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raqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi’s bold plan to slash
spending, improve public services and sack corrupt officials
was a master stroke that earned
him much-needed popularity in the
face of protests calling for the removal of his government.
Perhaps the most significant of
Abadi’s reforms, unveiled on August 9th, is the abolition of the offices of three deputy prime ministers
and three vice-presidential posts,
effectively dismissing his predecessor, Nuri al-Maliki.
Maliki is widely seen as a sectarian leader who alienated the country’s once powerful Sunni Muslim
minority. Fed up with Maliki, many
Sunnis sided with Islamic State
(ISIS) militants when they captured
their cities, hailing them as “liberators”.
Removing Maliki could help Abadi win back the Sunnis but having a
powerful foe like Maliki could also
backfire.
Maliki served as prime minister from 2006 until he resentfully
stepped aside, dropping his quest
to stay on and paving the way for
Abadi to form his cabinet, in August
2014. The former prime minister is
widely alleged to have undermined
Abadi in a bid to return to power.
Maliki denies this. On August 11th,
Iraq’s parliament approved Abadi’s wide-ranging reforms by
acclamation.
The plan followed more than
two weeks of street protests demanding the government fix recurring electrical problems. Protesters
also demanded improved health
care, while others called for cleaner
tap water, better paved streets and
higher salaries.
“Al-Abadi is much stronger today,” Fadel al-Badrani, a professor
of communication science and media at the Iraqi University in Baghdad, told The Arab Weekly.
But Badrani warned that if Abadi
“hesitated or slackened, his cabinet
will be doomed”.
This may well happen.

Iraqi woman holds a placard during a demonstration against corruption and poor services on August
6, 2015, in Baghdad.

Removing Maliki
could help Abadi win
back the Sunnis but
having a powerful
foe like Maliki could
also backfire
Iraq’s power outages are unlikely
to be fixed anytime soon. Iraqi natural gas could easily cover the 10 gigawatt deficit the country currently
suffers but the gas sector has never
been developed because nobody

could figure out how to commoditise it.
Iraq also faces a swelling budgetary deficit, which has hampered investment in the energy sector.
Iraq commands the world’s second largest proven oil reserves after
Saudi Arabia and hopes to become
the world’s largest oil producer by
2020, but much of the oil revenue
was withered due to alleged official
corruption.
The power cuts are blamed on
factors ranging from official corruption to insurgent attacks on power
lines. Iraqi households receive electricity for an average seven hours a
day.

Under Abadi’s plan, several top
government posts must be filled
with independents, a step designed
to rid the state of rife corruption.
Previous appointments were determined by party sway and sectarian
allegiance.
Abadi’s plan would also reduce
spending on bodyguards for officials and calls for a review of all
corruption cases with fresh trials
for accused officials.
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is
the Levant section editor for The
Arab Weekly and has covered the
Middle East and North Africa for
nearly three decades.

Syrians’ desperate journey across the sea
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

urkish Coast Guard crews
have picked up more
than 2,100 mostly Syrian refugees trying to get
from Turkey to Greece in
less than a week.
Quoting Coast Guard sources,
Turkish media reported that, from
August 7th to August 10th, 1,799
refugees were rescued from small
boats in the Aegean.
Another 330 Syrians were found
adrift on August 11th, Reuters reported.
Refugees told Turkish media
they were driven by fears of being
sent back to their war-torn country
and by worsening conditions in
Turkey, which has taken in close to
2 million Syrians since the conflict
there began in 2011.
One man in the western city of
Izmir told the Hurriyet newspaper

he and many others left Syria to
avoid being conscripted into the
military of President Bashar Assad
or being forced to join extremist
rebel groups.
“We do not want to join the army
and fight in the war,” the man, who
was identified by the initials M.Y.,
told the daily. “You have to join either Assad or ISIS.”

A return to Syria would mean
they would have to join government troops. “This is why we are
not afraid of the risky boat trip.

We don’t have another choice,” he
said. Turkey has not yet sent any
refugees back to Syria and maintains it will stick to its “open door”

Turkey has taken
in close to 2 million
Syrians since the
conflict there
began in 2011
A group of five young men told
Hurriyet they were more afraid of
being sent back to Syria than of
the boat journey to Greece. “If we
can’t make it [to Greece] within a
month, Turkey will deport us,” one
of them said.

Syrian refugees jump off a dinghy upon arriving on a beach on the
Greek island of Kos, after crossing a part of the Aegean sea from
Turkey, on August 9, 2015.

policy that says no refugee from
Syria will be turned away.
But many refugees find it hard
to earn money and to find an affordable place to stay. For some,
the crossing to Greece presents itself as a chance to overcome their
plight.
Fatma Ahmet, a 38-year-old
woman who ran a pharmacy in
Syria before she fled to Turkey
with her four children, said it was
impossible for her to get by.
“The authorities are helping
but we want to work,” she told
the Turkish DHA news agency in
Izmir.
As Syrian refugees are not allowed to work legally in Turkey,
many of them complain of having
to work for extremely low wages
in the informal labour market. “If
you find work, they give you 30 lira
($11) a day or they don’t pay you at
all,” Ahmet said.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Istanbul.
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Anti-Houthi forces
advance, set sights on Taiz
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

F

orces loyal to the exiled
Yemeni government continue making gains in the
war against Iran-allied
Houthi rebels and are less
than 100 kilometres from Sana’a.
The latest advances by the antiHouthi coalition, which is made up
of pro-government fighters, Sunni
tribes and southern separatists,
came with the August 10th seizure
of the town of Utmah, south of the
capital.
Residents said pro-government
militias clashed with the Houthis
in the city of Ibb on August 11th.
Local tribal fighters advanced into
the central part of the city, home to
about 200,000 people, from surrounding rural areas and set up
checkpoints at its entrances.
Residents reached by phone reported hearing heavy gunfire, according to Reuters.

Analysts say that the
final piece of the
puzzle in winning
the war in Yemen lies
in the strategic city
of Taiz
Clashes with Houthi forces also
raged in the central provinces of
al-Bayda and Shabwa, where local
militiamen, backed by warplanes
from Gulf states, appeared to be
gaining the upper hand.
Exiled officials have pledged to
gradually resume their presence
on Yemeni soil, beginning from
their newly won base in the south.
The major advances by antiHouthi fighters began courtesy of a
military drive prepared and funded

by Gulf states, which trained and
supplied Yemeni recruits especially for the task. Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) countries, including
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates, deployed special forces
and backed the campaign with
hundreds of air strikes.

The anti-Houthi
coalition is made up
of pro-government
fighters, Sunni tribes
and southern
separatists
Analysts say that the final piece
of the puzzle in winning the war in
Yemen lies in the strategic city of
Taiz, south-west of Sana’a. According to news reports, pro-government forces are involved in clashes
with rebels.
However, Yemeni analyst Abdul-Aziz al-Sabri said, the gains
achieved in the south by antiHouthi forces are a result of the rebel group pulling their forces back
to Taiz.
“Whoever wins Taiz wins all of
Yemen,” he told Agence FrancePresse (AFP).
The conflict in Yemen began in
late March when the Saudi-led
Arab coalition started an aerial
campaign against rebels in an effort to restore the country’s recognised government headed by President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.
This was preceded by Houthis
taking over the southern port of
Aden, after a year of advances,
forcing Hadi and his cabinet to flee
to Riyadh.
Meanwhile, international aid
agencies describe the humanitarian situation in Yemen as “catastrophic”.
The International Committee of
the Red Cross (ICRC) said Yemen

was “crumbling” after months of
civil war.
“The humanitarian situation is
nothing short of catastrophic. Every family in Yemen has been affected by this conflict,” ICRC President
Peter Maurer said in a statement.
After a three-day visit he called for
free access to deliver necessities,
including food, clean water and
medicine.
The World Health Organisation
estimates that about 4,345 people
have been killed and 22,110 injured
since March 19th.
A UN official warned that armed
factions were deliberately starving
civilians in the conflict. Six million
people are “severely food insecure”, the UN Special Rapporteur
on the right to food Hilal Elver said
in a statement.
Armed groups besieging population centres were partly to blame,
Elver said.

International aid
agencies describe
the humanitarian
situation in Yemen
as “catastrophic”
“Sieges in a number of governorates, including Aden, Al Dhali,
Lahj and Taiz, have been preventing staple food items, such as
wheat, from reaching the civilian
population,” the statement said.
Meanwhile, according to the
United Nations, almost 10,000
Yemeni refugees have arrived in
Djibouti since late March, while
thousands of Ethiopians and other
migrants continue to travel to wartorn Yemen, many of them tricked
by smugglers into believing the
fighting there is over.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Coalition momentum. A Yemeni boy flashes the sign for victory
after arriving at the airport in Aden on August 6, 2015.

Looking beyond Aden
View poi nt

Joe Macaron

A

fter recapturing
Aden on July 17th in
their first ground
victory, fighters
loyal to exiled
President Abd
Rabbo Mansour Hadi are expanding their territorial advance in
the south and centre of Yemen,
hoping to push back Houthi
rebels and loyalists of former
president Ali Abdullah Saleh.
The Saudi-led coalition has
been providing training, sophisticated weapons, intelligence and
air support for pro-Hadi forces in
an attempt to alter the balance of
power on the ground. The fight
for Aden and the south featured
an odd alliance among Hadi’s
forces, armed tribes, southern
secessionists (al-Hirak), Islamist groups and al-Qaeda in the
Arab peninsula (AQAP). Their
only common interest is a shared
hatred of the Houthis.
Phase two of the operation is
under way to secure Aden and
capture surrounding governorates. Yet, multiple challenges
await Hadi’s government. Pushing Houthis and Saleh loyalists
back to the north will not be easy

The idea of federalism,
under a loose central
government, is gaining
traction

and controlling key areas in the
south will put Hadi’s forces in a
defensive position and leave them
vulnerable to insurgency.
Weapons caches held by southern militias, such as the Popular
Resistance, might become an
obstacle to stability, as could the
ambitions of southern secessionists, some of whom share with
the Houthis a common disdain for
Hadi’s regime.
The attempt to restore Yemen’s
exiled and weak government
beyond parts of the south has
been an elusive, long-term goal for
which Yemenis are paying a high
price.
More than 4,300 Yemenis,
half of them civilians, have been
killed. The coalition has imposed a
near-blockade on Yemen, cutting
off trade in food and fuel. More
than 21 million people — 80%
of Yemen’s population — are in
need of aid; 13 million face food
shortages and more than 9 million
struggle to get access to water.
AQAP has expanded its influence in Hadramawt governorate,
in particular its capital, Mukalla,
a tourist city of almost 500,000
with access to the Indian Ocean.
Now the Islamic State (ISIS) is
challenging the control of alQaeda in these areas, while both
groups have been launching attacks on Houthi targets in Sana’a
and across Yemen.
The United States is stepping
up drone strikes on key AQAP
leaders, signalling that al-Qaeda’s
threat is still a top US priority in
Yemen.
The most recent drone strike,

August 12th, targeted five al-Qaeda fighters in Mukalla.
Once Hadi’s government secures
control of the south, it will neighbour Hadramawt, where AQAP is
solidifying its gains and connections to local tribes.
Brigadier-General Ahmed Asiri,
the spokesman of the Saudi-led
coalition, told the New York Times
in June that there is no rush in
Yemen, likening it to US and NATO
efforts in Afghanistan, which took
“a decade”.
Since March, Saudi Arabia’s role
has evolved in Yemen from that
of powerbroker to interventionist.
While failing so far to establish
a sustainable regional balance
of power with Iran, Saudi Arabia
is facing frequent attacks on its
southern border and is alienating
Yemenis in Sana’a and beyond.
The Saudi intervention came as
a reaction to the Houthis’ reckless
decision to overrun the military
barracks of Sana’a and put the
government under siege. Even
though they might have had legitimate demands, Houthis sought to
turn the table.
When the Yemeni revolution
in 2011 threatened Saleh’s rule,
regional actors intervened to give
him an easy way out: a transfer
of power to Hadi in return for immunity.
The short-lived co-existence
between Hadi and the Muslim
Brotherhood not only proved
fruitless but further marginalised
the Houthis and inspired them to
forge an alliance with Saleh.
Instead of using their leverage
to push for a deal that gives them

The Saudi
intervention
came as a
reaction to
the Houthis’
reckless
decision to
seize Sana’a
barracks

a voice in the central government,
the Houthis continue to target
civilians, use coercion against
tribes, intentionally interrupt
basic public services, and feed a
civil war that further estranges
them from potential partners in
the country.
As battle lines are drawn, the
crisis in Yemen seems to have
moved beyond the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Initiative.
The idea of federalism, under a
loose central government, is gaining traction, suggesting that the
north would go for the Houthis
and the south for al-Hirak, while
Hadramawt and beyond are already an autonomous region with
al-Qaeda influence. With no end
in sight of the war, what at stakes
now is the unity of the country.
A possible way out of this scenario is an internationally backed
third-party mediator, working
parallel to UN efforts. Oman could
open doors to the Houthis but is
not strong enough to carry the
burden alone.
A more serious and engaged approach is needed by the international community.
In most, if not all, attempts at
reconciliation in Yemen since
2011, major actors were excluded
from the process, which made it
fragile and prone to collapse. To
have any chance of success, any
diplomatic effort to resolve the
crisis in Yemen must be comprehensive and inclusive.
Joe Macaron is a
Washington-based independent
writer and political analyst.
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Abha bomber was known to Saudi authorities
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he international community has been unified in
its condemnation of the
deadly terrorist attack
on an Abha mosque in
south-western Saudi Arabia. The
suicide bombing, which targeted
the Interior Ministry’s special
forces and left 15 people dead and
more than 30 injured, is considered the deadliest against Saudi
security forces since the Islamic
State (ISIS) made its presence
known in the kingdom in 2014.
“It is a heinous crime that is contrary to values and principles of
Islam and humanity as a whole,”
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
Secretary
-General Abdul Latif Al
Zayani said in a statement.
Tunisia, Egypt and Jordan collectively denounced the attack,
expressing solidarity with Saudi
Arabia in combating terrorism.

The kingdom’s
Interior minister has
called for more
vigilance following
the August 6th
attack
Commenting on both the Abha
bombing and an attack on a hotel
in Mali, US National Security Council spokesman Ned Price said: “We
extend our deepest condolences
to the families of the victims
and wish for the speedy recovery of the wounded. We express
solidarity with the governments
whose citizens were among the
victims.

