
media focused more of its attention on ISIS, Turkey was stung by
Western complaints over foreign
fighters transiting through its
territory to join ISIS instead of
focusing on where these foreigners were originating from and the
difficulty of securing the TurkishSyrian border. Initially, there was
sympathy within Turkey for ISIS,
which was seen as fighting for the
Sunnis of Syria and Iraq. But
particularly in the last year,
Ankara’s patience has begun to
wear thin, with voices in Turkey
calling for the re-establishment of
a “proper” caliphate in Istanbul.
ISIS and its propagandists came
to be seen as insulting President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s conservative Muslim AK Party, which was
trying to rule democratically and
make Turkey an important
regional power beyond its Ottoman roots. The latest overt
aggression by ISIS against Turkish
forces is seen as the last straw and
has mobilised popular sentiment
against ISIS. Arrests of suspected
ISIS members and sympathisers in
Turkey’s south-east over the last
month raised the stakes as

government officials began to
publicly consider action in Syria.
However, these discussions
mostly centred on questions of
how to defeat Assad by creating a
no-fly or buffer zone where
Turkey’s Syrian refugees could be
resettled, along with containing
the newly emboldened Syrian
Kurds who Ankara feared would
inspire Turkey’s own Kurdish
population.
As fighting along the border and
the disunity among the Syrian
opposition have grown, Turkey
has been slowly dragged into the
conflict, culminating in last week’s
incidents between Turkish
soldiers and ISIS terrorists.
Ankara now has made clear its
anti-ISIS stand, which no longer
leaves room for strategic ambiguity. But Turkey’s new position is
complicated by domestic political
dynamics, a peace process with
the Turkish Kurds that is on life
support, and the fact that Syrian
Kurds have been the most effective ground force against ISIS even
as Ankara regards the Turkish
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) as
its main enemy.
Turkey’s greatest assets remain
its considerable economic clout,
military power and international
alliances, including membership
of NATO, which Ankara has called
upon to protect its sovereignty
and to directly coordinate in
confronting ISIS.
Turkey’s unilateral air strikes
and shelling have already killed
more ISIS terrorists in the last

Turkey’s
greatest
assets
remain its
considerable
economic
clout,
military
power and
international
alliances

week than the country’s military
had killed in all the previous years
combined. This means that further
international cooperation will be
necessary. This is being greeted as
a welcome sign in Washington and
many regional capitals that had
been frustrated by the slow
Turkish response to ISIS.
Despite the sometimes sensationalist political rhetoric of its
leaders, Turkey’s bureaucracy and
military provide an effective and
measured response that is now
being seen. When combined with
the broader anti-ISIS coalition that
Turkey has always been a member
of, albeit focused more on the
humanitarian rather than military
side of the equation, this spells
disaster for ISIS.
As Turkey has demonstrated in
the past against the PKK in Iraq, it
is willing to go it alone and do
whatever it takes based on its own
calculations of threat, but is most
powerful when coordinating with
its international and regional
allies. Hopefully, Ankara’s
new-found hostility towards ISIS
will lead not only to the terror
group’s defeat, but also to a new
order in the region in which
Turkey will continue to be a
critical player.
Joshua W. Walker (@djrwalk) is a
Transatlantic Fellow at the
German Marshall Fund of the
United States and a former senior
adviser at the US Department of
State who has worked extensively
on Turkey.
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After Iran deal, EU
to lift sanctions on
Guards’ business
empire
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

W

hile persuading Iranian
negotiators to accept
the July 14th Vienna
Agreement, and perhaps in an attempt to
entice Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) not to oppose
the controversial nuclear deal, the
European Union has decided to lift
sanctions imposed on key figures in
the powerful organisation and bodies linked to it.
This is scheduled to happen on the
so-called Transition Day, when it will
be determined whether Tehran has
lived up to its obligations under the
landmark agreement.
The European Union will delist
the IRGC leaders and companies eight
years after the implementation of
the nuclear deal, which, barring
unforeseen circumstances, should
occur within the next three months.

The European Union
seems to ignore the
risk of these entities
Apart from a handful of current
and former IRGC commanders who
will be delisted on Transition Day,
the European Union will also lift
sanctions on the financial, engineering, construction, energy and transportation arms of the vast business
empire the Guards have built up over
the years through power and privilege.

The EU delisting of the IRGC’s
financial, engineering, construction,
energy and transport sector arms is
bound to have serious consequences: The European
Union in practice will be
helping to perpetuate the
IRGC’s dominance of Iran’s
economy but also implicitly accepts
the corps’ access to cash generated
by its economic fronts and tolerates
IRGC financing of terrorism and arming proxies and allies in the Middle
East region and beyond.
The European Union’s approach
is also likely to have important consequences for the IRGC’s position
in Iran’s economy and its ability to
extend support to proxies and allies
but those considerations do not seem
to have prevented the European
Union making those concessions.
In the financial sector, the European Union will delist the IRGC Cooperative Foundation, its subsidiary
Ansar Bank, and Mehr Bank, which
is a subsidiary of the Basij Cooperative Foundation.
Established as a non-profit organisation under the umbrella of the
IRGC in 1986, the Guards’ Co-operative Foundation was meant to provide interest-free loans to active duty
members and veterans of the IRGC
and the Basij militia that it controls.
However, since the end of the war
with Iraq in 1988, IRGC Co-operative
Foundation and its fronts and
subsidiaries have become major
players on Tehran Stock Exchange.
On September 27, 2009, front companies of the Co-operative Foundation purchased more than 50 % of
the shares of Iran Telecommunica-

Multifaceted organisation. A 2012 file photo of Iranian Revolutionary Guard speedboats cruising past
an oil tanker off the port of Bandar Abbas, southern Iran.
tions in the largest trade in the history of the Tehran Stock Exchange,
valued at around $8 billion.
The deal was completed only after
the IRGC disqualified and intimidated
Pishgaman-e Kavir-e Yazd, the only
genuine private-sector competitor,
from participating in the bidding
process.
Ansar Bank, previously known as
Ansar al-Mujahideen Interest-Free
Credit Institute, also started as a
micro-bank providing services to
IRGC and Basij members but now
has 600 branches across Iran. Six
million Iranians have savings accounts
with it.
Mehr Bank was previously known
under the names Mehr Finance and
Credit Institute and Interest Free
Bank of the Basij Members. Mehr
Bank is itself a part of the Mehr-e
Eqtesad-e Iranian Investment Company, another major shareholder on
the Tehran Stock Exchange.
Doubtless, EU delisting of the
Guards’ financial arms in eight years’
time will enable the corps to engage
in economic activities and financial

transactions in Europe, including
terror financing that provoked the
United States to impose sanctions
against those same companies in the
first place, through its vast and often
murky web of business enterprises
that dominate so much of the Iranian
economy.
On Transition Day, the European
Union will also remove sanctions
against the IRGC’s Khatam al-Anbia
Construction Base, the largest contractor in Iran, and its host of subsidiaries. These include the Ghorb
Karbala Construction Base, Sahel
Consultant Engineers, Sepanir Oil
and Gas Engineering Company, Iran
Marine Industrial Company and Fater
Engineering Institute.
In 2007 and later designations, the
US Treasury identified Khatam alAnbia and its subsidiaries as engineering arms of the Guards Corps
“that the IRGC uses to generate income
and fund its operations.” The Treasury also assessed the profit generated
by Khatam al-Anbia and its offshoots
financed the “IRGC’s illicit activities,
including weapons of mass destruc-

tion proliferation and support for
terrorism”.
It is unclear on what grounds the
EU believes that Khatam al-Anbia
will not continue those activities
after Transition Day eight years from
now.
The European Union is also delisting an airline, Pouya Air, also known
as Yas Air, which the US Treasury
designated in 2012 for “acting for or
on behalf of the IRGC-QF for transporting illicit cargo, including weapons, to Iran’s clients in the Levant”,
and the major port operating firm
Tidewater Middle East Company,
which the US Treasury sanctioned
in 2011 because it is owned by the
IRGC and for allegedly engaging in
illicit weapons shipments.
Again, the European Union seems
to ignore the risk of these entities
engaging in similar activities after
the eight-year period.
Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran
and the IRGC. He is a senior fellow
at the Foundation for Defense of
Democracies in Washington.

In Iran, executions soar amid nuclear plaudits
Gareth Smyth

London

A

n Amnesty International
report on a “staggering”
increase in the number
of executions in Iran may
be further ammunition
for those in the US Congress and
elsewhere attacking Tehran’s nuclear agreement with the P5+1. How, it
asks, can a country executing three
people a day “with complete disregard for the basic safeguards of due
process” be trusted to stick to a diplomatic agreement?
According to Amnesty, which
opposes capital punishment, Iran
executed 694 people from January
1st through July 15th, while thousands wait on death row. Executions in Iran are usually by hanging.
The most grisly is the occasional
practice of hanging people in public
from cranes. Strangulation can take
up to ten minutes.
The toll of 694, above the official
246, is disputed by Iran. In May, Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Marzieh Afkham rejected as a “downright lie… without any source” an
earlier report, from UN Special
Rapporteur Christof Heyns, claiming 340 executions from January
through April. The United Nations
put the 2014 total at 753, the highest
for 12 years.
Some impute a political motive
for increasing executions. In 2014,
Ryan Costello and Trita Parsi argued
in the journal Foreign Affairs that it
reflected a desire among “hardliners” to undermine Iranian President
Hassan Rohani by luring him into
a political battle that he could not
win, over human rights.
In reality, the situation is more
complex.
First, while Sadeq Larijani, the

An activist of Civic Face Pakistan holds a photograph of Reyhaneh Jabbari, who was hanged in Iran
for murdering a former intelligence officer, during a candle vigil in her memory in Islamabad on
October 31, 2014.
judiciary chief, is a political player
(and an ambitious, clever man),
Iran’s legal system is decentralised
and factional.