“The United States will continue
to support our partners in Mali and
Saudi Arabia as they combat this
terrorist scourge.”
Following the release of a photograph and an audio recording
of the perpetrator by ISIS affiliate
Al-Hijaz Province, Saudi authorities identified the bomber as Saudi
citizen Youssef al-Suleiman, 21.

Suleiman had been
detained for 45 days
in 2013
In the audio recording Suleiman, identified by his nom de
guerre Abu Sinan al-Najdi, warned
that the Saudi government and its
troops “will not enjoy peace” for
taking part in the US-led coalition
battling ISIS in Iraq and Syria.
The Interior Ministry revealed
that Suleiman had been detained
for 45 days in 2013 on suspicion of
belonging to an extremist group.
According to pan-Arab daily
Asharq Al-Awsat, Suleiman was
detained in 2013 but was let go due
to a lack of evidence.
Other reports indicated that
Suleiman came from the northwestern town of Sakakah in AlJouf and had entered into a rehabilitation programme while jailed
in Riyadh.
However, he was not on any of
the kingdom’s most wanted lists
although he is believed to have
joined ISIS in late 2014 after getting inspired by websites and social media accounts attributed to
the group.
The kingdom’s Interior minister has called for more vigilance
following the August 6th attack.
“Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin
Abdul-Aziz called on the need to

Identified bomber Youssef al-Suleiman.
intensify preparedness and raise
the level of caution in the face of
any developments that, God forbid, may arise,” a statement carried by the official Saudi news
agency said. “This will not weaken
our resolve in standing up to the
enemies of the nation.”
In May, a suicide bomber attacked a Shia mosque in al-Qadeeh
village in Qatif province, killing 22
people.
This was followed by an attack

on the Imam Hussein mosque in
Dammam a week later that left
four people dead. In November
2014, a gunman opened fire at a
mosque in the eastern Saudi town
of Al-Ahsa, killing eight.
Saudi authorities warned ISIS
was trying to incite sectarian conflict and have arrested 431 people
in a major crackdown on ISISlinked cells. An ISIS-affiliated
group calling itself Najd Province,
named after the region around

Riyadh, claimed responsibility
for the attacks as well as a suicide
bombing that killed 26 people at a
Shia mosque in Kuwait in June.
The kingdom’s security organs
said that they have thwarted other
attacks by ISIS, including a suicide bomb plot targeting a mosque
in eastern Saudi Arabia that can
hold 3,000 worshipers, and attempts to attack other mosques,
diplomatic missions and security
bodies.

After Abha mosque attack, what now?

View poi nt

Alaya Allani

T

here have been three
attacks on mosques
since May in Saudi
Arabia, two on
mosques frequented
by Shias and the latest
on a mosque with ties to the
police. Could this be the beginning of the entrenchment of the
Islamic State (ISIS) in the kingdom?
Local newspapers wrote of the
existence of 1,400 ISIS members
in Saudi Arabia. More than 500
alleged members of the group
have been arrested over the past
six months.
The latest developments in the
region include the nuclear
agreement with Iran, Turkey
changing positions regarding the
armed conflict in Syria and
Moscow offering to host a
meeting between the Syrian
opposition and the Assad regime.
The question is whether Saudi
Arabia should rearrange its
priorities and take a new look at
the war on terror through the lens
of the latest geostrategic developments.
Following the mosque
attacks, Saudi authorities
emphasised the necessity of
fighting hatred and sectarian strife. This means that
Riyadh realises that it
must safeguard its youth
from joining the ranks of
ISIS and al-Qaeda, ensuring
that they do not join these

The question is whether
Saudi Arabia should
rearrange its priorities
and take a new look at the
war on terror

destructive armies that seek to
wipe out everything.
Political Islam, encapsulated in
the Arab world by the Muslim
Brotherhood, is definitely going
through its severest crisis in
decades. Furthermore, it is
important to take into consideration the fact that different jihadist
ideologies have been birthed from
within the Muslim Brotherhood.
Thus, the head of ISIS, Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi; the head of alQaeda, Ayman al-Zawahiri; the
leaders of Ansar al-Sharia; and the
founder of Boko Haram all have
ties to the Brotherhood.
It is high time for the political,
intellectual and religious elites in
Arab and Muslim countries to take
a stand against this evil ideology
and the threat it represents to
security and national interests.

It is also important not to
conduct this battle through
violence but by relying on
argument, media and voting. The
choice of violence has been tried
since the 1960s but always failed.
There is no excuse for not
eradicating the real roots of these
extremist movements, which lie
in both the ideologies of political
Islam and jihadist Salafism.
It is important to point out that
some Muslim Brotherhood
ideologues regret the group’s rush
to political power.
The result of their haste is that
they laid bare their true intentions, their obvious lack of
competence in governing and the
total absence of a modern civic
and democratic state from their
vision. These figures think things
were better when they were in the
opposition
camp than
when
they
were in
power.

During a funeral for bombing victims in Dammam, on June 3,
2015, A mourner calls for the enactment of a law considering hate
and sectarianism a crime.

Muslim
states should
look to enact
legislation
forbidding
the creation
of political
parties on
the basis of
religion

Moreover, the tug of war
between Egyptian authorities and
the Muslim Brotherhood has
driven a wedge of distrust
between Arab public opinion and
the Brotherhood in all “Arab
spring” states.
After attacks on Shia mosques,
and now a mosque tied to the
authorities, this has solidified
consensus regarding the importance of eradicating the jihadist
movement and its extremist
religious offspring factions. With
this popular support, it is going to
be easier to launch the next stage
in the war against terror.
Supporters of the liberal
democratic and nationalist
paradigm and the proponents of a
moderate reformist mainstream
Islam must do more to rise to the
challenge of coming up with a new
discourse that lays the foundations for the modern state, one in
which different racial, sectarian
and religious elements come
together equally in a citizenship
paradigm.
Muslim states should look to
enact legislation forbidding the
creation of political parties on the
basis of religion. Those seeking
religious activism must do this
through civil associations, not
politics. They will have to abide by
the related regulations, which
forbid all forms of divisive
discourse and actions and
guarantee the safety and respect
of all religions. Thus, the state
becomes receptacle for all shades
of the spectrum, drawing its
legitimacy and strength from the
constitution and the rule of law
and national cohesion.
Alaya Allani is an expert in Islamic
extremism. He teaches at
Manouba University in Tunis.
His commentary was translated
and adapted from the
Arabic.
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Riyadh rejects cooperation
with Assad regime
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir insisted there will
be no cooperation with the
regime of Syrian President
Bashar Assad.
Jubeir’s comments came after
a meeting with his Russian counterpart, Sergei Lavrov, in Moscow,
which is one of the Syrian regime’s
last remaining backers.
The Russian government has
called for coordination between the
Syrian government and members of
an international coalition, including Saudi Arabia, to fight the Islamic
State (ISIS) extremist group, which
controls significant territories in
Syria and Iraq.

“The exit of
President Assad is
part of these
differences,” Lavrov
said.
“As for a coalition in which Saudi
Arabia would participate with the
government of Syria, then we need
to exclude that. It is not part of our
plans,” Jubeir said in comments
translated into Russian.
“Our position has not changed…
There is no place for Assad in the future of Syria.”
“We think that Bashar Assad is
part of the problem, not part of the
solution,” he added.
The Putin government has been a
staunch supporter of the Assad regime, while Saudi Arabia has backed
elements of the insurgency against
him. The kingdom insists Assad
must step down to end the conflict

which emerged following “Arab
spring”-inspired protests and has
so far claimed more than 240,000
lives.
The international anti-ISIS coalition was proposed by the Russians
in June and was slated to include
Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Iraq and the
Syrian regime’s army.
The meeting in Moscow was preceded by an August 3rd meeting in
Qatar between Lavrov, Jubeir and
US Secretary of State John Kerry.
At a news conference following
the talks, Lavrov said “the issue is
not related to the formation of a
traditional coalition under a higher
commander and armed forces that
obey him” but rather through “coordinating the movements of those
who fight the terrorists in the first
place”.
He emphasised that “their first
mission is to fight the terrorist threat
and put aside the settling of their accounts”.
The Russian minister added that
unlike ISIS, “Bashar Assad does not
threaten any neighbouring country” and called on the international
community to prioritise fighting
ISIS over Assad. For his part, Jubeir
said Assad had played a role in ISIS’s
emergence because he pointed “his
weapons against his people and not
against” the Islamic State, which
makes Assad a part of the problem
and not the solution.
“The exit of President Assad is
part of these differences,” Lavrov
said. He said Moscow would have
separate talks with Syrian opposition representatives including the
Syrian National Coalition and the
Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union
(PYD).
However, Riyadh and Moscow
have agreed to facilitate talks between the Syrian government and

representatives of all Syrian opposition groups concerning the country’s future.
“We agreed to continue practical steps, we agreed on them,
which are aimed at preparing the
optimal conditions for a renewal
of dialogue between the [Syrian]
government and all the Syrian opposition,” Lavrov said.

Jubeir said: “Our
position has not
changed… There is
no place for Assad in
the future of Syria.”
Syria’s opposition National Coalition and a second opposition
group and the head of the Syrian
Kurdish PYD are all expected in
Moscow soon.
But the likelihood of the Putin
government convincing the National Coalition, the main opposition political body, to work with
Assad is very slim. Ahead of the
meetings, coalition member Hisham Marwah rejected any alliance
involving Assad.
“Confronting terrorism requires
a transitional body that brings together all Syrians,” Marwah said.
“It is clear that Assad and the criminals around him have no place
in this phase or in the future of
Syria.”
The group is sending a delegation headed by its president,
Khaled Khoja, for its first talks in
Moscow since February 2014.
Commenting on the latest developments, Syrian opposition
figure Mahmoud al-Hamza, who is
based in Moscow and a member of
the Syrian National Council, said
Russia has taken the first step on

Diplomatic flurry. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (R)
and his Saudi counterpart Adel Al-Jubeir during their meeting in
Moscow, on August 11th.
the road to abandoning Assad but
will only accept Assad’s removal
through a political process that
guarantees Russia’s interests in
Syria.
Russian diplomacy is playing
the Syrian card in the same way
that it has used the country for
years, he added.

“I think that Moscow is now
aware that Russia is cut off not just
from Europe but also from the Arabs due to its position on the Syrian regime. While the situation on
the ground indicates that Assad
will not be able to survive for a
long period of time amid the collapse of his forces,” Hamza said.

Geopolitical plates shifting in Syria, Assad in quandary
View poi nt

Martin Jay

S

yria has been in the
news recently for what
looks like yet another
shift in geopolitical
plates but this time it’s
the Russians who are
finally getting tired of the war
there. Washington will note, for
all the wrong reasons.
While the West continues to parade the idea that the Islamic State
(ISIS) is the main concern, when,
in fact, removing Syrian leader
Bashar Assad is the nucleus of the
big-picture thinking, it’s Moscow
that is turning its sights on ISIS
as journalists noted a somewhat
grandiose fanfare from Ankara announcing it was about to launch a
“major offensive” on ISIS in Syria.
Yet killing ISIS fighters, but not
blocking their supply lines from
Turkey, is being felt by both Washington and Moscow.
The Russians are starting to get
nervous about jihadists returning
to the Caucasus and Central Asia,
as many Chechens returning to
the battlefield is not what Russian
President Vladimir Putin bargained for when he weighed in on
Syria to support Assad in the early
days of 2011.
The Russians have organised a
meeting between the Saudi defence minister and Syria’s security
chief. Reports in one pro-Assad
broadsheet suggested that the
Russians were sticking with
their man but they want a real

Removing Syrian leader
Bashar Assad is the nucleus
of the big-picture
thinking

Tight curve ahead. Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif (R) and his
Syrian counterpart Walid al-Moualem in Tehran, August 5, 2015.
push on ISIS as Putin is getting jittery about fighters leaving Syria to
return to fight Mother Russia.
It was reported at the time that
the Saudis refused to cooperate
with Assad as the Russians had
asked. Yet curiously, Riyadh has
reportedly proposed a different
plan to Assad to resolve the Syrian
crisis, the London-based Al-Hayat
newspaper reported.
The cusp of the idea is simply to
deflate the support of both sides:
the Saudis will stop supporting
rebels trying to overthrow Assad
in return for Hezbollah, Iranian
and other Shia forces pulling out
of Syria.

According to Al-Hayat, this is
expected to help “prepare the
ground for presidential and parliamentary elections in Syria, under
UN monitoring”.
If the initiative comes from the
Russia talks, then can we assume
that Moscow is planning, after all,
the removal of Assad, but only in
the longer term? At first glance it’s
as though Assad has failed his Russian backers on various levels: He
can neither kill ISIS in significant
numbers, nor stop jihadists either
entering or leaving the country
from its ranks.
Part of this is to nudge the
Iranians out of the Syrian picture

The
Russians are
starting to
get nervous
about
jihadists
returning
to the
Caucasus

as Tehran sets to gain influence in
Syria if it is a chequered landscape
of hardcore Sunni groups fighting
the regime. By contrast, if Assad
could rebuild an “Arab” state, the
country would remain much more
of a Russian satellite than an Iranian one, as the latter depends on
a fragmented, failed state rather
than a singular wobbly one.
Assad must be having sleepless
nights. The Saudis have offered
him a deal but can he risk the
wrath of Iran’s hardliners who will
not forgive him easily for thanking them for the Iranian military
support on the ground but then
asking the soldiers — as well as
Hezbollah fighters — to leave?
If he doesn’t do this, he risks losing more ground in Syria and for
the Russians to consider him to be
a sequestrum they would be wise
to discard.
The Syrian leader recently made
a shocking announcement on state
television: He admitted to losing
ground in the war and that his
ranks are dwindling, the latter
as a direct result of the morale
of senior army officers hitting an
all-time low, as their influence is
drowned out by the ever increasing number of militias that Iran is
behind.
Have those fighters lost their
appeal now for the Syrian leader
and are they now considered to
be part of the problem rather than
the solution?
Martin Jay is the Middle East
correspondent for the United
Kingdom’s Daily Mail based in
Beirut plus the English language
editor of the Lebanese daily An
Nahar.
Follow him on Twitter:
@MartinRJay.
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Major hurdles still block negotiated solution
Dominique Roch

Paris

F

or the past few weeks,
there has been a flurry of
diplomatic activities led by
Russia and Iran to find a solution to the raging Syrian
war but the success of such efforts
will depend partly on whether Syrian President Bashar Assad will accept a real power-sharing arrangement that could keep him — for a
while — in power in Damascus, say
observers of the secretive Syrian
scene.
Having recently publicly acknowledged that a shortage of military
personnel is compelling him to focus on essential areas, Assad could
welcome — maybe under pressure
from his own Alawite clan and from
his Russian and Iranian backers — an
agreement that would help him consolidate his grip on these areas.
The Syrian regime controls about
35% of the country’s territory.
Regime-held areas — dubbed the
“Useful Syria” because they consist
of significant economic or strategic
urban centres, axes of communication and natural resources rich
spots — include roughly the coastal
front on the Mediterranean with the
mainly Alawite province of Latakia,
central Syria with the cities of Homs
and Hama, one-third of Aleppo, Damascus and areas in southern Syria,
including the Sweida Druze minority stronghold.
The regime has lost to rival Sunni
rebel groups, led by the Islamic State
(ISIS) and by al-Qaeda affiliated alNusra Front, the Idlib and Deir ezZor northern and eastern provinces,
with the exception of Deir ez-Zor
airport, and a few positions in the
Kurdish-held Hasakah province. It
also lost the ancient city of Palmyra,
the control of parts of the Damascus
outskirts and large sections of Quneitra and Deraa in the south.

With the exception of Lebanon,
the regime no longer controls its
borders, whether with Turkey, Iraq
or Jordan. Its forces in July launched
a still-ongoing offensive in the
Qalamoun area near Lebanon to
seize the Zabadani hilly resort. Controlling this area would allow the Assad regime to tighten its grip on the
borders with Lebanon deemed vital
as it ensures the flow of men and
weaponry belonging to the pro-Iranian Hezbollah militia, allied with
the Syrian regime.
The regime is also under pressure
in the western part of the country,
in areas overlooking its mainly Alawite stronghold in the Latakia governorate. It has lost positions in the
Sahl el-Ghab plain which borders
this area. It, however, retains control of the nearby Jibal al Sahiliyyah,
a chain of coastal mountains, which
is — for the ruling Assad clan — an
absolute red line as it commands access to Alawite country. Particularly
important is the village of Jourine,
which hosts the Syrian, Iranian and
Hezbollah military command.
Time is playing against the Syrian
regime, say insiders in Syria, mainly
because of the attrition of the Syrian
Army. This is why Iran, which has
been backing Assad with money,
weaponry, military advisers, commanders and personnel, is trying to
revive a four-step peace plan.
The plan advocates a ceasefire,
setting up a “national unity government”, rewriting Syria’s constitution to include the country’s main
ethnic groups and having national
elections under international supervision. The plan is to be presented
soon to UN Secretary-General Ban
Ki-moon. Russia is also making efforts to find a diplomatic solution to
the Syrian conflict. Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov has met to that effect
with his US and Saudi counterparts
in Qatar. Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir went to Moscow for more
talks on the fight against ISIS. The
National Coalition, the main Syrian

Russia's Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (L) and US Secretary of State John Kerry before a bilateral
meeting in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on August 5, 2015.
exiled opposition group that advocates a civil state, has also accepted
an invitation to visit Moscow.
Syrian officials have been part
of this recent flurry of diplomatic
meetings. Walid al-Moualem, the
Syrian foreign minister, visited
Oman on a first such visit to a Gulf
country in four years, while Ali
Mamlouk, a close security adviser to
Assad, met in Riyadh with Saudi Defence Minister Mohammad bin Salman bin Abdulaziz. This is a first as
Sunni Saudi Arabia has been working tirelessly to overthrow Assad
and his ruling Alawite minority sect
backed by Shia Iran.
The deal on Iran’s nuclear programme raised hopes in the United

States that Tehran might play a constructive role in Syria and Iraq, two
countries where the Iranians wield
decisive influence.
But the United States seems more
concerned about defeating ISIS than
toppling Assad. US President Barack
Obama said recently Iran and Russia
are worried about a potential collapse of the Syrian regime and this
is paving the way “for more serious
discussions on Syria”.
In any case, a power-sharing arrangement between Assad and rebels willing to sit with him could
produce a larger coalition of Syrian
troops on the ground to fight ISIS,
which controls large parts of Syrian
territory and neighbouring Iraq.

Syrian sources say the Russians
recently assured their Damascus
protégés that come late September,
after US approval of the Iranian nuclear deal, there will be much activity regarding the four-year Syrian
conflict.
It may be so but nobody, whether
in Moscow or Washington, is downplaying the difficulty of overcoming
the major hurdles facing an agreement in Syria, starting with setting
up a representative transitional government and the ultimate fate of Assad himself.
Dominique Roch is a regular analyst
and special correspondent for The
Arab Weekly.

US-backed secular force off to a slow start in Syria
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

A

l-Nusra Front, the alQaeda franchise in Syria,
recently abducted Syrian
rebel fighters believed
to be from the group
trained by the United States in Turkey. The capture signals resistance
to Washington’s plan to equip the
Syria insurgency to combat the Islamic State (ISIS).
In response, the United States
bombed al-Nusra Front’s headquarters in Syria. Al-Nusra admitted in
a statement that the strike killed or
wounded a number of its fighters.
“[In Aleppo], the street is divided
between proponent and opponent,”
said Mohammed Yassin, a resident
of the rebel-held part of Aleppo. Yassin said people do not like al-Nusra’s
strict ideology and its dominance in
the north, but say the group may be
the only option for defending the
area. Some people in Aleppo, according to Yassin, support al-Nusra
because it has played a major role
in battles against the government of
Syrian President Bashar Assad and
ISIS.
Yassin said al-Nusra fighters justified their actions against the USbacked force as self-defence, insisting that the United States trained
and sent the fighters to confront
them.
The US-supported force, known
as “Division 30″, was supposedly
formed as a nucleus of a “national
army” — a nationalist-oriented
armed opposition group the United
States hoped to establish in Syria.
Al-Nusra’s abduction of more than
ten fighters, including the group’s
leader, is a setback to the struggling

US strategy to create a secular armed
force.
Pentagon officials said one fighter
from the group was killed and five of
the captured fighters were Division
30 trainees. On August 4th, however, the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights reported that al-Nusra
captured a second group of fighters
from the new force.
The US-backed force is reportedly
trying to move to areas safe from attacks by al-Nusra.
The White House’s changing
policy towards the conflict has left
the United States with few allies in
Syria.
Since its initiation in May, the
CIA-led training and equipping
programme has struggled to gain
support from rebel groups, largely
due to the programme’s intention
to exclusively combat ISIS and not
the Assad regime. Both hard-line
Islamists and moderate nationalists viewed the training programme
with scepticism.
“The Syrian people, for sure, do
not trust America,” Yassin said, adding that armed groups, in particular,

are hesitant to work with the United
States, noting the example of the
Hazm Movement — a group formerly
backed by the US but abandoned by
the West after suffering a major defeat to al-Nusra.
To date, the Pentagon has trained
and equipped only 54 fighters; the
programme aims to graduate 5,000
anti-ISIS fighters.
Days before his abduction, the
new force’s commander, Colonel
Nadim Hassan, told the New York
Times that the first contingent of
the force was sent to the front lines
in Syria without night-vision goggles, which are essential for the fight
against ISIS. He commented that
Pentagon trainers pushed the group
to quickly join the fight “so they can
get results to show their bosses”.
Mohammed Ghanem, a senior political adviser and government relations director for the Syrian American Council in Washington, said
the United States had to work on
implementing a “serious” train and
equip programme and referenced
the US programmes for troops in
Iraq, where 8,000 fighters have been

A May 2015 photo of al-Nusra Front members riding on a pick-up truck
mounted with an anti-aircraft weapon in the Syrian city of Ariha.

trained in just six months.
“But even the best options will
not be effective if there is no political will,” he noted. Though the newly trained fighters are committed to
only fighting ISIS, and not the Assad
regime, the Pentagon is authorised
to defend the new force against any
attacks, including by government
forces. US officials, however, are
reportedly concerned about direct
confrontations with Assad forces.

The newly trained
fighters are
committed to only
fighting ISIS, and not
the Assad regime
Ghanem insisted the new force
must be authorised to fight the Assad regime in addition to ISIS. “It
is absurd to forbid trainees to fight
Assad when even the [US] State Department has accused him of serving as the ISIS air force,” he added.
However, White House policy, according to Ghanem, is “avoiding any
serious measures against Assad to
avoid angering Iran and jeopardising
the [Iranian] nuclear deal”.
Western powers have been struggling to find local partners in Syria.
The West is reportedly considering
working with Ahrar al-Sham — a
Salafi armed group mainly positioned in the northern parts of Syria
and considered one of the bestfunctioning factions in the Syrian
conflict.
As the Iran nuclear deal seems
to be increasing Tehran’s influence
in the Syrian conflict, observers in
Washington have begun to see a necessity for the United States to expand its training programme of Syrian rebels, even if it entails accepting
the risks of coordinating with hard-

line groups or in vetting trainees.
The former US ambassador to Syria, Robert Ford, co-wrote an article
in July suggesting dialogue between
the United States and Ahrar alSham, noting that not talking with
groups such as Ahrar would reduce
the little influence the United States
has.
Ahrar al-Sham, labelled by the
United States as a hard-line jihadi
group, has been reaching out to
the West as well through op-eds.
The group’s head of foreign affairs,
Labib Al Nahhas, wrote opinion articles — one published by the New
York Times and another by The
Telegraph in Britain — outlining Ahrar al-Sham’s intentions and postAssad agenda. The US Department
of Defense’s 2015 national defence
authorisation bill forbids Ahrar alSham fighters from joining the trainand-equip programme, however.
“Cooperation is unlikely, but
things could change if Ahrar alters
its behaviour,” says Ghanem. “We
could also see a form of indirect USAhrar cooperation through Turkey
as part the Turkish safe zone.”
In recent weeks, US-Turkey relations have progressed due to compromises made by both countries
on issues related to the war in Syria.
Ankara and Washington agreed to
the establishment of a “safe zone”
in northern Syria where supported
rebels can possibly position.
The Syrian opposition hopes the
recent US-Turkey affinity will enable further international coordination to implement an effective plan
of action for Syria.
Abdulrahman al-Masri covers
politics and news in the Middle East
and Syria in particular. He can be
followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrahmanMasri.
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The tragedy
of Syrian refugees

O

n August 11th, the Turkish Coast Guard rescued dozens of
Syrian refugees travelling in eight small boats. According
to the Reuters news agency, the refugees included many
children, newborns and visibly pregnant women. According to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
124,000 refugees have so far in 2015 reached Greek islands
in the Aegean Sea from Turkey.

There are 60 million refugees across the planet but a huge chapter of this
unprecedented human displacement is played out in the Middle East, which
is described by the UNHCR as “the world’s largest producer and host of
forced displacement”.
This is a tragedy where a few countries bear a disproportionate burden.
War and terror have made most countries of the Middle East and North
Africa part of this drama. However, it is the Syrians who suffer most from
displacement; 7.6 million of them are internally displaced and more than 4
million others have sought refuge outside their country.
No countries bear as much of a burden as a result as Turkey, Lebanon and
Jordan do. Turkey hosts more than 2 million Syrians. Lebanon and Jordan,
two small countries with their own economic problems, are, respectively,
host to more than 1 million and 500,000 refugees. One-in-five people in
Lebanon today is a Syrian refugee. This disproportionate burden has been
compounded in 2015 by the drastic reduction of international funding of the
meagre food assistance received by refugees in Lebanon and Jordan.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

What the United States
should do to fight ISIS

Another chapter of the tragedy often unfolds in the Mediterranean as refugees attempt to cross the sea in search of a better life. Whether from Turkish
or Libyan shores, desperate populations from North Africa and the Middle
East are taking their chances on a dangerous crossing. In 2015 alone, 1,865
people have died trying to cross to Europe. Here, too, the number of wouldbe migrants from Syria is particularly high. They constitute about 33% of
those arriving on European shores.
The displacement of populations from the Levant should be factored in
the war on the Islamic State (ISIS). If 2.7 million people continue to live under the barbaric rule of ISIS, tens of thousands have been compelled to flee
Raqqa, Tadmur, Mosul, Tikrit, Ramadi and other cities in Syria and Iraq.
Lebanon, Turkey and Jordan cannot continue assuming such a large share
of the burden. Lack of international support is pushing countries of the
region to consider restrictions despite the dire circumstances of refugees. In
recent months, Lebanon has restricted the entry of Syrian refugees, leading to an 80% drop in the number of entries during the first three months of
2015.

Martin Sieff

Western nations should stop looking at Middle Eastern refugees as just a
security risk or an unbearable economic burden. Immigrants from the Arab
world have historically enriched the social fabric in Europe and the United
States.
The European Union should be more generous in its allocation of settlement and relocation places and have a long-term vision of immigration.
As Judith Sunderland of Human Rights Watch said, “the EU should establish and expand safe and legal channels into the EU — ways in which migrants, asylum seekers and refugees can apply to reach EU territory without
having to risk their lives or resort to criminal networks”.
That advice applies to the United States and all other developed countries.
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or Saudi Arabia and the
Gulf states, the security
challenge of the coming
year is clear: It will be to
contain or adapt to the
further expansion of the
Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and
Syria and to the continued rise in
power and influence of Iran in Iraq.
The prime dynamic behind both
of these developments will continue
to be the policies of the US government: Washington will continue to
feed the growth of ISIS and the rise
of Iran even while US policymakers
imagine they are doing the opposite.
The wisest things the US government could do to prevent the
growth of ISIS would be:
First, end drone strikes that
slaughter far more civilians than
terrorists.
Second, support the existing governments in Egypt, Saudi Arabia,
Jordan, Turkey, Pakistan and the
Gulf states as strongly as possible.
Third, the Obama administration
and Congress should just shut up.
They should quit endlessly lecturing the traditionally US-friendly
governments in the region to spread
“freedom” and “democracy” the
American way. That magic elixir
has never succeeded in improving
conditions in any country where it
has been applied.
Fourth, the US government
should fire its endless armies of
Washington think-tankers and
“consultants” who swarm over the
Middle East like locusts, relentless
in their energy, unbelievable in their
arrogance, obvious in their ignorance and incompetence.
We have seen the results of their
activities in Iraq, Libya, Yemen and
elsewhere. Their efforts at nationbuilding are risible wherever they
have been applied.
Fifth, US policymakers should
actually start taking the advice
of officials who serve successful,
stable governments throughout the
Gulf, in Saudi Arabia and in Jordan.
The Obama administration, like
the catastrophic George W. Bush
administration, has never
done this.
However, it is certain that
none of these modest, practical and essential policies
will be applied. Instead, the
infernal rhythm of US drone
and manned air strikes in
Iraq and Syria will continue,
creating more recruits for
ISIS with every attack.
The United States will continue to
pour billions of dollars of state-ofthe-art equipment to the hollow
Iraqi formations it insists on “train-

ing” from scratch, oblivious to the
fact that it has failed to create any
credible government or policies in
Iraq to earn the respect and loyalty
of the Sunni Arab population of the
country.
As these policies continue to fail,
as they certainly will, US President
Barack Obama and Secretary of
State John Kerry will reach out in
desperation for the support of an
enemy that despises them — the
Shia rulers of Iran.
Iranian influence over Iraq will
continue to grow, the military power of the Shia militias in Iraq will
continue to expand and the United
States will continue to foster these
processes even though they are
totally antithetical to US national
interests.