The toll of 694,
above the official
246, is disputed by
Iran
Second, most executions are
linked to drugs. Iran may execute as
many traffickers as China, despite
a population 6% as big. In 2014, Interior Minister Abdolreza Rahmani
Fazli said drug smugglers numbered
80% of those executed, while Harm
Reduction International, a non-governmental organisation (NGO), has

confirmed drug offenders are the
“large majority”.
Iran is not alone in adopting draconian punishments in a “war on
drugs”. Saudi Arabia beheads smugglers of cannabis, a drug whose use
is decriminalised in much of Europe
and four US states. In Indonesia, the
world’s most populous Muslim nation, a military firing squad executed eight convicted drug offenders
in April. To Iran’s immediate east
is Afghanistan, whose opium harvests produce 80% of global heroin,
according to the Foundation for a
Drug-Free World.
Output jumped after the October 2001 US invasion overthrew
the Taliban, which had been cooperating with the United Nations

against poppy cultivation. In recent
years, the Taliban has preferred to
raise “taxes” on opium to fill its war
chest. The 2014 harvest was a record, according to the UN Office on
Drugs and Crime in Kabul.
Iran is a transit route and has also
seen growing use. Fazli said last
year that 1.3 million Iranians, from
a population of 78 million, were
addicts of some kind. Seizures included meth, heroin and cocaine
but opium accounted for 77%. Fazli defended executing smugglers
because “generally, they are armed
and violent people who have even
committed rape”.
To curb smuggling, Iran has built
security fences along the Afghan
and Pakistani borders. Smugglers,

often with heavier weapons than
AK47s, are prepared to battle security forces. In 2010, Janne Bjerre
Christensen, a Danish anthropologist, suggested 3,500 Iranian police
officers had been killed fighting
smugglers since 1979, a total that
did not include customs officers
and soldiers.
Anecdotally, most Iranians support tough action against crime,
especially murder. The case against
capital punishment is rarely aired,
especially as many clerics regard it
as mandatory for certain crimes.
One campaigner against capital
punishment, Emadeddin Baghi,
has met this head on. He told me
in 2007 in Tehran that verse 178 of
the Quran’s Baqarah sura envisaged
“punishment as a way to guarantee
social stability” and therefore “a life
sentence can have a better effect”.
A theology student turned journalist, Baghi set up an NGO, the Association for the Right to Life, but
his book Right to Life, published in
Farsi and Arabic in 2008 and 2009,
was banned and he was imprisoned
for some months. Baghi, who previously campaigned for prisoners’
rights, has consistently argued that
Iran suffers not so much from “authoritarian government” as “the
lack of a strong civil society”.
This is a hard argument to make
anywhere over drugs. In the West,
many governments have found that
encouraging NGOs, and giving addicts access to clean needles and
heroin substitutes, is more effective
than severe punishment. Such an
approach in Iran seems a long way
off.
Gareth Smyth has covered Middle
Eastern affairs for 20 years and
was chief correspondent for the
Financial Times in Tehran
in 2003-07.
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ISIS maintains
resilience
through tactics,
opportunism
Riad Kahwaji

Dubai

T

he Islamic State (ISIS)
continues to amaze analysts and strategists with
its ability to survive and
prosper. The group has
demonstrated tactical superiority
on the battlefield, especially with
employing blitzkrieg-style assaults
that penetrate swiftly deep into
enemy lines before the opponent
is able to halt it or mount counterattacks.
Just when everybody thought
ISIS was on the run in parts of Syria
and Iraq, the group mounted simultaneous attacks in northern
Syria; the first against Kobani and
the second against the provincial
capital city of Al-Hasakah. Both are
predominantly Kurdish cities.

Keeping the
sectarian divide and
exasperating it in the
region are believed
to be in the forefront
of the group’s
objectives
Within hours, ISIS gunmen were
deep into the two cities, taking local defenders by surprise and inflicting heavy casualties. Although
Kurdish fighters managed a few
days later to repulse the ISIS attack
in Kobani, the terrorist group established a foothold in Al-Hasakah.
It appears that the objective of
the attacks was to confuse the
enemy and force it to disperse its
forces, which allowed ISIS to make

gains on the real target — Al-Hasakah, which holds more strategic
importance due to oil fields in its
vicinity.
The Al-Hasakah offensive overshadowed the few gains Kurdish
fighters made in Raqqa province
when they captured a few small
towns. It seems that ISIS gave up
less relevant areas for strategic territory in Al-Hasakah. It has recaptured most of the towns it had lost
in Raqqa.
The extremist group kept up its
offensive in the centre of the country by pushing deeper into Hama a
few weeks after it established itself
in Palmyra in nearby Homs province.
ISIS military commanders are
proving to be strong tacticians with
the ability to detect weaknesses
within enemy lines and deciding
when and where to strike. They
have taken advantage of divisions
within the ranks of their enemies,
be it the Syrian regime or Syrian rebel groups or the Iraqi military and
the Iranian-backed Shia militias in
Iraq and Syria.
ISIS realises that it is not fighting a unified force but rather divided groups, each with its own
agenda and objectives. Even the
regional and international supporters of these anti-ISIS forces are
divided and some are foes to one
another (such as Saudi Arabia and
Iran).
ISIS leaders have also proven to
be cunningly opportunistic players willing to do deals behind the
scene with adversaries to improve
their standing on the ground. This
has proved true in coordinated attacks with the Syrian regime on
various occasions, especially on
the Aleppo front where the group’s

An Islamic State flag hangs on the wall of an abandoned building in Tel Hamis in al-Hasakah
countryside.
fighters received air cover from
Syrian jet fighters during attacks
on rebel positions.
Another example was ISIS’s
successful attempts in taking advantage of frustrated Sunni tribes
in Iraq that were sidelined by the
government in Baghdad.
ISIS’s persistent attacks on Syrian Kurds seem to be serving Turkey, which opposes the creation of
a Kurdish state in northern Syria
and has voiced concerns about the
growing strength of the Kurds on
its borders.
Turkey is known by the intelligence community — regionally and internationally — to have
back channels with ISIS that were
beneficial in gaining the release
of Turkish diplomats who were
briefly held by the terrorist group
after the capture of Mosul in June
2014.
Despite a US-led air campaign
against ISIS in Iraq and Syria, the
group has shown remarkable resilience and continued ability to
mount successful attacks and hold
territory despite counterattacks as
happened in Ramadi and Falluja in

Iraq.
Through brilliant tactics, the
terrorist group has weathered a
year-long campaign by an international alliance providing indirect
air support to Iranian-backed Shia
militias fighting alongside Iraq and
Syrian regular forces.
Its continued attacks on the Iraqi
oil refinery in Beiji reflect a priority
in controlling strategic assets that
can provide it with income and
resources. The group is estimated
to be raising at least $2 million per
month from selling oil and gas
and levying taxes and fees on border crossings and utility services
within its area of control, which
extends over half of Syria and onethird of Iraq.

ISIS military
commanders are
proving to be strong
tacticians
Keeping the sectarian divide and
exasperating it in the region are believed to be in the forefront of the
group’s objectives because its ef-

forts to do so have gained it strong
support from recruits around the
world.
Combating the Shia-Persian axis
has been a main plank of ISIS and
helped gain it more than 20,000
recruits from countries as far away
as Australia and Canada. This explains the group’s concentration on
soft Shia targets such as mosques
in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait to agitate the sectarian conflict.
However, the group’s actions are
helping improve relations between
Washington and its arch-foe Tehran by highlighting the role of Iran
as a strong ally of the West in combating ISIS and similar Sunni radical groups.
It is also providing the United
States with justification to reestablish a military presence in
Iraq after ending it four years ago.
About 3,450 US troops were deployed in Iraq over the past year.
While ISIS has proven to be of
great danger to regional security
and international peace, its presence is reinforcing regional and
international policies it claims to
oppose.

Interview

Ex al-Qaeda member sheds light on group’s tactics
Mohammed Alkhereiji

A

London

ccording to a
former highranking member
of al-Qaeda, the
reason the
Islamic State
(ISIS) has been
successful in its
recruitment efforts has been its
ability to capitalise on deeprooted feelings of guilt, courtesy
of its own Islamic upbringing.
Aimen Dean, a founding member of al-Qaeda, who after feeling
disillusioned with the terror group
became an informant for British
intelligence, says ISIS has used
the concept of redemption as a
major recruitment tool. “In Islam
there are three pillars of worship,
which is love for the lord, fear of
his punishment and hope for his
reward. And this is the balance
that Islam encourages,” Dean said.
“The problem with many societies,
like Saudi Arabia, for example,
where I grew up and later in life
in mosques I’ve visited in Europe,
the focus was more on the fear
aspect rather than love or hope.”
According to the former jihadist, with the majority of imams
preaching fear, and with an entire
generation of people feeling guilty,
groups such as ISIS are able to take

advantage of a desire for redemption. “[ISIS] told this generation
that the shortest path to martyrdom is jihad, therefore you
want forgiveness, jihad; you want
redemption, jihad; you want a
clean slate, jihad. You are forgiven
before the first drop of your blood
reaches the ground,” Dean said.
As a young Bahraini living in
Saudi Arabia, Dean was inspired
by the stories of jihad and joined
the mujahideen movement in
Bosnia in the 1990s and then
subsequently found himself in
Afghanistan swearing allegiance
to Osama bin Laden. But after the
1998 al-Qaeda suicide bombings
of the US embassies in Kenya and
Tanzania, which killed more than
200 people, Dean suffered a crisis
of faith that led to him rejecting
jihadism. Recruited by Qatari intelligence, Dean worked for British
intelligence for eight years, before
having his cover blown in 2006 in
a book that revealed a number of
CIA sources, forcing him to take on
the assumed name he is currently
known by out of fear of reprisals.
The information he provided
helped foil a number of attacks
and led to the arrest of numerous al-Qaeda operatives.
Dean believes that
besides the desire for
redemption, another
factor luring recruits
to ISIS is its political
Aimen Dean
narrative of a war