Successful Arab
governments
will have no
choice but to
cooperate as
best they can
with each other
Policymakers in Riyadh, Amman, Cairo and Ankara should
certainly use every diplomatic and
military channel they still have to
persuade Washington to advocate
more sensible and potentially successful courses of action. Unfortunately, experience teaches us that
they will, as usual, be ignored.
Successful Arab governments
will have no choice but to cooperate as best they can with each
other, ignore the siren songs of US
recommendations that are bound
to be catastrophic, keep their own
security forces as strong, wellfinanced and efficient as possible
and seek to maintain constructive
relations with Tehran insofar as this
is possible.
This bleak picture is very different
from the childish displays of macho,
can-do optimism that issue daily
from the State Department, the
White House and the Pentagon. But
Arab leaders, pundits and policymakers live in the real world and do
not need to rely on such ridiculous
fantasies.
Martin Sieff is a senior fellow of the
American University in Moscow
and the author most recently of
Gathering Storm: The Seventh Era
of American History and the Coming
Crisis that will Lead to It.
(Amazon-Kindle, 2014).
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An invasion brought on by ignorance

A

quarter of a century
after Saddam
Hussein’s ill-fated
invasion and
occupation of
Kuwait, Iraq is in
ruins while Kuwait is thriving.
Khairallah Khairallah
Saddam laid the foundation for
the end of Iraq as we knew it and
the ultimate destruction of the
country. He fired the first shot that
led to the tragedy that we are witnessing across the region today.
This was only compounded by
the war launched by US president
George W. Bush and its regional repercussions. The only beneficiary
of this succession of disasters was
Iran, which used it to expand its
presence not just in Iraq but across
the region.
In fact, earlier in 2015 we saw
official confirmation from Iran that
Baghdad, which previously sought
control of Kuwait, is under Tehran’s control and guardianship.
On August 2, 1990, the world
was shocked by the Iraqi army
marching on Kuwait. Almost
nobody had predicted this. How
could this be possible in the 20th
century, observers asked. While
the actual event was historic, its
repercussions have been seismic.
This insane military adventure
launched by Saddam’s Iraq can
be seen as part of a broader Arab
phenomenon of general ignorance
of the global balance of power.
Saddam failed to understand that
the balance of power was simply
not in his favour and
that the international
Saddam laid the
community would not sit
idly by while he invaded
foundation for the
and occupied his smaller
neighbour.
end of Iraq as we
Saddam was not just
knew it
ignorant of the regional
and global balance of
power. He was ignorant
of everything when it
came to Kuwait. At the time, there
was not a single Kuwaiti who supported or accepted this occupation. No occupation can succeed
under such circumstances. In fact,

A 1991 photo shows a long line of vehicles abandoned by fleeing Iraqi troops in Kuwait.
the Iraqi occupation produced
a sense of unity and nationalism that had not been seen there
before.
There was a simple lack of
understanding of what was going
on in the world and the repercussions of the fall of the Berlin
Wall and the end of the Cold War
and a world under a new world
order with just one superpower,
the United States. He did not ask
how Washington would view his
military adventure. He did not
question what the reaction would
be from Saudi Arabia or other Arab
Gulf states or how his ill-thoughtout occupation would change the
regional balance of power.
With this illogical attempt, Iraq
effectively signed its own death
warrant. What we see today is the
natural result of Saddam’s military

adventurism.
After the occupation of Kuwait,
Tehran took the decision to roll up
its sleeves and get involved in Iraq.
It attempted to topple the regime
in 1991 when it backed a popular
uprising in Shia majority areas of
the country.

Saddam failed to
understand that the
balance of power
was simply not in his
favour
But what Iran failed to do in
1991, during the George H.W. Bush
era, it implemented in 2003 during the administration of his son,
George W. Bush.
Iran was a participant in the

US-led war on Iraq in 2003. What
George H.W. Bush refused, George
W. Bush allowed, and this was
completed by current US President
Barack Obama. This can all be
traced back to the historic mistake
made by Saddam. It is the entire
region today that is paying the
price.
Saddam placed the first brick in
the process that would ultimately
end Iraq and this is an operation
that is entering its final stages. This
is something that has gone beyond
Iraq, to affect Syria and Lebanon
after the Iranian expansion project
has come into its own.
Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese
writer. The commentary was
translated and adapted from the
Arabic. It was initially published
on Al Arab newspaper.

The United States picked the wrong ally to fight ISIS

W

hen Turkey
finally agreed to
actively join
US-led efforts to
fight the Islamic
State (ISIS),
Ankara was supposed to make the
battle against the extremist group
more effective. Yet within days,
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan bombed not just ISIS
forces but also, with even greater
fervour, the one group showing
some success in keeping them at
bay: the Kurds.
The United States miscalculated
by bringing in Erdogan.
Turkey’s embattled and volatile
leader looks far less interested in
combating ISIS than in reclaiming
his power at home. Erdogan’s
personal agenda, however, cannot
be allowed to alienate US partners
and prolong the conflict.
Washington’s first priority
here should be to preserve its
constructive alliances with Kurdish
groups in the fight against ISIS.
It must also prevent Turkey from
further undermining the key
strategic goal of defeating the
jihadists.
US officials should be
taking a far stronger stance
against Erdogan’s attacks on
The United States
the Kurds. One complicating
miscalculated by
factor is that both Ankara
and Washington have
bringing in
labelled the target of
Turkish operations —
Erdogan
the Kurdistan Workers
Party (PKK) — a terrorist
organisation. But there
are related Kurdish organisations
that US leaders can and should
approach, publicly reassure and
privately work with to maintain
their cooperation against ISIS.

Blaise Misztal

A demonstrator holds a placard as pro-peace, anti-war
demonstrators gather for a pro-peace rally in Istanbul, on August 9,
2015, against the outbreak of new clashes between Turkish security
forces and pro-Kurdish rebels.
First, the Syrian Kurdish political
movement, the Democratic
Union Party, though ideologically
related to the PKK, is considered
a separate organisation and not
designated a terrorist group under
US law.
Its leader, Saleh Muslim,
should be invited to Washington
expeditiously for high-level
consultations with government
officials. These meetings
could publicly demonstrate
Washington’s continued
commitment to the Syrian Kurds.
Second, Turkey’s pro-Kurdish
political party, the Peoples’
Democratic Party, is increasingly
popular because it represents the
aspirations of the vast majority of
Turkey’s Kurds to reach a peaceful
solution to the long civil conflict,
as well as many Turks who want a

more democratic, liberal Turkey.
The party’s success in the June
general elections was tremendous;
it won seats in parliament for the
first time. Yet the government has
recently opened an investigation
into the party’s joint leader,
Selahattin Demirtas, that many
critics say is politically motivated.
The US ambassador to Turkey
should meet Demirtas and express
Washington’s continued support
for concluding a peace process
between Turkey and the PKK.
Third, the Kurdistan Regional
Government in northern Iraq
remains the most important of
all the Kurdish factions. It might
also be least likely to abandon the
anti-Islamic State coalition over
Turkish actions because of its
close economic ties to Ankara and
ideological opposition to the PKK.

But if the regional government
were to abandon the coalition,
US forces could lose access to
critical operational, planning
and intelligence facilities. So US
officials would do well to reassure
Kurdish leaders of Washington’s
commitment to their safety.
Another priority for US officials
should be to remove Erdogan’s
motivation for attacking the PKK:
political survival.
In June, Turkish voters handed
Erdogan a significant defeat.
His Justice and Development
Party, after 12 years of single-party
rule, failed to secure even a simple
majority in parliament. Ever since,
Erdogan has been searching for an
excuse to call early elections and
cajole the voters who deserted him
to return to the fold. War offered
the perfect opportunity.
By denying Erdogan’s campaign
any imprimatur of international
legitimacy, the United States could
begin to cut down on the political
benefit he is seeking to accrue.
This could mean US officials
openly questioning Turkey’s attack
on the PKK and highlighting how
it jeopardises the mission against
ISIS.
It might have been a
miscalculation to bring Erdogan
into this conflict. But if the United
States could stick by its Kurdish
partners and chastise Erdogan’s
recklessness, he might realise
that he is the one who has finally
overplayed his hand.
Blaise Misztal is director of the
national security programme
at the Bipartisan Policy Center.
This commentary was initially
published by the Reuters news
agency.
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Iraq’s Kurds face off in power struggle
Harvey Morris

London

I

raqi Kurdistan, confronting
an economic squeeze as well
as a continuing threat from
the Islamic State (ISIS) along
a 1,000-kilometre border, was
due to have elections for a new president in August.
However, a political stalemate
among the region’s main political
blocs over the relative powers of the
president and the parliament makes
it a near-certainty that the incumbent, Masoud Barzani, will remain
in office for up to two more years.

The boom years have
given way to
economic
retrenchment
That might come as a relief to
Kurdistan’s allies, including the
United States, who would prefer the
current focus to be on battling ISIS
rather than switching leadership
and rewriting the constitution. A
US delegation in the region recently
was reported to have stressed during a meeting with Barzani’s rivals
the need for continuity.
Barzani, who has held the presidency in the semi-autonomous
territory of the Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) for the past decade, announced in June that direct
elections for a successor would be
held on August 20th. Legally he is
only entitled to remain in office for
two four-year terms.
The announcement set up unresolved demands from rivals of his
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP)
for constitutional changes that
would strip the presidency of its executive powers.
The KDP argument for continuity was summed up in a statement

proposing the two-year extension.
“Kurdistan is in a historical, sensitive stage now,” the party said. “The
international war against terrorists,
changes and current condition of
Kurdistan need national agreement
and the unity of Kurdistan’s people
and the political parties.”
Similar arguments were put forward in 2013 when the Kurdish parliament voted to extend Barzani’s
second four-year term by two years.
This time, however, rival parties have formed a common front
to press for constitutional changes
that would see the KRG move from
a presidential system to a parliamentary one. In the future, they
propose, the president should be
elected by the 111-member parliament, where the KDP has the largest
number of seats but not a majority,
rather than by popular vote.
The political manoeuvrings reflect a desire to curb the powers of
the KDP and the powerful Barzani,
who is seen by opponents as exercising too dominant a role on behalf of
his party. That said, the KDP’s rivals
do not have a viable candidate of
their own who would stand a chance
of upsetting the status quo.
The coalition of parties making
the demands include the Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan (PUK), the KDP’s
long-time rival, which shares cabinet posts with the KDP in the present coalition government. Ranged
alongside it are the up-and-coming
opposition Gorran (Movement for
Change), which overtook the PUK as
second largest party in parliament
in 2013 elections, and two smaller
Islamic parties.
Despite being electoral rivals, the
members of this makeshift alliance
have banded together to negotiate
a constitutional shift that would
trim the sails of the Barzani clan. At
the moment, while Masoud Barzani
serves as president and commander-in-chief, his nephew Nechirvan is
prime minister and his son Masrour

Power of incumbency. Iraqi Kurdistan Regional President Masoud Barzani (2nd R) stands next to US
Defense Secretary Ash Carter in Erbil, Iraq, on July 24, 2015.
is the region’s security chief.
In practice, the KRG is run by a
two-party duopoly with the KDP
calling the shots in the west of the
region, including Erbil and Duhok,
while the PUK is in charge in the east
and its stronghold of Sulaimaniya.
The parties, which fought a civil
war in the 1990s, also run separate
units of the peshmerga militia that is
confronting ISIS. Critics complain of
corruption and inefficiencies within
the system and a lack of transparency that has fuelled popular perceptions that those at the top are on the
take and monopolising business and
economic opportunities, charges
the leadership rejects.
“It doesn’t really matter whether
there is a presidential or a parliamentary system,” said one highly
placed Kurdish analyst, who declined to be identified because of
the partisan nature of the debate.

“What matters is to institute the rule
of law.”
“Too much centralisation in the
hands of individuals can delay democratisation,” the analyst told The
Arab Weekly. As for delaying a decision because of the crisis facing the
region, he noted: “The Middle East
will always be in crisis, so there’s
never a perfect moment. This whole
debate should have been held two
years ago.”
KDP loyalists argue that taking
away the rights of voters to directly
elect their president is in itself antidemocratic, while they point to the
failures of Baghdad, where former
Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki
used his post to exercise near-dictatorial powers, as proof that a parliamentary system is also open to
abuse. The debate has highlighted
the level of popular disillusionment
about the course of the region’s af-

fairs. The boom years have given
way to economic retrenchment,
brought on by lower oil prices,
chronic budgetary disputes with
Baghdad and the cost of war.
Foreign companies are pulling out
amid reports that young people in
a region where unemployment has
trebled in recent years to 18% are
also heading for the exit.
With the August 20th election
now on hold, Barzani urged parties
in government and parliament to
reach a consensus or, failing that,
to allow the people to decide on the
constitutional issue through a referendum.
Harvey Morris has worked in the
Middle East for many years and
written several books, including
No Friends but the Mountains:
The Tragic History of the Kurds
published in 1993.