Dean also
attributed ISIS’s
successful
recruitment
to the rise in
sectarianism

against Islam, and not just from
the West, but also from the Shia
community, liberals and what
they have labelled as the apostate
regimes.
“With this persecution complex,
he or she starts to ascend spiritually above everyone else and in the
process develop a superiority complex, believing they are the elite of
the Ummah, [community] so they
start to see non-Muslims and other
fellow Muslims, even relatives as
sub-human, which unleashes the
psychopath within, like we saw
in Saudi Arabia recently with the
man who killed his father because
he worked in a government job.”
A reason that ISIS appeals to
more people than al-Qaeda ever
did is the lifestyle it offers, Dean
said. “Where al-Qaeda offered
danger and a life on the run from
one safe house to the next, [ISIS]
offered a society where even
women can participate, where
new recruits can establish
roots, by having a family, a
home and being recognised
as an authority, respect and
empowerment, which
was lacking in their
lives.”
Dean also attributed ISIS’s successful recruitment to the rise
in sectarianism
in the region,
a by-product

of the 2003 Iraq invasion and occupation. According to the former
al-Qaeda member, an example
of this can be seen in the drop in
Saudi ISIS recruits after Riyadh
launched its campaign against the
Shia Houthis in Yemen.
“In the past the average number of Saudis travelling to join
[ISIS] was between 80 and 90
per month, but after the Saudis
started their campaign in Yemen
and stood up against the alleged
Iranian expansion in the region,
the average number of Saudi recruits dropped to 20 per month, an
almost 400 per cent drop. You see
that sectarianism plays a far more
important role,” he added.
As for the failure of moderate
Islamic scholars to highlight ISIS
activities as non-Islamic or counter
to Sharia law, he said: “What we
have are old scholars trying to address the issue through old-fashioned means, many of them feel
that the Friday sermons suffice,
either they don’t engage on social
media, or if they do, you will see
an hour-long video on YouTube of
meaningless drivel that does not
resonate with the average person.
For example Taher al Qaderi in Pakistan wrote a long dissertation on
how suicide bombings are forbidden in Islam.
“But it was 600 pages, which
was enough to put an Islamic
scholar to sleep despite the merits
of his thoughts.”
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Cameron’s counterterrorism strategy divides UK Muslims
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

B

ritain’s new counterterrorism strategy has divided the Muslim community
as for the first time it links
non-violent extremism to
terrorism and orders schools and
universities to monitor students for
signs of extremism.
Some Muslims have applauded
the government’s more nuanced
strategy and its determination to
tackle non-violent extremism and
ask difficult questions about British “values” and identity. While
others warn that this could lead to
further disenfranchisement among
vulnerable British Muslims, claiming there is no causal link between
non-violent extremism and political
violence.
For many, such as Britain’s first
counter-extremism
think
tank
Quilliam, the link between extremist ideology and political violence
is obvious. People do not become
terrorists overnight; after all, they
must first be radicalised, whether
directly at a mosque or indirectly
over the internet. Belief in an extremist ideology, albeit a non-violent one, is just the first step in
the long road towards joining the
Islamic State (ISIS) or carrying out a
domestic attack.

Ultimately, it is the
British Muslim
community itself
that must do the
heavy lifting
“Naming and shaming the Islamist ideology is a key step forward,”
a Quilliam statement said, stressing
that “British values” can serve as a
“powerful primary prevention tool
to inoculate people against radicalisation”.
What has been acceptable forms
of non-violent extremism in the UK
include calling for the establish-

ment of an Islamic caliphate or rejecting democracy. Hizb ut-Tahrir,
which calls for the establishment
of an Islamic emirate and is banned
across the Middle East, is legal in
the UK.
“Extremist is the secular word for
heretic. It means that you don’t subscribe to certain political and social
norms,” Hizb ut-Tahrir leader Abdul-Wahid said in an interview with
the Guardian on July 24. But when
“political and social norms” include
the rule of law and democracy, then
perhaps questions need to be asked.

Muslims are worried
about school
teachers spying on
their children
Taking a diametrically opposite
view is CAGE, which describes itself
as an independent advocacy organisation working to empower communities impacted by the war on
terror and founded by ex-Guantanamo Bay detainee Moazzam Begg.
The group has been the subject
of unflattering media scrutiny after research director Asim Qureishi
described ISIS executioner Mohammed Emzawi, better known as
Jihadi John, as a “beautiful young
man”. CAGE has lodged a formal
complaint with the United Nations
over “sustained and coordinated
attacks” by the British government and the Charity Commission,
calling for a full investigation into
Prime Minister David Cameron’s
government.
The group is focusing its anger on
the new beefed-up Prevent strategy,
which makes it statutory for public
bodies, including schools, colleges
and universities, to monitor its students for any signs of extremism.
CAGE takes issue with superficial
indicators such as growing a beard
or wearing hijab that will be viewed
as signifiers of a potential terrorist
threat, according to Prevent, something that has also raised concerns
among British Muslims not aligned
with the group.

British Prime Minister David Cameron attends workshop in Birmingham about ways to report
suspicious online activity on July 20, 2015, before delivering a speech on counter-radicalisation.
“The last 14 years of the war on
terror have been based on the idea
that somehow the existential threat
of terrorism and political violence
can be defeated by a secularised
approach manifested in the government’s toxic Prevent strategy. This
approach has not only failed, but
it has actually made us all less safe
than ever,” Qureishi said.
That view is echoed in a July 11th
open letter signed by 280 academics, lawyers and public figures that
criticised the government’s strategy
of equating religious ideology with
terrorism and focusing on superficial symbolism and solutions. “Social, economic and political factors,
as well as social exclusion, play a
more central role in driving political
violence than ideology,” the open
letter said.

CAGE spokesman Cerie Bullivant
said: “What we see Cameron doing
is trying to, criminalise normative
parts of Islam.
This isn’t going to bring us all together in shared values. This is going to do the opposite. This is going
to make people feel more disenfranchised and more separated from society.”
“Muslims are worried about
school teachers spying on their children. They’re worried about their
kids potentially being taken away.
And this is creating a situation
where they don’t feel that they’re
safe and connected in this country,”
he said.
The British government is facing
a difficult task in clamping down
on extremist ideology, while at the
same time not pushing angry young

Muslims down that same path. Opponents of the new strategy are
right to say that many factors play a
role in driving political violence, but
ideology must certainly be among
them. The government would be
remiss if it allowed extremist ideology to spread and did nothing to
counter it.
At the same time, it must endeavour to use a lighter touch and
do more to listen to and work with
local Muslim communities and
groups. Ultimately, it is the British
Muslim community itself that must
do the heavy lifting. Cameron is
right that this is the “struggle of our
generation” but it is not one that he
can win alone.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Kurdish gains could create US policy dilemma
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

A

n increasing number
of US congressmen are
taking positions in favour of the Kurds in Iraq
and Syria because they
see them as the most pro-American
forces in both countries.
However, while US administration officials acknowledge the effectiveness of the Kurds as fighters against the Islamic State (ISIS)
and are coordinating air strikes
with their forces, they are reluctant to support Kurdish national
aspirations. Doing so would run up
against US policy goals of supporting the unity and “territorial integrity” of other states.
But as Kurds make gains militarily and become stronger politically,
US officials will eventually have to
reassess their position to reflect realities on the ground.

Several members of
the US Congress are
supporting Kurdish
demands to supply
the peshmerga with
weapons
In the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf
war, the Kurds of northern Iraq established an autonomous area with
the support of a US-imposed no-fly
zone that prevented Iraqi President
Saddam Hussein’s forces from returning to the area. This enabled
the Kurds to form their own regional government, protected in part by

their peshmerga militia forces.
The 2003 Iraq war emboldened
the Kurds even further. Although
the Kurds have been prominent
members of the post-2003 Iraqi
governments, they have simultaneously consolidated their political, economic and military positions in the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG).
When ISIS went on the offensive
in Iraq in the summer of 2014, it
was the peshmerga (after initial
setbacks) and Shia militias of the
south, not the Iraqi regular army,
that prevented Iraq from being
totally overwhelmed. The Iraqi
Kurds took advantage of the situation to control Kirkuk, just outside
the KRG, which
has
a
mixed
Kurdish-Arab
population
and
whose
administration
was to have been settled by a referendum. The peshmerga have also taken the offensive against ISIS forces in parts of
northern Iraq.
In Syria, Kurdish forces, led
by the People’s Protection Units
(YPG), have resisted ISIS control of
eastern Syria and carved out a slice
of territory in eastern and northern
Syria. The Syrian Kurds have set up
a “democratic self-administration”
that could set them on the path of
virtual independence, as in northern Iraq. Kurdish flags now fly over
government buildings in the area.
Several members of the US Congress are supporting Kurdish demands to supply the peshmerga
with weapons to avoid going
through the Iraqi central government in Baghdad, a traditional path

that has led to delays. Bipartisan
legislation has been introduced to
this effect. Members of Congress
say they see a dysfunctional Iraqi
government and army and a problematic Shia militia force (because
of its links to Iran).
Hence, in their view, the Iraqi
Kurds are a reliable and pro-American group that should be supported.
The refrain from many members of Congress in recent
years regarding the war in
Syria was that there were
“no good guys” in this
fight, with the Assad regime on one side and the
mainly Islamist opposition that has included al-

Nusra Front, allied with al-Qaeda,
on the other. With the rise of ISIS
and its success in establishing its
brutal caliphate, some members
of Congress have latched on to the
Syrian Kurds as a group worthy of
support. They also see the Syrian
Kurds as the only group that is effectively fighting ISIS in Syria.
Over the past couple
of months, Syrian
Kurdish leaders,
Sherkoh Abbas,
leader of Kurdish National
Assembly of
Syria (KUNDAS),
and
Abdul Hakim
Bashar, leader of

A female fighter from the Kurdish People Protection Unit (YPG) in
the Syrian province of al-Hasakah.

the Kurdish National Council, met
prominent members of Congress
such as Senators John McCain, RAriz., and Ted Cruz, R-Texas, as
well as Representative Ed Royce, RCalif., chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee. After the
meetings, Abbas said that McCain
and Cruz support direct US military aid to the Syrian Kurdish and
Iraqi peshmerga and even claimed
that there was “strong bipartisan
support for either federation or independence for Syrian Kurdistan”.
The latter statement was probably a stretch of the truth. Nonetheless, the views of many members
of Congress appear more in line
with such Kurdish aspirations than
what the Obama administration is
thinking, which is still to support
the territorial integrity of Iraq and
Syria, not wanting to alienate the
moderate Syrian rebels (who do
not support carving out land
for the Kurds), or the
Iraqi government.
Given the fact that
the fight against ISIS is
probably going to take several
years, US policymakers do not
have to deal with demands for
Syrian Kurdish autonomy or independence (and perhaps Iraqi
Kurdish desires for independence) immediately. Nonetheless,
the issue is likely to come to a
head and put the next US administration in a difficult policy situation.
Gregory Aftandilian is an associate
of the Middle East Center at the
University of MassachusettsLowell and is a former US State
Department Middle East analyst.
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Dubai aiming
to be global
innovation hub
Krishna Kumar

Dubai

W

ill Dubai be able to
replicate
California’s Silicon Valley and provide a
launch pad for another Uber, Apple or Microsoft?
This is the vision that is driving
policymakers in the emirate.
It’s been a decade-and-a-half
since Dubai started building the
first of its many specialised free
zones with Dubai Internet City in
2000 and Dubai Media City in 2001.
The zones have attracted thousands of companies, including multinational giants in technology and
media as well as a host of start-ups
and freelance professionals. An important feature these zones share is
a cluster environment where businesses share a work campus dedicated to their industry, allowing for
effective interaction and collaboration.

Dubai’s ten
world-class Cluster
Zones serve a
consumer market of
2 billion people
In the mid-1990s, Dubai incorporated in its strategic plan the theories of Harvard Professor Michael E.
Porter, a leading advocate of clusters as a path for high growth, new
business formation and employment. Dubai’s ten world-class Cluster Zones serve a consumer market
of 2 billion people across the Middle East, North and East Africa and
South Asia.

In a bid to making the emirate
a global innovation hub, Dubai in
June set up the Dubai Creative Clusters Authority (DCCA), replacing
the Dubai Technology and Media
Free Zone Authority, under which
the zones function.
“Our clusters have successfully
laid the foundation for a knowledge-based economy,” said Ali BuRuhaima, deputy director general
of DCCA.
“Over the past ten years, we have
seen a 150% growth in the number
of businesses in the Dubai Creative
Clusters, from 1,700 businesses in
2004 to 4,242 in 2014, providing
employment to 64,027 workers.
More than 300 of the businesses are
by sole proprietors or freelancers,”
BuRuhaima said.
“In the future, we envisage that
the Dubai Creative Clusters will be
the first choice of creative, innovative individuals and businesses. We
want to assist them in achieving
their full creative potential so that,
when the world comes to Dubai for
Expo 2020, we want everyone to
see Dubai as the most innovative
city on the globe,” he added.
DCCA’s mandate is to foster the
growth of creative industries to
support the Dubai Innovation Strategy. “It is well established that creative industries are critical drivers
for innovation. In addition to catalysing innovation in other industries, creative industries also generate high-value and highly skilled
employment and enhance the general quality of life and well-being in
cities,” BuRuhaima said.
“We are committed to forging
Dubai’s global reputation as a leader in creativity and a hub for innovation.”
One of DCCA’s priorities is to de-

A computer generated image of the exterior of the Museum Of The Future that will be built by 2017 in
Dubai at an estimated cost of $136 million.
sign policies and programmes to
support the development of a flexible pool of creative talent.
Changes envisaged in job regulations, visa policies and permits “will
play a significant role in attracting
the best creative talents from across
the globe”, BuRuhaima noted.
Key areas for the DCCA will be to
develop business-friendly regulations and ease the process of doing business, increase the size and
skills of the creative talent pool and
foster entrepreneurship, small and
medium-sized enterprises and innovation, among others.
Many initiatives have been set in
motion. Tecom Investments, the
master developer and operator of
the clusters, announced an investment of $1.22 billion in the Dubai
Design District (d3) creative community and the Innovation Hub in
Dubai Internet City over the next
decade. “The Innovation Hub in
Dubai Internet City will focus on
technology, new media, smart education and sciences. The first phase
will be delivered in the first quarter
of 2017,” said BuRuhaima.
The d3 creative community will
be an incubator for local designers
and artists and will also have art galleries and studios, the first phase of
which will be delivered in 2016.

Dubai Creative Clusters Authority
is investing $11 million a year in the
industry councils and committees
that it has set up to champion key
creative industries. These are the
Dubai International Film Festival,
the Dubai Film and TV Commission
and the Dubai Design and Fashion
Council.
In an interview with The Arab
Weekly, Ayoub Kazim, managing
director of the Education Cluster, applauded the creation of the
DCCA, which, he said, he expected
to have” a significant impact on
Dubai’s education sector.”

We are committed to
forging Dubai’s
global reputation as
a leader in creativity
“We envisage the DCCA will support Dubai International Academic
City and Dubai Knowledge Village
in developing the size and skills of
the UAE’s creative talent pool in education and provide a platform for
research, intelligence and advocacy.
Achieving these goals is perfectly
aligned with Dubai’s ambition of
transitioning into an innovation-led
economy,” Kazim said.
About the growth of Dubai’s Edu-

cation Cluster and the direction in
which it is headed, Kazim noted:
“We are proud of the fact that the
UAE is currently ranked sixth in
the world for higher education and
training according to the 2014/15
World Economic Forum Competitiveness Index, an impressive feat
that highlights the significant progress the country’s education sector
is making.”
The UAE’s growing number of
international branch campuses, together with the ongoing development of human capital, has played
a major part in this success, he said.
Iona Stanley said she started
off on a freelance journalist visa
at Dubai Media City, within two
months of its opening. In 2005, she
upgraded to a company license and
has been running a specialist firm,
Stanley Communications, since.
“For the last decade and a half,
Dubai Media City has truly embodied its tagline, ‘The freedom to create’. The growth and success we
have experienced is owed much to
the environment around us. It is not
just a stylish business address but
also a safe and solid one,” Stanley
said.
Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Egyptian economy recovering despite terror threat
Yasser Ahmed

Cairo

D

espite terrorist attacks,
the government crackdown on the Muslim
Brotherhood and battles
between the army and
Islamist militants in Sinai, Egypt’s
economy has been till now showing
signs of recovery.
Since becoming Egypt’s president
in June 2014, Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has
initiated a process of economic reform aimed at getting tourism back
on track, encouraging foreign investment and creating jobs through
mega-projects.
In a matter of months, Sisi slashed
fuel subsidies, reorganised the subsidised food system and introduced
security measures to convince countries to lift warnings against travel to
Egypt.
Most importantly, he launched a
number of major projects aimed at
reinvigorating the economy after
a painful slowdown following the
January 2011 revolution.
One key project is the development of the Suez Canal, which —
apart from creating a new waterway
along the existing canal, allowing
two-way transit shipping — will
turn the canal region into a major
industrial hub. Once completed,
the project is expected to attract international investment in logistical
support, shipbuilding and car manufacturing.
Gouda Abdel Khalek, Egypt’s former supply minister, underlined
that, in addition to the economic
benefits that it is expected to garner,

Security personnel cross through the New Suez Canal, Ismailia.
the project’s importance lies in the
fact that it united Egyptians around
a common national goal.
“The project has been implemented at a record time (one year, instead
of three) and with pure Egyptian
funding,” Abdel Khalek said. “This
sends very important messages
about the abilities of the people of
this country.”
The project is expected to create a
large number of jobs, important in a
country where the government estimates unemployment at 13.4% of
Egypt’s workforce of 26 million.
“We are talking about hundreds of
thousands of jobs,” said economics
expert Atef Herzalla. “The idea is for
the canal region to turn from a mere
transit point to an international industrial hub with an export-oriented mindset.”

Signs of Egypt’s economic recovery have started to show with foreign currency reserves, around $14
billion a year ago, improving to more
than $20 billion in 2015, according to
Egypt’s Central Bank.
In 2014, 9.9 million foreign tourists visited Egypt, compared to more
than 11 million tourists expected
this year, the Egyptian Tourism
Chamber said.
The World Bank acknowledged
that Sisi’s reforms had started to
have positive effects on the economy, which grew 2.2% in 2014 and is
projected to grow 4% in 2015. Herzalla was even more optimistic, projecting 5% growth in 2015.
“Our economy is moving at a very
good pace and I expect it to perform
a lot better in the years to come,” he
said.

The deficit in the 2015-16 state
budget is projected at 9.9%, a little
less than the 10.8% of the 2014-15
budget but a lot less than the 13%
deficit of the 2013-14 budget. Almost half of public spending in the
current budget was allocated to social welfare programmes, a 12% rise
from the previous one.
In March, the government signed
investment contracts worth $180
billion, including more than $60 billion in the field of energy.
Egypt also plans to build a new
capital to the east of Cairo to ease
congestion and overpopulation in
the existing metropolis over the
next 40 years. The project, expected
to take five to seven years to complete, would cost more than $40 billion. Sisi’s government is also working on adding 3,200 kilometres of
roads to the country’s existing network, creating giant fisheries in the
eastern coastal city of Ismailia and
reclaiming an additional 420,000
hectares to raise Egypt’s total farmland to 4.2 million hectares by the
end of his tenure in June 2017.
Some of Sisi’s reforms have already benefited the poor in a country where up to 30% of the population lives below the poverty line,
according to UN figures. A key reform aims to stamp out corruption
in the allocation of subsidised food
by ensuring it reaches those who are
truly eligible for it.
According to Supply Minister
Khaled Hanafi, the new subsidised
food allocation scheme would reduce the bill of food subsidies from
$5.8 billion to $4.6 billion in the new
budget.
But other reforms, including ones
related to slashing fuel subsidies,

have proven to be hard on the poor,
given the fact that raising fuel prices
has led to higher commodity prices.
In June, inflation reached 11.5%.
While this was 2% less than the inflation rate in May, observers say it
is eating up any improvements in
the income of the majority of Egyptians. Abdel Khalek argued that
some of the new economic policies
have benefited the rich at the expense of the poor.
“Trickle-down policy is proving
to be a mere illusion… Some measures need to be taken to target and
benefit the poor directly,” he said,
referring to provinces in southern
Egypt that have long been neglected.