The resurrection of Abadi

View poi nt
Joe Macaron

I

f there is one country where
the Iran’s nuclear deal will
be the most felt, it should
be Iraq. This was the mantra
in Washington for the
weeks leading to the
conclusion of the P5+1 talks in
Vienna. Predictions revolved
around the fight against the
Islamic State (ISIS), the stability
of the Iraqi government and the
role of the Iranian-backed Shia
militias.
The rapid advance of ISIS since
the summer of 2014 led to the establishment of a virtual state from
Diyala in Iraq to Aleppo in Syria,
comprising one-third of Iraq’s
territory. More than 2,600 US air
strikes on ISIS targets in Iraq since
August 2014 have helped Iraqi
troops, Iranian-backed militias
and Kurdish fighters but a massive
air campaign was not enough to
challenge ISIS’s control on the
ground.
With Tehran’s focus on Syria
and Washington’s reluctant diplomacy, ISIS gradually emerged
in Iraq. US officials opted to put
pressure on former Iraqi prime
minister Nuri al-Maliki to be
more inclusive instead of reacting instantly to the ISIS advance.
In return, Maliki insisted on not
arming Sunni tribes instead of
preventing the loss of one-third of
his country.
Iran explored this gap starting in June 2014 and Iraqis
were ready to welcome any
help. Shia militias, which had

Driving forces and shifting
dynamics in Iraqi politics
predate the nuclear deal

Hassan Rohani meeting with Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (L) in Tehran, on
June 17, 2015.
existed with Iran’s support since
2003, became a parallel force to
the Iraqi Army.
Critics of the nuclear deal argue
that once the sanctions are lifted,
Tehran will match the $1.6 billion
allocated by the Obama administration for Iraq. They also predict
that the nuclear deal will weaken
the Iraqi government and embolden Iranian proxies, who will
be ready to take over Iraq after the
parliamentarian elections in 2018.
Judith Yaphe, senior research
fellow and Middle East Project director at the US National Defense
University, tells The Arab Weekly
that she is “doubtful how much
more Iran will be able to spare” in
providing resources for Iraq.
“Iran is deeply committed to the
defence of Syria until and unless it
decides to abandon [Syrian President Bashar] Assad. Iraq is Iran’s
strategic depth, its first line of de-

fence against [an ISIS] onslaught”,
she added. Yaphe also said that if
Shia areas in Iraq fall under ISIS
control, it is “not a good thing for
an Islamic government dedicated
to the Islamic Revolution and the
[Shia] Awakening”.
In the case of Iraq, the convergence of interests between Washington and Tehran was more about
ISIS and less about the nuclear
deal. Both sides work in indirect
tandem to fight ISIS and both are
supportive of Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi.
One can even argue that the unreliable electricity service during a
major heatwave seemed to have a
greater impact on Iraq than Iran’s
nuclear deal.
As his government is struggling
to maintain security in large parts
of the country, Abadi chose to
open another domestic front, riding the wave of anti-government

Abadi needs
to bring the
country
together
and keep
focused on
liberating
Iraqi
territories

protests to unveil major structural
reforms.
Abadi was emboldened by the
public support of Ayatollah Ali alSistani, Iraq’s most influential cleric, who urged the prime minister
to “strike with an iron fist” against
corruption and sectarian-driven
political appointments.
According to Yaphe, Abadi
“took the unheard-of step of
sacking the deputy prime ministers and vice-premiers, stripping
them of their militias, reviewing
corruption charges and declaring a
sectarian-free government”.
While the president of Iraq’s
Kurdistan region, Masoud Barzani, is under fire for demanding
a third term and “Kurdish talk of
independence has gone mute”
since the rise of ISIS, Yaphe adds
that Iran “abandoned Maliki last
year and is closer to Jalal Talabani
[Patriotic Union of Kurdistan]
than to Barzani and the [Kurdistan
Democratic Party]”.
Yet, these driving forces and
shifting dynamics in Iraqi politics
predate the nuclear deal. The fact
is that Iran is the kingmaker in
Iraq. This has been true since 2003
and will continue for the foreseeable future.
Yaphe pointed out that “many
prominent Iraqi Sunni Arabs and
Kurds may talk against Iran but
they are also friends of or close to”
Iranian officials.
Beyond the sweeping reforms,
Abadi needs to bring the country
together and keep focused on
liberating Iraqi territories as efforts
to drive ISIS out of Anbar seem
to falter. Containing Shia militias
is crucial as they are growing in
influence and might at some point
ask for a seat on the table. This
might be Abadi’s transformational
moment.
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US and Egypt renew security cooperation
despite political disagreements
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

U

S Secretary of State John
Kerry’s visit to Cairo at
the beginning of August
revealed a two-pronged
US approach towards
Egypt: full cooperation on strategic
issues while pressing political reforms. For the Obama administration, this policy serves to support
a strategic ally in a turbulent region
while deflecting concerns of human
rights groups and members of the
US Congress.
For the Sisi administration in
Egypt, the policy ensures continued
US security assistance to help it fight
a terrorist insurgency and protect
its porous borders. Although Egypt
remains annoyed by occasional US
criticism on human rights, it views
the new US policy as a positive development, particularly because
it appears that punitive measures,
such as suspending aid, are not likely to resurface.
In his August 2nd speech in Cairo
marking resumption of the bilateral
strategic dialogue, Kerry touched
on all of the important issues in the
relationship: cooperation against
terrorism in Egypt and against the
Islamic State (ISIS), training for the
Egyptian military, support for the
Egyptian economy and economic
reforms and support for the “fundamental rights” of all Egyptian
citizens.

For Sisi, the
restoration of full US
security assistance is
an important
achievement
Kerry specifically mentioned
delivery of US-manufactured F-16
fighter jets, Apache helicopters,
fast missile boats and armoured
vehicles. He also spoke of “robust
training” for the Egyptian military

and “new suggestions about how to
expand our cooperation in countering terrorism and enhancing border
security”.
From October 2013 to March 2015,
much of the US military assistance
to Egypt was suspended to protest
the Egyptian government’s violent
crackdown on the opposition. The
United States hoped to persuade
the Egyptian government to reverse
undemocratic practices.

The Obama
administration
decided it was more
important to restore
aid to Egypt and
resume the strategic
dialogue
But a combination of Egyptian
national pride and substantial financial aid from its Gulf Arab allies
made Egyptian leaders — especially
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi — resistant to pressure.
After much interagency wrangling, the Obama administration
decided it was more important to
restore aid to Egypt and resume the
strategic dialogue.
There is growing recognition in
Washington that Egypt is facing a
dangerous terrorism threat. An unnamed State Department official
said in early August that the United
States decided on the new approach
because “the Egyptians were facing
a very serious threat from [ISIS]affiliated organisations in the Sinai and [we] needed to help them
and support what they’re trying to
achieve there.” US punitive measures were not working as intended.
Underscoring this security imperative, Kerry said in Cairo that the
United States and Egypt would resume military exercises, including
Operation Bright Star, which had
been held on a biennial basis prior
to 2011.
For Sisi, the restoration of full US
security assistance is an important

Egypt’s President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (C) and Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry (R) with US Secretary
of State John Kerry (L) on August 2, 2015 in Cairo.
achievement. Although Egypt has
bought weapons systems from other countries, its military has been
heavily dependent and trained on
US equipment and systems since
the late 1970s.
While cognizant of how important military assistance is to bilateral relations, the Obama administration has not given up advocating
for human rights and democratic
progress. While in Cairo, Kerry implied that government crackdowns
were driving young people into the
arms of militants. “The success of
our fight depends on building trust
between the authorities and the
public,” he said.
Kerry reportedly pressed Egyptian officials to undertake police
reforms, protect freedom of assembly and speech and not to persecute
non-governmental organisations.
After Kerry left Cairo, Tom Malinowski, assistant secretary of state

for democracy, human rights and
labour, met with Egyptian human
rights groups and political party activists.
Such meetings and comments
put the Egyptian government on
notice that the United States will
not turn a blind eye to human rights
and democracy issues even while
supporting its security needs. This
has served to reduce criticism the
Obama administration faced prior
to the strategic dialogue from a
number of human rights groups,
newspapers, think-tank specialists
and others claiming that the United
States was coddling the Egyptian
government.
Although many members of Congress have developed a favourable
attitude towards Sisi, particularly
in light of his comments earlier in
2015 that Islamic religious figures
need to do a better job confronting
the extremists’ ideologies, there are

still influential members who have
not given up on the issue of political
freedoms in Egypt.
On July 29th, a bipartisan group
of senators wrote to Kerry asking
that he make “political reform, human rights and fundamental freedoms” a central part of the strategic
dialogue with Egypt.
Predictably, Egyptian officials,
such as Foreign Minister Sameh
Shoukry, disagree with US complaints on human rights and the issue remains a sticking point in the
bilateral relationship. But, for the
time being, the two countries are
unlikely to allow these issues to
scuttle the security relationship.
Gregory Aftandilian is an
associate of the Middle East
Center at the University of
Massachusetts-Lowell and is a
former US State Department Middle
East analyst.

Egypt’s upgraded Suez Canal is bold bid on the future

View poi nt

John C.K.
Daly

T

here was good news for
once coming from the
Middle East, a region
from which there has
been seemingly little
positive to report, as
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi has inaugurated the New
Suez Canal project.
Launched in August 2014, the
New Suez Canal project adds a
35-kilometre shipping lane to the
existing canal channel linking the
Red and Mediterranean seas. The
project is intended to increase the
daily average of transiting vessels
to 97 ships by the year 2023, about
double the current rate. The new
bypass will also allow direct unstopped transit in two directions.
Under a torrid sun and temperatures exceeding 39 degrees Celsius,
hundreds of foreign dignitaries
gathered in Ismailia on the eastern
bank of the Suez Canal for the August 6th ceremony.
The inauguration was replete
with military hardware — at least 40
helicopters flew over the site, followed by Egyptian Air Force transports and fighter jets trailing black,
white and red smoke, the colours
of the Egyptian flag, as a frigate
cruised northward. During Sisi’s

Egypt’s bold commitment to
expanding a major maritime
transit corridor can only be
applauded

Egyptians wear Pharaonic costumes as they march during inauguration ceremony
of the new section of the Suez Canal, on August 6th.
speech three merchant ships, heavily laden with containers, transited
north as another ship cruised south.
Sisi proclaimed that the New
Suez Canal was Egypt’s “gift to the
world”, an accurate assessment,
given the canal’s importance since
1869 in allowing cargo ships to
avoid the 5,000-mile transit around
South Africa’s Cape of Good Hope
when sailing between the Atlantic
and Pacific oceans.
The Suez Canal is Egypt’s second
largest earner of foreign currency,
exceeded only by tourism. According to the Egyptian Central Agency
of Public Mobilization and Statistics
(CAPMAS), over the past decade
Suez Canal transit fees contributed
$47 billion to the Egyptian economy. CAPMAS statistics record that,

in 2014, 16,700 ships used the Suez
Canal and for the period 2004-14,
182,300 vessels transited the channel. According to projections by the
Suez Canal Authority, the upgrades
will increase Suez Canal revenues
from their current annual level of
$5.3 billion to $13.2 billion in 2023.
An impressive aspect of the
project is not only the speed of its
construction but the fact that it was
entirely financed through indigenous sources, rather than loans
from international entities such as
the International Monetary Fund
and the World Bank.
When construction began in
August 2014 to expand and widen
the Ballah Bypass for $8.4 billion,
financing was arranged by issuing interest-bearing investment

Sisi
proclaimed
that the New
Suez Canal
was Egypt’s
“gift to the
world”, an
accurate
assessment

certificates exclusively available
to Egyptian financial entities and
individuals. In a notable display of
public support for the project, the
target amount was collected over
only six working days.
As the necessary funding was
raised from indigenous sources,
profits from increasing transit fees
will accordingly remain in Egypt
rather than being diverted to foreign
fiscal institutions. At the current
transit fee level, the upgrades will
pay for themselves in less than two
years.
While economists note that
maritime global shipping has been
sluggish since the world financial
collapse in 2008, the developments
have led analysts to expect to see
higher traffic totals for the Suez
Canal in 2015, especially because of
diversions from shippers fearing delays at the Panama Canal, which is
in the latter stages of adding a third
set of locks to handle much larger
container and other types of vessels.
The Egyptian government sees
the New Suez Canal as only the
harbinger of bigger plans costing an
estimated $150 billion to develop
the canal zone into an industrial and
commercial hub. At a time of fiscal
austerity and retrenchment, Egypt’s
bold commitment to expanding a
major maritime transit corridor can
only be applauded by governments
believing that trade is one of the
best antidotes to extremism and
war, both fuelled by poverty.
John C.K. Daly is a Washingtonbased specialist on Russian and
post-Soviet affairs.
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Tripoli’s GNC shifts position, attends Geneva dialogue
Michel Cousins

Tunis

I

n an unexpected turn of
events, the Tripoli-based General National Congress (GNC)
decided at the last minute to
attend the reconvened UNorganised Libya Political Dialogue,
having boycotted it for more than a
month because of objections to the
draft agreement on the country’s
future drawn up by UN Special Envoy Bernardino Leon.
Due to start August 10th, dialogue sessions were delayed one
day to allow the GNC team time to
get to Geneva.

Not only have the
militias not been
brought into the
dialogue, they
reject it
The GNC decision came as a surprise because it had been adamant
that it would not return unless
Leon agreed to changes in the draft.
During an August 9th debate on
the issue, GNC President Nuri Abu
Sahmain and hardliners were resolutely opposed to any such move. It
was a stormy session with Abu Sahmain reportedly almost coming to
blows with one of the leaders of the
Muslim Brotherhood’s Justice and
Construction Party.
In the end, however, common
sense — or rather self-preservation
— appears to have prevailed.
Technically, the GNC said that its
return to the dialogue is dependent
on amendments to the draft being
agreed but its demands appear to
be shifting.

Initially, they were over the role
of the State Council, the planned
body that will act as an upper
chamber in the interim, with 90 of
the chamber’s 120 members drawn
from the GNC. In the latest version
of the draft, the council is largely
powerless. The GNC wanted a return to a previous version in which
the body had significant powers.
GNC members suggested that Congress, not the House of Representatives, be accepted in the draft as the
country’s parliament.
Faced with the fact that neither
Leon nor the rest of the dialogue
team would accept such changes,
the GNC quietly shifted positions.
Its current main demand is that
decisions taken by the House from
the beginning of August 2014,
when it first met, until the point
the draft agreement comes into effect be set aside, in particular the
appointment of Khalifa Haftar as
commander general of the Libyan
armed forces.
Yet, this is not a particularly problematical issue. In the draft there is
already provision for this. Article
64 says a committee will look into
laws and decisions issued by relevant entities from August 2014
“which resulted in legal, financial
and administrative commitments
to the Libyan state with the aim of
finding suitable solutions”. That
covers almost all House legislation.
Even if it did not, the addition of
60 or so members who have been
boycotting the House proceedings
will significantly shift power within
it. It is likely that there will be a majority in favour of removing Haftar.
In effect, in changing its position,
the GNC is knocking at a door that it
knows is already open.
That suggests one of two things,
or possibly both.

Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Libya and head of United Nations Support
Mission in Libya Bernardino Leon speaks to journalists in Geneva, August 11, 2015.
The first is that it has seen that
the GNC cannot block the dialogue. Leon and the other delegates
agreed to the draft without the GNC
and were ready to decide on a new
government and other important
annexes to the agreement. The GNC
risked being left out in the cold —
and possibly being sanctioned by
the United Nations. It has had to
find a way of getting back on board
the process without losing face.
Thus the demands about House
legislation.

The second suggestion is that the
GNC believes that the new government will include a number of fellow ideologues, notably members
of the Muslim Brotherhood, but
still had to find a way back on board
without losing face.
According to Sharif al-Wafi, one
of the independent dialogue delegates who decided not to attend the
Geneva meeting, Leon had already
decided that it should include Islamists.
Whatever the reasoning, the

GNC’s return provides reason to
hope that the dialogue may be able
to achieve the Government of National Accord it has pursued the
past nine months.
But whether that government
will set foot in Tripoli is another
matter. That depends on the militias. Not only have they not been
brought into the dialogue, they reject it.
Michel Cousins is editor-in-chief of
the Libya Herald.

Algeria’s old new direction under Bouteflika
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Khaled Omar
Ben Guigua

T

here can be no doubt
that Algeria is moving
in a new direction
these days. While
opinions may differ as
to whether this is
good or bad, it is clear that
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika is
the main catalyst for this, despite
his lack of response to traumatic
events experienced by Algeria in
the past.
So, we are seeing the return
of Bouteflika using his constitutional powers. This is something
that has drawn a sharp response
from the political opposition and
media, which are raising questions
about his presence in government at a time when he has health
problems. Incidentally, these
are the same health issues that
Bouteflika suffered from when he
announced, and secured, another
term in office as Algeria’s president.
Regardless of the winners or losers in his latest spate of decisions,
which saw a reshuffle of ministerial portfolios, governors and
military commands, Bouteflika
has reconfirmed himself as the
main decision-maker in Algeria.
This new decisiveness appears to
be in direct response to rumours
surrounding his health.
Algeria’s officials answer to him
and he has every right to change
or fire them, not just due to his
constitutional powers as president
but also because many of those
who support him are motivated
by self-interest.
This is something that is

natural and that we see everywhere in the world.
However, what is not normal
is for these officials to become
partners in corruption, something
that has become a general social
phenomenon in the Bouteflika era.
Bouteflika used two things to
ensure his return to power. First,
the desires and ambitions and
loyalties of military, security and
political figures. He managed to
adapt everything to support his vision of governance, using his long
experience in the political game.
Therefore, there is nothing strange
in seeing parties from across the
political spectrum allying with
him or seeking to do so.

The other issue is the distribution of oil revenues to the Algerian
people. It is true that the methods
of distribution are under discussion and review, as this money
does not trickle down to the
majority of the people, but this
process is also beset by wide-scale
corruption.
However, the majority of the
people know that the corruption is
not due to the president and that
is why Bouteflika was voted in for
a fourth term in office and, if he
lives long enough, will also secure
a fifth term.
As for the call that Algeria is
preparing itself for the postBouteflika period, this is nothing

Bouteflika
has
reconfirmed
himself as
the main
decision
maker in
Algeria

There is no institutional
process to selecting a new
president in Algeria
Holding on to power. Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika meets with French
President François Hollande, in Algiers, on June 15, 2015.

more than wishful thinking on the
part of the opposition. There is no
institutional process to selecting
a new president in Algeria. Rather
this is subject to the military and
strategic considerations of the
moment. So Bouteflika is not expected to back anyone close to him
as his successor, while the view
that his brother, Said Bouteflika,
could inherit the presidency is also
wishful thinking.
Bouteflika’s presidency is founded on three main pillars: First, the
fact that he was elected as part
of regionally and internationally
recognised elections;
Second, the military’s unwavering support, which itself is based
on a desire to preserve Algeria’s
unity and ensure that the country
avoids the fate of other neighbouring Arab states;
Third, fear of the latest wave of
chaos and conflict across the Arab
world after learning from Algeria’s
bloody tribal past.
Algeria’s political opposition is
well aware of the source of Bouteflika’s strength and is working to
erode that.
That is why they are raising
questions about the president’s
health and calling for early elections.
But Bouteflika’s legitimacy to
make decisions such as this is not
just based on his constitutional authority as president; the reality is
that the constitution, government,
army, security apparatus and all
state apparatus are at the service
of his vision. The latter do this not
to serve Bouteflika but to pursue
what they perceive as service to
Algeria.
Khaled Omar Ben Guigua is an
Algerian writer and journalist.
This commentary was translated
and adapted from the Arabic. It
was originally published by the
London-based Al Arab newspaper.
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The limited appeal of ISIS in the Muslim world
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

T

he Islamic State (ISIS) is
regarded as a heretical
group by mainstream followers of Islam, which
accounts for an estimated
20% of the global population.
For Muslims, the idea of a caliphate — describing a system of
government historically practiced
by Islamic states — retains deep
sentimental association with the
revered earliest political leaders
and administrators of the first Islamic state that was established 14
centuries ago. As such, millions of
Muslims around the world warm to
the idea of a modern-day caliphate
without understanding if and to
what extent it would have any positive material impact on their lives.

ISIS is destined to
remain a fringe
group of jihadists
rather than a
political force with
mainstream support
Despite declaring itself the caliphate, however, ISIS is destined to
remain a fringe group of jihadists
rather than a political force with
mainstream support. There are explanations that help us understand,
but by no means justify, how and
why ISIS has built itself into a brand
with global recognition.
First, ISIS is a phenomenon largely drawing support in Syria and
Iraq, given the breeding grounds
political and humanitarian circumstances have created for militant
groups. Second, the tyranny of ISIS
and its modus operandi is designed
to instil fear in the general populace to coerce them into submission
or at least use extreme brutality
through graphic public executions
to instil fear among people to gain
their full obedience.
At a broader level, however, ISIS

has used sophisticated information operations to project itself and
its ideology among Sunni Muslim
communities. For its target audience, the reductionist ideological
narrative of ISIS provides uncomplicated, simplifying answers to deep,
complex issues, creating the false
sense of a political-military force
to rival the West, Israel and Iran —
whatever sounds most appealing.
It is the success of this reductionist
ideological narrative that explains
the tiny but dangerous pockets of
support ISIS has achieved in places
such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Turkey
and in Western Europe.
Unsurprisingly, observers have
kept a close eye on the reception
ISIS receives in Pakistan and neighbouring Afghanistan, countries
that, for different reasons, have
been associated with religiously
motivated violent extremism for
years. For ISIS, Pakistan and Afghanistan are the nucleus of the
province of “Khorasan”, which it
seeks to position as a base camp for
international jihad.
From a distance, many imagine
that ISIS would draw great support
in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Indeed ISIS has been reaching out to
fringe groups and especially hardline factions to secure allegiance
and project its ideology and narrative.
Pakistan has been accused of
supporting the Taliban and other
groups engaged in jihadist activities — even Osama bin Laden was
killed in Pakistani territory. Pakistan was a core focus for the USled “War on Terror” under president George W. Bush and became
a country for which people around
the world have come to hold consistently unfavourable views, putting it in the same band as countries such as Iran, Israel and Russia.
Alternatively, Afghanistan became
host to the most studied jihad and
jihadis of the modern era, first with
the anti-Soviet resistance, then as
home to the global leadership of alQaeda, and most recently, the place
where NATO called an end to its
controversial military campaign af-

Demonstrators hold a banner that reads,”ISIS will be defeated, people’s resistance will win” during a
protest against a suicide attack in southern Turkey, on July 20, 2015 in Ankara.
ter a decade of counter-insurgency.
The Afghan government for obvious reasons was fast to react to
the potential emergence of ISIS in
its country. Strangely, however, the
group provides a common enemy
for the Afghan government and
the Taliban alike. ISIS is a strategic threat to the Taliban’s political
identity and focus.

The Taliban has been
positioning itself as a
bulwark against ISIS
penetration
For example, the Taliban has
a focused political interest in Afghanistan, especially southern Afghanistan, whereas ISIS has global
ambitions. The Taliban is in no
mood to again pay the cost of asso-

ciating with groups such as al-Qaeda, or ISIS in the current context,
whose agenda forces far too great
costs upon them.
As such, the Taliban has been positioning itself as a bulwark against
ISIS penetration into southern Afghanistan if not the entire country.
On the other hand, Pakistan
remains engaged in the largest
counter-terrorism operation in its
history, targeting the Pakistani imitation of the Taliban which Islamabad claims is a proxy controlled by
India. Pakistan is going after the existential threat posed by terrorists
with full force, and ISIS represents
the same heretical, anti-state, and
anarchist reactionaries threatening
the fabric of society that the Pakistani Taliban does.
At the sub-state level, too, ISIS
will struggle to find mainstream

support, similarly to the Pakistani
Taliban.
The cultural rather than political
religiosity that characterises mainstream Pakistani society, combined
with the deep influence of Sufi Islam that is anathema to groups such
as ISIS not only limits its popular
appeal in Pakistan but puts the two
into direct confrontation. Hence,
ISIS penetration of the theatres in
Afghanistan and Pakistan will not
be an easy process and will face
tough challenges by the domestic
extremist groups.

“caliphate” the militant group has
declared in parts of Syria and Iraq.
“A civilian was also killed and
others were wounded,” said a witness who gave his name as Abu
Ibrahim.
“The car stopped at El-Naim
roundabout, where the Uzbek and
Tunisian emirs got out while two
other people stayed in the car. After the two men spent about 10
minutes in a shop to buy things,
the Uzbek emir went back into the
car.
After the car drove away almost
50 metres, it was hit by a missile and everyone in the car was
killed,” said Abu Ibrahim, a former
Syrian opposition leader in Raqqa.
The three dead men were identified through the shop’s surveillance camera, he said.
Almost a week later, Amer elRafiden, the ISIS ruler of El-Kheir
in Syria’s north-eastern Deir ez-Zor
province, was killed along with
Abu Osama El-Iraqi, a brother-inlaw of ISIS chief Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.
They were on a highway linking
Deir ez-Zor and Raqqa after leaving
an ISIS outpost 15 minutes earlier.
Suspicion fell on a possible informant notifying US-led forces of the
men’s whereabouts.
“The organisation is apparently
infiltrated. Some members can
freely send any information they
like without anybody knowing,”
said Abu Ibrahim. “ISIS can’t monitor satellite internet because these
services aren’t connected to servers.”
Abu Ziad, a telecommunications
engineer who left Raqqa nearly
three months ago, said some inter-

net cafés in the city were hacking
certain applications, such as freecall and message service providers
Viber and WhatsApp.
“These services require mobile
numbers to verify the user’s identity and activate free calls and text
messaging services.
Hackers target European and US
mobile numbers in return for 300
Syrian pounds (about $1) per operation demanded by ISIS,” according to Abu Ziad.

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.

ISIS bans home internet in Raqqa
Ahmad Ramadan

Raqqa, Syria

I

slamic State (ISIS) militants
have banned home internet
use in their capital Raqqa, in
north-eastern Syria, for fear
of informers after a string of
commanders were killed in US-led

coalition air strikes. ISIS issued a
decree on July 20th limiting internet access to public internet cafés,
sources in Raqqa told The Arab
Weekly.
Even its own fighters were not
exempt from the ban.
Internet café users are required
to register their names and contact
details of those they communicate
with. ISIS may check any user’s de-

Men installing a satellite internet dish in Raqqa, Syria.

vice and café owners can be punished for any violation.
A string of apparent drone attacks accurately targeting ISIS
leaders led to militant fears of
spies in their midst.
Three top ISIS officials were
killed in a drone attack near a
roundabout in Raqqa on July 8th.
Each of the three held the title
“emir” to denote leadership in the

The only way to
connect to the
internet in Raqqa is
via satellite
The only way to connect to the
internet in Raqqa is via satellite
using equipment smuggled from
Turkey. The internet providers
then charged homes and businesses to use their connection.
“Bringing internet into homes
was our main motive for doing this
job and brought us good income
thanks to the high demand,” said
Mohammad Abed, an internet café
owner.
When ISIS issued its ban on
home internet use, service providers began taking down the satellite
receivers from their rooftops.
“Now, it’s hard to continue. ISIS
members told me we may be allowed to operate in return for $100
they wish to levy on each user.
“All they’re looking for is money;
no more, no less.”
Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym
used for safety reasons, is an Arab
Weekly reporter in Raqqa.
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The invasion of Kuwait 25 years on

Saddam’s folly
and America’s
road to perdition
Ed Blanche

Beirut

W

hen Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait
on August 2, 1990,
he set Iraq on the
path towards what
may well be its destruction and a
chain reaction of violence that has
plunged the Middle East into volcanic convulsions ever since.
The invasion, and the perceived
threat the Iraqi dictator would keep
going south and drive his elite Republican Guard armoured divisions into Saudi Arabia, the world’s
largest oil exporter and then the
linchpin of US strategy in the Gulf
region, thrust him up against the
Americans, who were taken by surprise. This was the first American
blunder of many that followed that
would have grave consequences for
the entire region.
US surveillance satellites had
observed Saddam’s military buildup on Iraq’s southern border but
they did not believe he would be so
brazen as to invade a neighbouring
Arab state after his ill-fated invasion of Iran in September 1980 and
the crippling cost of the eight-year
war that followed.
The 1990-91 Gulf War was the
United States’ first major war in the
Middle East and heralded 25 years
of conflict in the region. Thus began a US intervention that would
hasten Iraq’s ethnic and religious
polarisation and ignite an explosion
of Islamic extremism that would ultimately be a major factor in forcing
the war-chastened Americans to
disengage from a region they have
dominated since the 1950s.