Signs of Egypt’s
economic recovery
have started to show
with foreign
currency reserves
The government’s plan to reclaim
an additional 420,000 hectares
“will not pay off without upgrading
Egypt’s irrigation network”, which
has not been rehabilitated for 40
years, Abdel Khalek added.
Herzalla, however, said he expects Egyptians to feel the effects of
the work done today by the government within the next two years.
“Factories that closed down earlier are reopening and projects carried out now will create hundreds of
thousands of jobs,” he said. “All this
will eventually affect the public in a
positive manner.”
Yasser Ahmed is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

July 31, 2015

19

Economy

Jordan diversifies natural gas sources
to end reliance on Israel, Egypt

Briefs
Hikma buys US
generic
drugmaker
Roxane for
$2.65bn
London-listed pharmaceuticals
firm Hikma bought US generic
drugs company Roxane from German peer Boehringer Ingelheim
for $2.65 billion (2.4 billion euros)
in the sector’s latest rapid round of
consolidation.
The deal will transform Hikma
into the sixth largest player in the
US generics market, in terms of
revenue, said a statement from
Hikma, which is based in Amman,
Jordan.
Generic drug companies are under pressure to do deals because
there are fewer big-money drugs
shifting to generic status after patent expiries compared with a few
years ago.
Hikma has agreed to pay $1.18
billion in cash and issue 40 million
new shares to Boehringer. It will
also make additional payments of
up to $125 million depending on
Roxane’s performance.
(AFP)

Algeria’s
Bouteflika names
new trade and
agricultural
ministers

LNG terminal in Aqaba.

Raied T. Shuqum
Amman

A

s Jordan’s energy costs
surge, the kingdom is
frantically looking for
ways to alleviate energy-related pressure on
its budget deficit of more than $30
billion.
Jordan’s energy needs have been
hit hard by inconsistent natural gas
supplies from Egypt and by having to pay top dollar for oil usually
supplied from Iraq at preferential
prices.
To diversify its reliance on the
limited and problematic energy
sources, the kingdom commissioned its first liquefied natural gas
(LNG) terminal at the southern seaport of Aqaba. On June 23rd, BAM
International completed construction of the $72.8 million Sheikh
Sabah Al Ahmad Terminal for the
state Aqaba Development Corporation.

The terminal in
Aqaba enables
Jordan to receive
about 13.9 million
cubic metres of
natural gas daily
The firm, along with partners
BAM Contractors from Ireland
and Jordan engineering company
MAG, handed over the project two
months ahead of schedule.
Jordan’s liquefied natural gas terminal, one of the Middle East’s first
such facilities, is slashing the kingdom’s energy costs for the production of electricity by at least 30%
for a country that imports almost
all of its energy needs.
The terminal in Aqaba enables
Jordan to receive about 13.9 mil-

(Photo credit: www.bam.eu)

lion cubic metres of natural gas per
day and serves as a key pillar in addressing Jordan’s pressing energy
situation, which consumes about
19% of the country’s gross domestic product.
Importing LNG from several markets is about 30-35% cheaper for
Jordan than relying on diesel and
heavy fuel oil for power generation.
Amman was forced to use fuel oil
more frequently after the 2011 uprisings in Egypt caused disruptions
in natural gas supplies.
“The terminal is a key asset for
Jordan. It is a major boost in energy
infrastructure in the country,” said
Haidar Gammaz, spokesman of the
Ministry of Energy and Mineral Resources.
Gammaz said the LNG terminal
“is helping the country in diversifying its gas resources, which is
part of our energy strategy that also
seeks to decrease reliance on nonrenewable energy from 97% to 60%
by 2020”.
The spokesman said Jordan has
already received the first shipments
of LNG and the terminal is supplying about 8.7 million cubic metres
of LNG to the country’s power stations per day.
“Nineteen more LNG shipments
will arrive in the second half of
this year. The terminal is helping
reduce the losses of the National
Electric Power Company, whose
losses due to reliance on more expensive heavy fuel for power generation exceed $5.6 billion at present,” Gammaz added.
Jordan, which signed an agreement in 2014 under which Shell Oil
Company would provide LNG for
Jordan for five years, is planning
to offer several tenders in the next
few months to import additional
LNG.
Abdel Fattah al-Daradkeh, director general of the state-owned
National Electric Power Company

(NEPCO), told The Arab Weekly
that the terminal “will play a key
role in reducing the company’s
losses”.
Other energy officials said the
terminal would be able to provide
excess quantities of gas to Egypt in
case of shortages in the neighbouring country, which has had repeated cuts in electricity production
because militants’ attacks on pipelines regularly disrupt gas service.

Jordan’s liquefied
natural gas terminal
is slashing the
kingdom’s energy
costs for the
production of
electricity by at least
30%
For lawmaker Jamal Gammoh,
the opening of the terminal, financed with a grant from the Arab
Gulf countries, will not only lead
to a lower energy bill but will rid
Jordan of the burden of buying gas
from Israel.
NEPCO signed a letter of intent
with Noble Energy Inc. in 2014 to
import natural gas from Israel, a
move that was heavily slammed
by activists and triggered nationwide protests against the deal.
Some activists flatly reject doing
business with Israel, which many
consider an enemy bent on usurping Palestinian lands and killing
Palestinians, while others said such
an agreement would hold Jordan’s
energy sector hostage to Israeli political moves.
NEPCO’s deal with Noble Energy,
which owns 39% of the Leviathan
natural gas field in Israel, entails
buying gas over 15 years at a cost of
$15 billion starting in late 2017. But
the deal was halted after the Israeli

Antitrust commissioner rescinded
an agreement with Noble Energy
and Delek Group that would have
allowed the firms to retain majority stakes in Israel’s two biggest gas
fields even though it would leave
them controlling more than 90% of
the country’s gas reserves.
“The opening of the terminal is
good news for us and bad news for
Israel. We do not need the Israeli
gas anymore. Although natural gas
is cheaper than LNG, with the terminal we can buy from all over the
world,” said Gammoh, who is head
of the Lower House Energy Committee.
Although Jordan and Noble Energy signed a letter of intent in 2014,
no progress has been made and
no further positive developments
were expected in this regard, Gammoh explained.
“There have been no meetings
at all between the two sides. We do
not need the gas from the enemy
[Israel]. I do not think that a deal
between the two sides is expected
anytime soon,” added the deputy.
Jordanian energy officials have
repeatedly stressed that they do
not oppose importing natural gas
from Egypt, whether for power
generation or for private sector
companies and industries.
The Jordanian government allowed Arab Potash Company,
which has headquarters in Amman,
to sign a deal with Noble Energy to
import Israeli gas at preferential
prices. Noble Energy is to supply
1.8 billion cubic metres of gas to
Arab Potash and its affiliate Jordan
Bromine at facilities near the Dead
Sea. A pipeline is being constructed
to provide Israeli gas to the company under the $771 million, 15-year
deal with Noble Energy.
Raied T. Shuqum, based in
Amman, has reported on regional
issues since 1999.

Algeria’s President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika appointed new trade
and agriculture ministers, the second cabinet reshuffle this year,
the presidency said, as the OPEC
member tries to counter a fall in
energy earnings.
Algeria has approved a plan to
boost agriculture and reduce food
purchases from abroad while restricting goods imports.
Those measures followed a
sharp fall in global market crude
prices.
Algeria relies on energy for 60%
of state budget and oil and gas exports account for 95% of its total
sales abroad.
It expects energy revenues to
decline by 50% to $34 billion this
year, with imports seen at $57.3
billion.
(Reuters)

Iran says its
foreign holdings
$29bn, not
$100bn plus
Iran has assets of $29 billion in
overseas banks that could be unlocked under a nuclear deal — far
less than reported estimates of
more than $100 billion, the country’s central bank chief said.
Valiollah Seif told state television that the holdings comprised
$23 billion in foreign exchange belonging to the bank and another $6
billion of the Tehran government’s
money.
The remarks from Seif suggest
that under the nuclear deal struck
on July 14th, Iran stands to regain
far less in fresh funds than has
been stated.
Seif said the figure of more than
$100 billion included “$35 billion
already allocated for oil projects
and $22 billion held on security
deposit guarantee in Chinese
banks” for buying goods.
(AFP)
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An Emirati woman checks a basket of khalas dates, which are displayed at the annual Liwa Date Festival in the western region of Liwa, south of Abu Dhabi.

Liwa Dates Festival highlights Emirati heritage
The Arab Weekly staff

Abu Dhabi

H

undreds of date palm
farmers from across
the UAE attended the
Liwa Dates Festival,
bringing freshly picked
ratab — half ripe dates — from their
orchards to compete for the AED
50,000 top prize.
Celebrating its 11th year, the festival is organised by the Cultural
Programmes and Heritage Festivals
Committee – Abu Dhabi (CPHFC)
and involves date palm farmers
coming together for a one-week
festival, which ended on July 30,
to compare the sweet and soft taste
of fresh ratab, in season in the UAE
from July till September.
The export of dates had been the
major industry in pre-oil Arabia,
and the Liwa Dates Festival celebrates the unique position that
dates still hold in Emirati society,
a symbol of local heritage that is as
important today as it was hundreds
of years ago.
“In the Emirati heritage, dates
represent, first of all, the number
one source of food. Also, the wood
and the leaves of the palm tree were
used to make pretty much everything, from small boats to a house.
They are used to light fires for cooking and heating, to make ropes,
mats and all kinds of household
items,” said Abdullah al-Qubaisi,
director of project management at
CPHFC.
“Even today, dates, the fruit of
the desert, are still favoured. People still love them. Even if someone
has their our own farm and produces their own dates, they still buy
other varieties of dates in order to
compare the taste. It’s a passion,”
he added.

In the Emirati
heritage, dates
represent, first of all,
the number one
source of food
That passion explains the hundreds of date farmers who head to
the desert oasis of Liwa, 200 kilometres south-west of Abu Dhabi,
from Al Gharbia, Al Ain, Swaihan,
and further afield every year. This
year’s festival featured farmers
competing in 10 separate categories, including various ratab varieties – kunaizi, khalas, dabbas, bou
maan, farth, and al nukhba. The
top 15 places in every category were
awarded cash prizes ranging from
AED 5,000 to AED 125,000, except
for the al nukhba category where
the top prize was 200,000 AED.
Samir al Shakir, an international

consultant of palm dates technology and a member of the festival’s
judging committee, explained how
the judging takes place. “We receive dates from around 300 farmers for every competition and we
select 20 finalists. Just by looking,
we can pick the best baskets based
on size and general condition of the
dates. We then make a more thorough investigation [of the finalists],
taking measurements and checking the health of the dates, giving
a grade which represents just half
of the final score; the other 50% is
based on the condition of the farm
where the dates are grown.”

The Liwa Dates
Festival celebrates
the unique position
that dates still holds
in Emirati society
“We then go to inspect the farm,
looking at the palm there where the
dates were cut. We also take into account the general keep of the farm,
if materials are recycled, if the palm
trees are pruned, if the irrigation is
eco-friendly and the use of fertilisers. We prefer and encourage farmers to use bioorganic ones,” he said.
There was also a contest for the
largest palm tree branch. This year,
the winning branch weighed an impressive 116 kilograms, beating out
16 other entries.
“The winning branch is of shahal dates and comes from a farm in
Liwa,” said Nasser Seif al-Mazrouei,
supervisor of the date contests.
While ratab remains the focus of
the festival, it has expanded in recent years to celebrate other Emirati agricultural products, including
competitions for the best mangoes,
lemons and fruit baskets.
“The festival’s competitions are
opened to farmers from across
UAE, but for the ratab competition
most entries are from the Abu Dhabi emirate, while from the north of
the country, much of the participation is in the lemon and mango
competitions, as well as other contests. This is because of the time of
dates ripening. In Ras al Khaimah,
for example, dates are fully ripe by
now,” explained Qubaisi.
More than 100 farms in the Liwa
oasis competed for the model farm
award, which is judged on various
standards, including the restoration of buildings and the quality
of soil. A total of AED 500,000 was
awarded to 10 contestants, the best
five farms from east of Liwa and the
best five farms from the west of the
oasis. Other prizes were awarded
for the production of traditional
Emirati handicrafts.
Altogether, 220 prizes were offered this year worth a total of AED
6 million.

Emirati men check baskets of khalas dates.
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The disappearing cities of the Arab world
Tom Dinham

London

O

ver the past 50 years
some of the most historically rich cities of the
Arab world have been
subject to appalling damage. The past five years of conflict
across the region, which has resulted in the damage or destruction of
priceless world heritage, most notably in Syria and Iraq, is just the latest
iteration of a decades-long process
of vandalism.
The symposium Disappearing Cities of the Arab World, hosted at the
British Museum in London as part of
the Shubbak Festival of Arab culture,
explored the often bleak realities of
contemporary Arab cities and how
these realities came to be. A recurring theme of the symposium was
how the preservation or destruction
of heritage is not a mere happenstance, but the result of the often
brutal exercise of power.

The past five years of
conflict has resulted
in the damage of
priceless world
heritage
The keynote speaker, Israeli architect and writer Sharon Rotbard, most
clearly enunciated this in his exploration of the architectural history of
Tel Aviv and Jaffa, the subject of his
critically acclaimed book White City
Black City: Architecture and War in
Tel Aviv and Jaffa. The opening of
White City Black City starkly puts
forward the relationship between
cities and power. “Cities and histories are constructed in a similar man-

ner — always by the victor, always for
the victor, and always according to
the victors’ record,” writes Rotbard.
Rotbard explored how Tel Aviv,
initially a suburb of the Arab port
of Jaffa, erased the ancient city and
turned its remnants into a suburb of
something allegedly new. Tel Aviv,
says Rotbard, is built on myths, one
being that it simply rose from empty
sand dunes.
The Arab city of Jaffa did not disappear to make way for Tel Aviv,
however. It was killed.
In 1936 Britain demolished the historic heart of the city, evacuating its
residents and destroying 237 buildings to clear a way to the harbour.
The Israelis continued what colonial
forebears had started, leaving little
trace of the Arab past. “Jaffa”, says
Rotbard, “has become anything but
an Arab city.”
Syrian novelist Nihad Sirees, a native of Aleppo, recalled how seeing
on the news a building he used to
walk by regularly during his childhood now in a state of utter destruction led him to remember the city.
Writing about a city wracked by war
is in this sense an act of resistance,
bringing back to life and recording
the existence of something that once
was. In the light of what has become
of Aleppo, destroyed by gruelling urban warfare, writing for Sirees seems
a forlorn act heavy with pathos. The
day after the symposium, a large section of Aleppo’s historic citadel was
destroyed.
Art historian Mohamed Elshahed
showed a series of 19 snapshots of
the destruction of heritage in Egypt,
noting that “disappearance” as a
term “masks extraordinary violence
— buildings and cities don’t disappear, they are demolished, dynamited, bombed, attacked, bulldozed,
razed to the ground”.

A view of the damaged UNESCO-listed citadel in the northern Syrian city of Aleppo.
This violence is not necessarily
imperial or colonial in nature, but
often the result of neglect and bad
government. Of the many instances
cited by Elshahed, he noted an entire
industry in Egypt dedicated to helping the owners of potential heritage
sites destroy their own property before it is listed. Perhaps one of the
most puzzling cases of destruction
was documented by Ziauddin Sardar, a frequent visitor to the holy city
of Mecca who has seen its heritage
destroyed over the years and remade
in the image of Houston, Texas. That
the ancient city of the Prophet of Islam should have been remade in the
image of an American oil town that is
barely 175 years old was no accident,

says Sardar. Rather, it is the result of
the admiration of the numerous Saudi notables who studied at the University of Texas and were impressed
by Houston.
This in itself is arguably the expression of a colonial relationship.
The result of the destruction of the
old city is that Mecca, argued Sardar,
“is not a disappearing city, it already
has disappeared. It has no relevance
whatsoever to its fourteen hundred
years of history.”
The message of Disappearing Cities of the Arab World is that Arab heritage is under attack both from without and within.
As so persuasively argued by Rotbard, heritage is inextricably linked

with power.
The state of so many Arab cities
points to a disenfranchised Arab
populace living under dictatorship
and totally unregulated market forces. Elshahed succinctly described
the situation: “Propaganda aside,
there are facts on the ground that
are undeniable. Our cities are mismanaged, public spaces are being
restricted and our heritage, particularly modern heritage, is left to melt
into thin air. The result is an Arabian
condition in which the past is unrecorded, the present is unstable and
the future is uncertain.”
Tom Dinham is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in London.

Carnival atmosphere
as London Muslims
celebrate holiday
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

“

W

e’re not here to
worry about extremism. We’re
here to party,”
said Nayla Hussein, aged 19, of east London. Gesturing around at the throng of Muslims eating, drinking and having a
good time, she added: “These are
the real Muslims. Not the bad guys
dressed in black you see on the
news.”
A carnival atmosphere was in
evidence as thousands of Muslims
gathered in London’s Trafalgar
Square on July 25th to celebrate
the end of the holy month of Ramadan. Though this year’s event took
place in the same week that British Prime Minister David Cameron
announced a new counterterrorism policy, which has raised fears
among some Muslims, that issue
was nowhere to be seen or heard.

We’re not here to
worry about
extremism. We’re
here to party
Held annually on the first weekend after the end of the Muslim
holy month, Eid in the Square
brings together Muslims from
across the world in an open-air concert, culture and food festival.
The tenth anniversary of the
mayor of London’s event took place
alongside an open-air concert to
cap the end of the Shubbak festi-

val, London’s biennial celebration
of contemporary Arab arts and culture. Trafalgar Square was packed
with revellers with the festival witnessing an unusually high turnout
given its expanded scope and the
high number of summer tourists
who headed over to the square to
check out what was on offer.
“This time it’s special because it’s
our tenth anniversary and we’ve
laid on a truly wonderful spectacle. We’re very grateful for the food
that’s being supplied. Malaysian,
Indonesia, South Asian, Moroccan
— you name it, fantastic food to be
tried… [and] cultural activities to
take part in and to watch,” London
Mayor Boris Johnson said in a statement.
Attractions ranged from an entire
Indonesian dance troupe to a Henna studio, from a tent where Turkish calligraphy was being taught to
a fashion catwalk. “It’s so amazing
to be able to learn something new,”
said one of the happy customers at
the Turkish calligraphy tent.
There was also a tent teaching
children, Muslim and non-Muslim
alike, the story of Surat Al-Feel, and
another organised by the embassy
of Qatar featuring a special exhibition on the history of pearl diving
in the country as well as a falconer
and falcon.
There was even a man dressed up
as Superman, and another as Batman— a superhero pairing not expected until the release of Batman
vs. Superman next year “Can you
believe it? Everyone is here!” said
Mohamed, on holiday from Egypt
with his family, waving towards the
superhero pair, volunteers for charity Islamic Relief UK.