Overall, 4,200
Kuwaitis were
killed and 12,000
captured
The Americans, supported by a
34-nation coalition, easily crushed
Iraq’s armed forces, then the fourth
largest army in the world but totally outmatched by the Americans’ high-tech firepower. But even
before Saddam’s invasion force of
100,000 troops, spearheaded by
six divisions of the elite Republican
Guard with their Soviet-built T-72
tanks smashing into tiny Kuwait,
Iraq’s southern neighbour, at 2 am
on August 2, 1990, the Americans
were getting it wrong.
On July 25th, the US ambassador in Baghdad, April Glaspie, was
called to a meeting with Saddam,
who apparently wanted to get a
sense about how the United States
would react if he moved against
Kuwait, with whom Baghdad had
a border dispute that dated back
to Ottoman times. Saddam
claimed — not without some
justification — that the emir-

ate was stealing Iraqi oil by using
side-drilling techniques along the
desert border. But he also owed
Kuwait loans totalling $14 billion
received during the war with Iran,
which Kuwait refused to write off.
According to transcripts published much later, Glaspie said
that according to her instructions
from the US State Department, the
United States was not concerned
with inter-Arab disputes, which
were the problem of the countries
concerned. Saddam took that as
a green light that the Americans
would not interfere.
US military analyst Bernard
Trainor, a former US Marine general
who knows Iraq well, said that, although Glaspie was following State
Department instructions, “I think
she has to take some blame in that
after this interview with Saddam
Hussein, she recommended to the
administration that they not have a
tough response to Saddam Hussein
and his threatening moves.
“That, in a certain sense, gave
Saddam the impression that the
United States would simply tolerate, in the interest of Iraqi-American relationships, any sort of Iraqi
move against the Kuwaitis. That
was a bad miscalculation.”
Eight days after Glaspie’s meeting with Saddam, Iraq’s T-72 tanks
rolled into Kuwait, along with
helicopter-borne and amphibious
assaults by special forces. The oilrich emirate was conquered in two
days and proclaimed as Iraq’s 19th
province.
Trainor says that with the slaughter of the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war
ended only two years earlier, the
administration of President George
H. W. Bush “had pretty much discounted aggression on the part of
Iraq”. But the bottom line was the
war with Iran had exhausted Iraq
coffers, even though the Gulf states
had pumped tens of billions of dollars into Baghdad’s war with the
Arabs’ ancient enemy, the Persians.
Saddam’s invaders had stopped
at Kuwait’s southern border with
Saudi Arabia. But on August 5th,
the CIA told Bush the Iraqis were
massing to attack the kingdom.
Then, using satellite photos that
Dick Cheney, then the US Defense
secretary, insisted showed a quarter-million Iraqi troops poised to
strike into the kingdom while Iraqi
surface-to-surface Scud missiles in
Kuwait loaded with chemical warheads were aimed at Saudi targets
and convinced Riyadh that the
country, the world’s largest oil exporter, was in grave danger.
The Americans needed Saudi
Arabia as the jumpoff point for a
massive operation to liberate
Kuwait
and
there is considerable doubt
those satellite photos

A 1991 picture shows a convoy of allied armoured vehicles passing an abandoned Iraqi Russian-made
T-55 tank in downtown Kuwait City after the liberation of the Kuwaiti capital.
were genuine. But they did the
trick. King Fahd bin Abdul-Aziz Al
Saud swiftly lifted a ban on deploying foreign troops in the birthplace
of Islam — a decision that years
later would rebound on the Americans and cost them dearly.
Within weeks, there were
250,000 US troops, later followed
by others from the anti-Saddam coalition Bush had stitched together
with Britain’s Iron Lady, Margaret
Thatcher. Within six months, there
were 750,000 foreign troops, half a
million of them American, in Saudi
Arabia.
The Allies launched a massive
month-long air campaign against
Iraq on January 7th, 1991, codenamed Operation Desert Storm,
that pulverised Saddam’s forces
around the clock with advanced
precision-guided weapons never
before used in combat. A ground
offensive was launched on February 24th, and that blitzkrieg took

US sharpshooters aim at frontline Iraqi forces in the Kuwaiti desert on February 25, 1991 as allied
forces continued to advance on Iraqi-occupied Kuwait City.

scarcely 100 hours to deliver the
coup de grâce.
It was a one-sided conflict and
the Americans got off extremely
lightly in terms of casualties — 148
killed in action, another 145 from
non-hostile causes during the sixmonth build-up of forces that preceded it. Overall Allied losses were
292 killed, 776 wounded. Iraq’s
losses were up to 35,000 killed, of
whom 1,000-5,000 were civilians.
Some 75,000 people were wounded.
After Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait
on August 2, 1990, Kuwaitis formed
a resistance, largely made up of civilians. Around 1,000 activists or
suspected activists were tortured
and killed during the six-month occupation. Overall, 4,200 Kuwaitis
were killed and 12,000 captured.
Iraqi losses were 295 killed. Before
Iraqis fled the emirate in February
1991 there was widespread plundering and destruction, including
setting many oilfields on fire that
cost billions of dollars in lost revenue.
Once Kuwait was liberated, Bush
halted all operations and, seeking
to avoid any further entanglement,
made no move to push to Baghdad
and depose Saddam. That proved to
be another major error that would
haunt the United States.
Convincing the Saudis to host
Western forces in the kingdom to
end the occupation of Kuwait had
unforeseen consequences too. Osama bin Laden, a son of one of Saudi
Arabia’s most prominent business
families who had created al-Qaeda
during the Afghan War of 1979-89
against the Soviets, was incensed
that the House of Saud would allow
Western troops to deploy on Islam’s

holy soil just to save a profligate
monarchy.
His anger is seen as one of the
main drivers for his subsequent
jihad against the “crusaders and
Zionists” and the carnage of 9/11,
which led to the proclamation of an
Islamic caliphate by a minor Iraqi
cleric who heads a growing army of
savage warriors bent on an apocalyptic religious war.

When Saddam
Hussein invaded
Kuwait he set Iraq on
the path towards
what may well be its
destruction
Liberating Kuwait was hailed as a
triumph of US arms, although battering what was in fact a third-rate
military was hardly a historic turning point. The Americans badly
needed to lay to rest the ghost of the
Vietnam disaster that had haunted
them since the 1970s, and beating
Saddam did the trick. US pride and
sense of invulnerability were given
an even bigger boost by the collapse
of the Soviet Union in 1991.
But the Americans failed to see
how they had set themselves on a
road that would plunge them into a
decade of war, mostly against Muslim insurgents and fanatical jihadists they were never able to defeat
with their high-tech armoury, a
conflict that has brought the Arab
world to the brink of chaos.
Ed Blanche is The Arab Weekly’s
Analysis editor. He has covered
Middle Eastern affairs, including
the 1990-91 Gulf War, since 1967.
He lives in Beirut.
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Invasion 2003: Bremer’s blunders and endless war
James Bruce

Beirut

O

n March 9, 2003, US
president George W.
Bush announced that
the US-led invasion
of Iraq had begun, essentially picking up where his father — then-president George H.W.
Bush — had ended the earlier war
in 1991, leaving Saddam Hussein in
power to rebuild his forces while
crushing Iraq’s rebellious Shias
and Kurds.
As in 1990, this new war began
with a pulverising air campaign.
When George W. Bush told Americans they were at war with Iraq for
the second time in just over a decade, it was the middle of the night
in Iraq. US warplanes were blasting Baghdad and other key targets
with precision weapons.
There were also broadsides of
Tomahawk cruise missiles, mostly fired from US warships in the
Gulf, cutting fiery trails across the
night sky in counterpoint to the
graceful lacework of anti-aircraft
fire that was quite useless against
the stealthy, radar-evading US B-2
bombers and F-117 Nighthawks.
Baghdad fell within three weeks
and Saddam went into hiding. But
an insurgency by the remnants of
his regime ensued, fuelled by Islamist extremists who took root
amid the chaos the Americans
seemed incapable of controlling.
Within months, a new and more
frightening war was under way
and it was bloody.

US congressional
investigators
concluded that in
excess of $23 billion
in US aid vanished
Insurgents began to seize whole
cities, such as Falluja, where US
Marines fought their toughest
battles since Vietnam. From this
emerged the new generation of jihadist leaders, more ferocious by

far than Osama bin Laden and his
veterans of the Afghan war.
The Americans staggered from
blunder to blunder. Their postinvasion plans to establish an outpost of Western democracy in the
heart of the Arab world, an objective that underlined the overarching geostrategic ambitions of the
all-powerful neocons in the Bush
administration, collapsed.
Corruption was endemic. In the
end, US congressional investigators concluded that in excess of $23
billion in US aid vanished into the
black hole that was occupied Iraq,
much of it stolen by American officers and contractors. Few were
ever convicted.

Paul Bremer broke
up the two
institutions in the
country that could
have held it together
at a critical time
The Americans eventually contained the jihadists by sending
thousands more troops to Iraq but
just when it seemed their commanders were beginning to understand the nature of the war they
were fighting, President Barack
Obama pulled US forces out in December 2011, vowing never again
to allow the United States to be
dragged into such madness.
But, as security analyst and
author Peter Bergen of the New
American Foundation notes, “One
of George W. Bush’s most toxic
legacies is the introduction of alQaeda into Iraq, which is the ISIS
mother ship.”
One of the most fateful of the
many disastrous decisions the
Americans made in Iraq was the
dismantling of the Iraqi armed
forces and the Ba’ath Party by the
US proconsul in Baghdad, L. Paul
Bremer. At a stroke, he broke up
the two institutions in the country
that could have held it together at a
critical time.
The result was to drive the people in these institutions into the

A 2009 photo shows US Army soldiers strolling past two bronze busts of former Iraqi President
Saddam Hussein in the Green Zone in Baghdad, Iraq.
clutches of al-Qaeda and the brewing insurgency — a conflict that still
rages today, three years after the
US withdrawal.
On May 23, 2003, some six weeks
after Saddam was toppled and Iraqis embarked on an orgy of looting
that the Americans made no effort
to stop while they hunted for weapons of mass destruction that did
not exist. Bremer, as head of the
Coalition Provisional Authority, issued Order No. 2 that dissolved the
Iraqi defence establishment and
put some 400,000 military personnel, many of them armed and
disgruntled young men, onto the
street. Bremer, who was later
heavily criticised for this action
and withdrawn in 2004, claimed
that the army had already “selfdemobilised” during the US-led

invasion of March 2003 and he
was sweeping away the remnants
of Saddam’s tyranny. In fact, the
military was still pretty much intact and US commanders were negotiating with senior Iraqi officers
on absorbing these forces into the
post-war security structure.
Some of those Iraqi officers are
the generals commanding Islamic
State forces that have conquered
a vast area of territory across
northern Syria and western Iraq
and proclaimed it an Islamic caliphate. “Bremer himself never
understood Iraq, knew no Arabic,
had no experience in the Middle
East and made no effort to educate
himself — as his statements clearly
show,” analyst Nir Rosen observed
in May 2007. “Bremer was not
alone in his blindness…

“Bremer claims that Iraqis hated
their army at the time of the US
invasion. In fact, the army was
the most nationalist institution in
the country, one that predated the
Ba’ath Party,” said Rosen, a fellow
of the New America Foundation
who spent years in Iraq.
“In electing not to fight US forces, the army was expecting to be
recognised by the occupation —
and indeed, until Bremer arrived,
it appeared that many soldiers and
officers were hoping to cooperate
with the Americans.”
James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He
lives in Beirut.

The killing fields and the human cost
James Bruce

T

he casualty figures underline how one-sided US
interventions in Iraq have
been. By various estimates, there were at least
4,717 US military personnel killed in
those 25 years against a minimum
of 520,598 Iraqis, although that
could be as high as 548,589.
These figures do not include
those killed in fighting between Iraqi government forces and Islamic
State (ISIS) jihadists in the last two
years or so with death tolls sometimes running at more than 1,000
per month.
The Americans’ overwhelming
firepower in 1990-91 meant they
got off extremely lightly in terms of
casualties — 148 killed in action, another 145 from non-hostile causes
such as road accidents during the
six-month build-up of forces that
preceded it.
Overall coalition losses were 292
killed, 776 wounded. Iraq’s losses
were as many as 35,000 killed, of
whom 1,000-5,000 were civilians.
Some 75,000 people were wounded.
During the four-week war, US
President George H.W. Bush had
encouraged Iraq’s Shia majority,
long suppressed by Saddam Hussein’s Sunni-backed regime, to rise
up against the dictator. They did,
clearly hoping for US firepower
to support them. There are no records, but thousands were killed or
died of exposure or starvation.
But the Americans, who chose

not to get entangled in a potentially bloody campaign to topple
Saddam, sat on their hands and
watched while the Shia and the
Kurds were relentlessly crushed by
Saddam’s helicopter gunships and
elite regime forces.
For Iraqi civilians, the aftermath
of the 1990-91 fighting was the
deadliest time of all. This was the
period of international sanctions
imposed by the UN Security Council after Saddam invaded Kuwait.

They remained in force until May
2003, a month after Saddam was
toppled.
The sanctions banned all trade
and financial dealings with Iraq
except for medicine and in “humanitarian circumstances” foodstuff. Iraqis suffered high rates of
malnutrition, a calamitous lack of
medicines and diseases caused by
the lack of clean water.
This was largely because of severe restrictions on supplies of

chlorine. It is used to purify water
but, because it is also used to manufacture poison gas, it was included
in the sanctions.
With Iraq’s agriculture in decline
since the 1970s, the sanctions had a
devastating effect on food supplies.
There were many civilian deaths.
Richard Garfield, a nursing professor at Columbia University, estimated there were 345,000-530,000
“excess deaths” from 1990 to 2002
due to sanctions.

March 30, 2003, file photo shows Iraqi families leaving Basra in southern Iraq.