Muslim Londoners gathered for Eid celebration.
But the hustle and bustle of the
cultural attractions were just the
warm-up for the main event: a
three-hour open-air live concert
featuring performances from a
number of bands from across the
Middle East. Egyptian indie band
Massar Egbari mixes rock, jazz and
blues with oriental music to produce a new flavour. “Eid Mubarak,
everybody,” shouted front-man

Hany El-Dakkak to the crowd’s
cheers, from the stage with Nelson’s Column towering behind him.
Palestinian band 47SOUL, which
combines the energetic beats of
dabke, shabby and electro also
played a set, while Karama, led
by Moroccan oud player Soufian
Saihi and including a line-up that
originates from Venezuela, Spain,
Japan, Morocco and the UK, gave

the festival a truly international flavour.
“The music is amazing,” said Mohamed, nodding his head in time
with one of Masar Egbary’s tunes.
“Do you like it, habibi?” he asked
his young son, who was perched on
his shoulders.
“Terrorism? Extremism? You forget about all these worries when
you are here,” he said.
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The Melting Pots:
Libyan artists
reflect on Tripoli
and Benghazi
Karen Dabrowska

London

A

“

rt is happening in
Libya. Despite all the
negativity, we have
positive things coming out as well.”
That is the loud-and-clear message from Najlaa el-Ageli, the founder of Noon Arts, who collected a
stunning variety of modern Libyan
art at London’s Arab British Centre for a fascinating exhibition, The
Melting Pots, showcasing Tripoli and
Benghazi through the eyes of artists.
Speaking at the private showing
of the exhibition, Ageli said: “Every
piece is a form of creative contemplation about the history, the present and the future of these sister
capitals as well as the acknowledgement that neither can be easily defined.
“Both (cities) have gone through
difficult phases and both have
proved to be equally defiant, strong,
resilient, deceitful, chaotic, glorious, tired, frail and much, much
more than this.”
Hadia Gana is among seven artists who took part in the exhibition
consisting of modern sculptures,
paintings, photography and textile
works. She uses everyday objects,
including large stones with faded
markings, to create sculptures.
She placed small pebbles from
a Libyan beach in the centre of the
gallery, inviting visitors to walk on

them, touch them and pick them
up. She explained that the stones,
pebbles and sand were reminiscent
of the shifting sands of time in reference to the restive situation in Libya.
The North African country has
been in turmoil since the uprising
of February 2011. The country has
two governments, one in the capital
Tripoli and an internationally-recognised one in eastern Libya, both
battling for the loyalty of the myriad
militias.
Artist Nawal Gebreel exudes confidence and pride as she stands
next to one of her large creations, a
wavy, hanging installation stitched
from Libyan fabric. The artist used
textiles, shawls and scarves, which
she designed and turned into a large
sculpture.
“The message is hope,” Gebreel
said. “I am from Benghazi where the
situation is very difficult. There is
going to be a long struggle and the
spiral installation reflects the positive and negative phases through
which the city is passing.”
She said she was experimenting
with more elaborate origami (Japanese art of paper folding) shapes
along with classic pleats and swirls
in silk and exotic materials.
In another corner of the exhibition, the photographs of Adam StypRekowski and Ibrahim Tawati convey the harsh realities of daily life in
Tripoli and Benghazi. Tawati, who is
working for the Red Cross in Benghazi as a media and communications officer, has the difficult task of
witnessing and visually document-

Nostalgic street scenes of yesteryears.
ing the casualties of war and the destruction caused by the continuing
conflict.
Styp-Rekowski, who was in Libya
with the United Nations as a manager for constitutional affairs, is
also an accomplished amateur photographer. His enchanting photographs create penetrating insight
into daily life in Tripoli. His snaps
are comprised of men praying in a
mosque, small shops, people at the
seaside, traditional houses, small
dark alleys and the city’s nooks and
crannies.
For his part, Hasan Dhaimish
takes a walk down memory lane
with his nostalgic street scenes
from Benghazi and Tripoli in the
form of digital prints and mixed
media on paper. A graphic designer
by trade, he has been living in the
United Kingdom for more than 30
years and is well known for his satirical political cartoons.
A startling explosion of colour

was brought to the exhibition by
painter Najla Shawkat Fitouri. “I
try to open a dialogue with myself
through colours as colour can neither be monitored nor controlled
politically,” she said,

“Both (cities) have
gone through
difficult phases and
both have proved to
be equally defiant”
“To me colour is the creative language that is innocent but can also
question the spirit and the political
realm.
“The challenge before the February 17th revolution was how to manipulate colour as a way to translate inhibitions and insights. Now,
post revolution, the fight is for my
freedom and place as a woman in
Libyan society.”
Noon Arts was set up by Ageli and

others to bring contemporary Libyan art to the world stage in partnership with galleries and museums.
Elaborating on the theme of the
exhibition, Ageli said: “Away from
the guns and war, we wanted to
tell the human story through the
artists’ eyes. While this exhibition
comes at a time when there is so
much strife and uncertainty about
Libya’s future with war and chaos
taking over, it is meant to show
that our Libyan artists are still here.
Their work has to be seen and their
voices have to be heard.
“I am certain that these works
will serve as evidence of the human story that is unfolding, and
although the end is unknown, the
artwork will be a start and an archive for future generations.”
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society section of The
Arab Weekly.

Dal’Ouna ensemble delights Washington
Najwa Margaret Saad

Washington

P

eople express a profound
need to escape the quotidian, to breathe in nature’s
respite in parks, mountains, forests or the beach.
While circumstances limit choices,
for most the route is not impeded
by military blockades.
That’s why the Palestinian musical ensemble Dal’Ouna’s recent
performance of Al Bahr (The Beach)
meant everything to some. Accompanying the music, Washington jazz
vocalist Lena Seikaly — in her ensemble debut — recited Mahmoud
Darwish’s poem On this Earth, an
ode to Palestine and to freedom.
“I was inspired to compose this
piece for a generation of Palestinian
children,” the ensemble’s musical
lead and founder, Ramzi Abured-

wan, told the audience. “Most children have only seen the beach on
TV.”
As the musicians began to play,
the white altar in the Washington
church was awash in summer evening light. Ziad Ben Youssef on oud,
Aburedwan on bouzouk and Tareq
Rantisi on percussion transported
the audience to the seaside.
Instead of being plucked, the
strings were delicately stroked from
the keys down to the sound holes,
with occasional soft pinches. The
Doumbek drum was not beaten but
lightly brushed in rhythmic swirling
motions with what turned out to be
ordinary whisk brooms.
Waves ebbed and flowed and the
surf broke gently. Improbably, even
seagulls called from afar. Entranced
in the mind’s eye, with a frisson of
delight, the sea became real and
close enough to “feel” its salty
spray. Children would no doubt
gaze across the water, wondering

about places beyond the horizon
where life is normal.
The theme of freedom echoed
throughout the evening; Dal’Ouna
shared the stage with author Sandy
Tolan, who just published the book
Children of the Stone. The audience
was moved as Tolan read from the
pulpit with soft musical accompaniment. Tolan related how walking
in Ramallah one day, he’d noticed
posters showing photographs of
Aburedwan as a child stone thrower and, at 18, playing the violin. He
said he realised that he’d met Aburedwan years before.
“I’d asked about his vision for the
future,” Tolan said. “He told me he
‘wanted to get really good at the
violin and open a music school for
Palestinian children.’ “Well,” admitted Tolan, “that sounded like…
a long shot.” Years later, in an uncanny coincidence, Tolan walked
into a café and recognised Aburedwan. He asked what he was doing.

Sandy Tolan, Lena Seikaly and Ramzi Aburedwan among the Dal’Ouna ensemble.

Aburedwan replied, “I’m building
a music school for the children of
Palestine.”
“This book had to be non-fiction”
Tolan told The Arab Weekly, “I
worked on it for five years, conducting over 100 interviews. I wanted
it to be a human story [about the]
inherent right of a child to live in
freedom. I want American readers
to understand what day-to-day life
is like for these kids.”
With a journalist’s keen observation, Tolan’s book engagingly
shares students’ stories. “Music
helps children develop a sense of
self-worth and in this case even a
sense of protection,” he said. “Music gives people a sense of power,
dignity and even resistance.”
Tolan’s vignettes reflect the lifechanging impact of Aburedwan’s
Al-Kamandjati school where, besides nurturing musicians, music
becomes “occupational therapy”.
Tolan described how once the
ensemble was not allowed to cross
the border and only reached East
Jerusalem — to play Beethoven —
by resorting to a smuggler, climbing through torn razor wire, instruments in tow. Edwin Buger
accompanied playing Beethoven on
his accordion.
The ensemble played Hala la la
laya, a folksong medley, transitioning effortlessly into jazz with
tributes to Andalusia and riffs on
Arabic refrains. During the solos,
Rantisi’s stunning percussion drew
lengthy applause. The crowd happily clapped along to Seikaly’s Bint
el Chalabiya, a love song popularised by cultural icon Fairuz. Different than jazz scat, Seikaly easily
articulated “Arabic improv”, lending her smoky velvet timbre to the
often-haunting exotic tones. Her
alto voice, at moments robust and

playful, softened to the ethereal
like a ghostly flute as her expression alternated from smiles to achingly soulful. There is an intimacy
to a Dal’Ouna performance compared to larger ensembles, such as
that of fellow Palestinian violinist,
oud performer and now-US citizen
Simon Shaheen. Both reflect the
finest in execution of the Arabic
music genre and explore and fuse
beautifully native folk with classical, Andalusian and jazz traditions.

The theme of
freedom echoed
throughout the
evening
Dal’Ouna’s stage footprint is
small and its presence feels deeply
personal and authentic; it’s not
yet a machine. Perhaps its edge is
precisely the edge; the existential
struggle: hardscrabble financing —
reliant on philanthropy, tickets and
whiffs of retail sales — and the logistical challenges of operating from
the occupied West Bank where a
two-week application process is required for each member to receive
time-bound permits to cross the
border for gigs.
Rantisi, a graduate of the Berklee
College of Music in Boston, Massachusetts, casually remarked, “Music is more difficult to accuse or
cleanse.” Aburedwan told The Arab
Weekly that “Berklee sent a team
to Ramallah and selected four students to receive nearly full scholarships.”
Dal’Ouna’s six-stop East Coast
tour sold more than 1,000 tickets.
Najwa Margaret Saad is a
Washington correspondent for the
Arab Weekly.

23

July 31, 2015

Culture

Jordanian singer Diana Karazon performs on stage during the opening of the 30th Jerash Festival of Culture and Arts in the ancient Roman city of Jerash on July 23, 2015.

Iconic festival
breathes life
into Jerash’s
Roman ruins
Roufan Nahhas

Jerash, Jordan

P

resenting the region’s best
performers, the Jerash Festival for Culture and Art
kicked off on July 23rd in
Jordan’s northern city of
Jerash, filled with Roman ruins and
nestled in a quiet valley between the
mountains of Gilead.
The 10-day festival, an annual
event that Jordan banks on to boost
its revenues from the tourism sector, opened with a ceremony that
included poetry recitals and musical
performances.
Thousands of Jordanians and Arab
tourists crammed Jerash’s streets as
well as its spacious public squares
as music echoed across the city on a
torrid summer evening with an occasional cool breeze. Mohammad
Abu Summaqa, the festival’s executive director, said spectators would
be amazed this year by the variety
and colourful shows.

The festival will
have a positive
impact on the
economy of Jerash
“We have a host of Jordanian,
Arab and international artists and
troupes who will bring their newest
works and culture to the streets of
Jerash mixed with a family-oriented
atmosphere for everyone to enjoy,”
he said.

“This year, we have the best of the
best in the singing world from Lebanon, Kuwait and Jordan,” he noted.
The singers performing include
Nancy Ajram, Maya Diab, Wael
Kfouri, Hani Mitwasi, Yara, Joseph Attieh, Rami Ayash, Abdullah
Rwaished and Omar Abdalat.
“We also have violinist Jasser Haj
Youssef from France, the Jubran
Trio from Palestine and Spain’s Flamingo troupe in addition to others,”
Abu Summaqa said.
The North Theatre will tremble
under the feet of performers from
China, Egypt, the Balkans, Mauritania, Algeria and the United States,
he said.
Forty local artists will also be taking part, Abu Summaqa noted.
He said the festival was being held
amid rising violence, sectarianism
and militancy across the already
volatile region, which forced organisers to make special security arrangements.
But he insisted that organisers
tried their best to “make things very
easy to all fans, starting with the
parking spaces and logistics”. He
declined to elaborate on the security
arrangements, but there are dozens
of police officers deployed at the
scene.
“Ticket sales are high and the demand for certain shows is exceeding
expectations,” Abu Summaqa said.
Previously known as the Jordan
Festival, the event was the brainchild of Jordan’s Queen Noor, the
American-born Lisa Halaby, the
wife of the late Jordanian ruler, King
Hussein.
When she launched the festival

A Jordanian man makes sand art bottles.

Jordanian artists perform on stage during the opening of the festival.
in 1981 she wanted to expose Jordanians to other cultures, mainly by
focusing on folkloric dance and ballet, opera, symphony and orchestra.
Years later, poetry recitals and other
activities were added.

Thousands of
Jordanians and Arab
tourists crammed
Jerash’s streets
Between 2007-2011, the festival
was stopped because of insufficient
funding. It was later revived under
the sponsorship of King Abdullah II
and his wife, Queen Rania.
According to Abu Summaqa, the
festival, which ends on August 1st,
was well thought of in terms of the
timing.
“We have a host of Arab tourists,
especially from the Gulf area and
foreigners. It is taking place after
Ramadan and after the results of the
General Secondary Education Cer-

tificate Examination and before the
schools reopen,” he said.
Syrian Khaled Shamout, 37, said
he was excited to attend. “It is a way
to enjoy some time away from the
news of violence around us,” Shamout said.
“I hope my family and kids will
like it,” he said. He said he would
see the Turkish and Chinese performances, but had not decided on
which singers to hear.
It is expected that Lebanon’s Nancy Ajram and Wael Kfouri will draw
big crowds as should actress and
fashion icon Maya Diab.
“Definitely, it’s Wael Kfouri,”
shouted an excited Nesreen Abasi,
19, when asked which show she was
attending.
“I have been waiting for this moment for ages and this is my chance
to see him live.”
The festival will have a positive
impact on the economy of Jerash,
which depends mostly on tourism,
Majdi Tell, head of the cultural de-

People attend the opening of the 30th Jerash Festival.

partment at the state Petra News
Agency, said. “The benefits involve
the whole city and its residents, who
will exhibit their handcrafts and
work of art. Restaurants will be full
with guests and taxis will do more
business,” Tell said.
Hanan Syouf, a spokeswoman for
the Ministry of Culture, said the festival was regarded as “a window to
share culture and art”.
“The ministry is proud of the festival and its work and activities and
regards it as a window in which it
displays the different cultures of
the world in a very organised and
beautiful way,” Syouf told The Arab
Weekly.
According to the Ministry of
Tourism, the number of tourists
who visited Jerash in 2014 reached
248,750 while in 2013 the number
was 228,550.
Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan,
has been covering cultural issues
for more than two decades.

A flamenco dancer performs at the festival.
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Agenda
Oujda, Morocco:
Till August 8th
The 9th edition of the Rai International Festival celebrates
Rai music, a form of folk music
that originated in Algeria. Since
its launch, the festival has
hosted Rai singers of international repute such as Cheb
Khaled, Cheb Mami and Cheb
Faudel.

Amman, Jordan:
Till August 8th
Al Balad Music Festival is a
week-long music carnival that
is way for visitors to immerse
themselves in Jordan’s extensive cultural heritage. Contemporary bands, soloists and
other performers will appear
in the ancient Roman Odeon in
downtown Amman.

Awessou on a chariot

(Photos: Hassene Dridi)

The chariots of Awessou return,
bringing joy to Sousse after tragedy
Roua Khlifi
Sousse, Tunisia

A

ppearing in his majestic
grandeur from afar, the
god of the sea, Awessou,
holding the reins of his
horses, advanced among
the crowds gathered to attend the
famous chariots of the carnival of
Awessou in the town of Sousse on
July 24th. As they cheered, the chariot carrying the statute of Awessou
continued its path announcing the
return after a four-year absence of
the much-anticipated festival.
Despite the tragedy, in which
a gunman killed 38 people, that
struck the town of Sousse in June,
thousands of Tunisians and tourists
attended the chariots show as participants from the country, Russia,
Algeria and China took part.

The chariots
represent
different aspects
of Tunisian
culture
In the Berber calendar, Awessou
defines the period of the year extending from July 24th to August
13th. The myth states that the god
of the sea, Awessou — known as
Neptune in Roman folklore — leaves
the water to spend that period of the
summer with humans on the beaches, guarding and blessing them.
The festival of Awessou includes
the carnival of chariots as well as
folkloric music on the beaches and
artistic workshops.
Dating back to 1958, the festival
last took place in 2010 before being
interrupted by the revolution.
The chariots represent different
aspects of Tunisian culture as well

as references to the historical background of the carnival. Along
with the chariot of Awessou, the
chariot of culture, the chariot
of the history of Sousse, the
chariot of traditional weddings and many others rode
in the procession. The festival will conclude on August 13th with a fireworks
show.
In June, the choreographer and artistic director
of the festival, Jalel Douma,
organised a flash mob on
the beach to announce
the carnival’s return after
four years during which security,
financial and political factors prevented it from taking place. Douma
emphasised the importance of the
efforts put into bringing back the
festival this year.
“This year I believe more than
ever in this carnival. We started
with a flash mob back in June as a
foretaste of the carnival. It had to
happen at any cost because it is our
only weapon against violence and
terrorism, ” Douma said.
“In the previous years, we were
held back by many of the problems
we encountered before in organising the festivals with the municipality and the governorate. Since
there were many positive changes
this year, students of dance schools
along with their parents gathered
and took part in the flash mob.”
The carnival comes at a time
when Tunisia is struggling to revive
tourism after the deadly terrorist attacks in June and one on the
Bardo National Museum in Tunis in
March.
“What happened was difficult.
We don’t have the right to give up
now and let them win. We, even
though afraid, should not let go at
this point.
That fear that cripples us should
end. We will do the carnival, and Tu-

El Djem, Tunisia:
Till August 15th
About 160 kilometres south of
Tunis, El Djem Roman amphitheatre has hosted classical
musicians from all over the
world since 1985 to perform at
El Djem International Festival of Symphony Music. In
its 30th edition, the festival
will include symphonic and
orchestral music from Tunisia,
France, Algeria and Italy.

Sousse, Tunisia:
Till August 16th
Sousse, located on the Gulf
of Hammamet, celebrates
peace through music.
The Sousse International
Festival in its 57th edition will feature over 26
days artists such as Pascal
Mechaalani, Saber Rebai, Idir
and Omar Faruk in addition to
putting on plays.

Jounieh, Lebanon:
Till August 16th

nisia with its children will continue
despite it all, even if something else
happens. Tunisians should not feel
down because of this,” Douma said.
“Terrorism is a global phenomenon
touching all countries including the
US and France. We will defend the
country, especially with the promotion of culture. If we were more
educated and aware, we would not
have many Tunisians joining ISIS
[Islamic State]. It is time we focus
on that to protect the younger generations from any threats.’’
This year’s carnival held in cooperation with the Ministry of Tourism is seen as playing an important
role in sending Tunisians as well as
foreigners a message of reassurance
regarding the security of the country.
The head of the regional commission of tourism in Sousse, Salwa
Guedri, says the carnival comes at a
critical time for the country.

“The difference this year is that it
won’t just last a day but it will start
on July 24th and will go on till August 13th… A lot of people [were]
awaiting impatiently the carnival as
it is one of the oldest festivals which
marks the town of Sousse,” she said.
“We have hope that, in the current circumstances of the country
and the difficulties that the tourism
sector experiences, the carnival is
a great opportunity for the town to
come back to life. It attracts Tunisians as well as foreign visitors.”
As the carnival kicked off smoothly, Douma hoped that such cultural
events would play a larger role in
the community than just entertainment
“Culture that should gain value
and power. It is our only way to protect Tunisian youth,” Douma said.
Roua Khlifi is a regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly in Tunis.

Over nine days, the live entertaining and educational exhibition Living Dinosaurs will
feature 25 life-size dinosaurs,
with a 3D theatre, live simulations and a children’s interactive area.

Beiteddine, Lebanon:
Till September 8th
Beiteddine Art Festival, which
is held in picturesque Beiteddine, located in the Chouf
mountains, showcases a variety
of performances, from operas
and concerts to theatre and art
exhibitions. The festival welcomes more than 50,000 visitors as well as numerous star
performers. In its 30th edition,
the festival will host the tenor
Juan Diego Florez, soprano
Anna Netrebko, Marcel Khalifa,
Kadim al-Sahir and others.

Dubai:
September 14th-20th
The 8th edition of the Dubai
International Dance Festival
features performances, workshops, themed dance parties,
dance competitions, international guest DJs and more.

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

Fish on wheels and majorettes

Traditional Sufi music
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