He said there were “a minimum
of 100,000 and a more likely estimate of 227,000 excess deaths
among young children from August
1991 through March 1998” from all
causes, including sanctions.
In the 2003 invasion and subsequent insurgencies, the US Defense
Department said 425 Americans
were killed. Another 32,223 were
wounded. Allied forces lost 318
dead.
Iraqi losses are harder to determine. The total listed by an independent British/US group, the Iraq
Body Count, of 140,059-158,648
civilian deaths up to June 20, 2015,
is considered the most reliable estimate.
Researchers from the University
of Washington and other centres
say that one-third of these deaths
were not directly due to the violence but to the collapse of state
institutions, such as hospitals, that
left millions of Iraqis without food,
drinking water or health care.
Researchers estimate that US-led
forces were probably responsible
for 35% of violent deaths, militias
and insurgents for 32%.
All told, they estimated there
were 405,000 “excess deaths attributable to the war” up to mid-2011,
plus an estimated 55,805 deaths
unreported by families who fled the
country, making a total of nearly
461,000.
“This country’s forever changed,”
lamented Amy Hagopian, a public
health researcher at the University
of Washington who was the lead
author of the Washington group’s
report, in 2013.
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Challenges face
implementation
of Iranian nuclear deal
Riad Kahwaji

Dubai

T

he Iran nuclear deal
might have been signed
and sealed but it is still
some way from being
implemented and faces
a good number of challenges that
could kill the agreement in its early
stages.
According to Western and regional experts who convened a
closed no-attribution meeting recently to discuss the prospects for
the survivability of the agreement,
the nuclear deal faces the following potential obstacles that could
stop it:

The Iran nuclear deal
faces a good number
of challenges that
could kill the
agreement in its
early stages
An Israeli war with Hezbollah
during US congressional debate of
the nuclear deal would most likely
result in more than two-thirds of
votes being cast against the agreement, which would render useless
the veto power of President Barack
Obama. Israel could provoke Hezbollah into an action that could
spark off such a war. However,
most analysts expect Tehran to
press Hezbollah to exercise strong
self-restraint to avoid sliding into a

war that could torpedo the nuclear
deal. “If Iran hopes to normalise relations with the United States and
see it grow it will eventually have
to make peace with Israel or at least
avoid clashing with it,” a former US
official said.
Iran must comply with the requirements included in the agreement that are related to clearing
its records with the International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and
cooperating with the organisation’s
inspectors. Failure to do so will
open windows to the opponents of
the détente with Iran to poison the
relations and break it up.
Iran must carry out economic
reforms that will help it transform
into a true free market economy.
This will entail weakening the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps’
(IRGC) grip over the country’s
economy to allow better prospects
for business and trade relations
with the West, which, in turn, will
strengthen political ties and ensure
smooth implementation of the nuclear deal and its survival.
Almost all participants agreed
that, as long as sectarian tensions
remain high in the Middle East, the
nuclear deal will remain in jeopardy.
The sectarian war will worsen
relations between Iran and its Arab
and Muslim neighbours, which will
keep threat perceptions high in the
volatile region and subsequently
undermines stability and escalates
the arms race. They all stressed
the need for Tehran to resolve its

differences with
Saudi Arabia to
pave the way
for de-escalation of many
conflicts in the
region that are
caught up in the
cold war between
the two regional
powers.
The Obama administration says
the nuclear deal has broken the ice
with Iran and provided a window
of opportunity to revive the long
severed relations between the two
parties that used to be strategic allies before the Islamic revolution
that toppled the shah in 1979.
“If Iran manages to reduce regional tension and improves economic relations with the West,
especially the United States, then
regardless of who is the next American president, relations between
the two states will survive all obstacles and likely be better,” one of
the American analysts said.

Tehran will have to
figure out
Hezbollah’s future
role in Lebanon and
the region
The conferees said the nuclear
deal has a two-year window to
prove its value and for the international community to feel its results
and subsequently fully embrace
Iran as a regional power with a pri-

Defining steps. Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif
walks into a room at the United Nations building in Vienna, on
July 14, 2015
mary role in the Middle East and beyond. Many observers and analysts
say if Iran successfully engages its
neighbours and opens its markets
for a free market system then the
nuclear deal will most likely affect
Tehran’s status positively.
However, if Iran maintains its
current policy of meddling in its
neighbours’ affairs and exporting
the revolution, which is agitating
sectarian tensions, and the IRGC
continues to have the upper hand
on all of the country’s affairs, then
the nuclear deal will come under
too strong a pressure to survive
more than two to three years.
The next US administration will
need a proper regional environment to enable it to sustain whatever the current administration has

achieved with Iran. Only Tehran’s
actions can help it secure the future of the nuclear agreement and
its effects on its relations with the
West.
Iran’s biggest challenge with respect to its regional policy will be
adjusting the role of Hezbollah to
reduce tension with Israel that has
the strongest capability to impact
Tehran’s relations with the West.
Hence Tehran will have to figure out
Hezbollah’s future role in Lebanon
and the region as part of new policies that will shape Iran’s future.
Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief
executive officer of the Institute
for Near East and Gulf Military
Analysis (INEGMA) based in Dubai
and Beirut.

Iran’s succession crisis overshadows nuclear pact
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

T

he July 14th Vienna
agreement between Iran
and global powers may,
at least for a time, contain
the crisis over the Islamic
Republic’s nuclear programme but
an impending succession battle
in Tehran is casting long shadows
over the landmark deal that curbs
Iran’s nuclear capabilities.
In the absence of a designated
successor to the ailing Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei,
who reportedly suffers from prostate cancer, the nuclear agreement
is already contentious among rival
factions within the Tehran regime.
Each faction is struggling to prepare for the post-Khamenei era
and nowhere is that struggle more
visible than in the prelude to the
February 16, 2016, election to the
86-member Assembly of Experts,
or Majles-e Khobregan-e Rahbari,
one of the key institutions in the
Islamic Republic.

The nuclear
agreement is already
contentious among
rival factions within
the Tehran regime
Constitutionally charged with
electing the supreme leader, the
next Khobregan will have to select
the successor to the 76-year-old
Khamenei, most observers say.
But the nuclear agreement is also
emerging as a central debate among
current members of the assembly.
Behind the scenes, the major
power brokers — whether they
have a seat in the assembly or not
— will jockey for influence and play
a role in building consensus. This
was the case after Ayatollah Ruhol-

lah Khomeini, the founder of the
Islamic Republic, died in 1989.
At one extreme of the political
spectrum, former Iranian president
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, still a
powerful figure within the regime,
recently declared his candidacy for
chairmanship of the Assembly of
Experts.
Rafsanjani, who is President Hassan Rohani’s political mentor, has
not only emerged as the most important public defender of the government’s nuclear diplomacy and
the Vienna agreement, he has also
become a vocal proponent of normalising relations with the United
States, for decades a political heresy.
These initiatives, Rafsanjani argues, are in full concordance with
Khomeini’s wishes. According to
Rafsanjani, Khomeini was a pragmatist at heart who chose expediency over ideology when accepting
the ceasefire agreement that ended
the 1980-88 war with Iraq. Rafsanjani also claims that Khomeini, in
private conversations with him and
other witnesses — who all happen
to be dead — favoured abandoning the regime’s iconic “Death to
America” rhetoric .
From the same camp there is
much speculation about the potential candidacy of Hassan Khomeini,
the ayatollah’s grandson, for the
Assembly of Experts. The young
Khomeini, who has more than
once praised the government’s nuclear negotiations with the US-led
world powers, not only enjoys the
support of Rafsanjani and Rohani
to run for the assembly but also
seems to be the duo’s candidate as
Khamenei’s successor.
Ayatollah Mahmoud Shahroudi
is another potential candidate to
succeed Khamenei. Shahroudi, a
former judiciary chief, was born
in Najaf, Iraq, and represents the
descendants of a quarter-million
Iranians who were expelled from
Iraq in 1979 and who are today

Key contender. Iran’s former judiciary chief and current
chairman of the Assembly of Experts, Mohammad Yazdi, in
Tehran, in March 2015.
over-represented in the Islamic Republic’s intelligence and security
apparatuses. His position on the
nuclear deal in Vienna is not publicly known. Should Shahroudi abstain from claiming the mantle of
leadership, Ayatollah Sadeq Lari-

jani, the current head of the judiciary who was also born in Iraq, may
throw his hat into the ring. Larijani
has placed himself in the centre
of Iranian politics by praising Rohani’s nuclear diplomacy while simultaneously criticising elements

of the Vienna agreement.
More hard-line opponents of Rohani’s nuclear diplomacy are far
from impressed by Rafsanjani’s anecdotes about Khomeini and even
less impressed by the prospect of
Hassan Khomeini becoming the
next leader of the Islamic Republic.
In March, Rafsanjani’s bid for
chairmanship of the Assembly of
Experts was frustrated, and Mohammad Yazdi, a hard-line ayatollah and another former judiciary chief, was elected chairman,
defeating Rafsanjani by a ratio of
roughly two-to-one.
Yazdi, who has been consistently
critical of the nuclear negotiations,
is also among the leading candidates to replace Khamenei as supreme leader.
On the margins of the assembly
drama, opponents of Rafsanjani,
Rohani and Hassan Khomeini are
heavily represented within the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
(IRGC), the dominant military force
in Iran that wields great economic
clout through its vast business empire.
These powerful elements have
warned Rohani against selling out
“the achievements of the Islamic
revolution”. In more direct attacks,
the IRGC accused Rafsanjani of
“claiming to be a revolutionary and
a follower of the imam but tries to
halt the Islamic revolution”.
The outcome of the overall struggle for power within the regime,
both inside and outside the Assembly of Experts, will influence the
selection of Khamenei’s successor.
It may also influence Iran’s ability
to honour any agreement the USled global powers reach with the
current leadership in Tehran.
Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran
and the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps. He is a senior fellow
at the Foundation for Defense of
Democracies in Washington.
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Big funds to boost Iran’s proxies
James Bruce

Beirut

C

ritics of the July 14th Vienna agreement, particularly
Saudi Arabia, Israel and
every US Republican presidential hopeful, are convinced that Iran will use a substantial amount of the unfrozen assets
and increased oil revenues coming
its way on its regional proxies, such
as Hezbollah in Lebanon.
These groups, funded, trained and
armed by Tehran, are the spearhead
of its regional subversion campaign
across the Levant, Iraq, Syria, Yemen and Bahrain, an offensive that is
likely to expand as the confrontation
between Shia and Sunni Islam, led
by Tehran and Riyadh, heats up, in
large part because of the agreement
that is part of US disengagement in
the region. The critics’ assertions, so
far unsubstantiated, are part of the
strident campaign by these players
to wreck the agreement, which they
say will intensify the upheavals in
the Middle East rather than diminish
them by curtailing Tehran’s contentious nuclear programme.
British commentator Edward Luce
argues that even if Tehran does
throw a bundle of money at its regional proxies, “So what?… Hezbollah is a restrained actor. Its theology
is absolutist and it has carried out
terrorist attacks. But it is not a death
cult.

The Vienna
agreement contains
no provision that
stipulates Tehran
must curtail its
support for proxy
groups
“In a world of bad choices,” he observed in the Financial Times on July
19th, “boosting Hezbollah’s clout is
an acceptable price to pay for a deal
that delays — and possibly dispels —
the spectre of a Middle East nuclear
arms race.”

Be that as it may, bear in mind
that the Vienna agreement contains
no provision that stipulates Tehran
must curtail its support for proxy
groups that are destabilising Arab
states to achieve its regional ambitions and gain supremacy over Shia
Islam’s oldest enemy, the mainstream Sunnis who have dominated
the Muslim world for 1,300 years.

President Hassan
Rohani’s recent
budget proposals
funding for the
Islamic
Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC)
was increased by
48%
The scale of the Iranian windfall
is still not clear, but some estimates
— and they’re the more cautious
projections — are that at least $100
billion-$150 billion in assets will be
released under a phased undoing of
the draconian sanctions in exchange
for verifiable curbs on Iran’s nuclear
programme.
How much of that will be allocated to Iran’s campaign of subversion against the Sunni Arab states is
anyone’s guess. But with the Islamic
Republic’s credibility as the regional
power it aspires to become greatly
boosted, it could be a considerable
amount.
One Gulf Arab official voiced dismay at how Tehran’s sponsorship
of armed groups is about to become
“turbo-charged”.
Indeed, Tehran’s ability to secure
an end to sanctions and the United
States’ willingness to make such
a deal dismayed the Arab states.
“They’ve managed to trade an imaginary asset that does not exist for
hundreds of billions of dollars in real
assets that they’ll use to reinforce
all their bridgeheads in our lands,”
mused one incredulous Arab politician. The Arabs, stunned by what
they see as a US betrayal, fear the
worst. Saudi officials have vowed
Riyadh will launch a pre-emptive offensive before Tehran starts pump-

Boon for proxies. A Hezbollah supporter holds pictures of the late Iran revolutionary founder
Ayatollah Khomeini and Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, in Beirut, on April 17, 2015.
ing money into its armed proxies,
with Yemen the most likely battleground.
“An Iran without sanctions will
pump billions of dollars to its proxies, which are destabilising Yemen,
Syria, and Iraq,” cautioned Jasser
al-Jasser, managing editor of the
pro-government Al Jazirah daily in
Riyadh. “Saudi Arabia will not allow
Iran to take advantage of this deal.”
But that could give Iran further
justification for boosting support to
its proxies.
Many analysts and commentators
say that Iranian Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei will focus
the windfall from unfrozen assets
initially on giving succour to millions
of poor Iranians who have borne the
brunt of the sanctions.
But it should be noted that in
President Hassan Rohani’s recent
budget proposals funding for the

Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
(IRGC) was increased by 48% while
the allotment for the Ministry of Intelligence and Security rose 40% and
overall defence spending rose 33%.
The IRGC, and in particular its elite
foreign operations wing, the al-Quds
Force, controls Hezbollah and other
paramilitary proxies and handles all
the funding for them, usually off the
books.
Some analysts say Khamenei will
have to pacify the IRGC, the regime’s
Praetorian Guard and ideologically
opposed to the nuclear deal, by
boosting financial support for its regional operations to undermine the
Arab world and make the Islamic Republic the Middle East’s paramount
power.
Ramping up those operations will
be an expensive proposition. According to the Washington Institute
for Near East Policy, Iran’s defence

budget is estimated at $12 billion-$15
billion, although Obama noted recently it was around $30 billion.
Tehran’s annual support for the embattled Syrian regime of President
Bashar Assad is an estimated $6 billion-$15 billion. Before the Syrian
war, Hezbollah, created in Lebanon
in 1982, was receiving as much as
$200 million a year from Tehran,
despite sanctions. But since it’s now
a vital element in the Damascus regime’s survival, and taking severe
manpower losses because of that,
the stipend has undoubtedly increased considerably.
Hezbollah’s leader, Hassan Nasrallah, observed recently that “a
rich and strong Iran… will be able to
stand by its allies and friends… more
than at any time in history.”
“This is a very favourable context
for Hezbollah,” said Lebanese analyst Qassem Qassir.

Hezbollah gains from Vienna but hard choices ahead
However, changing the Lebanese
sectarian system is no walk in the
park. Hezbollah will not only have
to manage the anger of Christians,
who would lose representation, it
would also have to address a hostile
Sunni community. Sunnis today
feel empowered by the difficulties
Hezbollah is facing in Syria and the
presence in Lebanon of 1.2 million,
mostly Sunni, refugees.

Michael Young

Beirut

H

ezbollah
believes
that the recent nuclear deal with Iran
will bring it political
dividends in Lebanon, Syria and elsewhere in the
region. While that could be true,
the party faces a number of serious
challenges in the months and years
ahead.
For Hezbollah, the reintegration
of Iran into the regional and global
order means a wider margin of manoeuvre for the Islamic Republic to
support its allies in the Middle East.
The lifting of sanctions on Iran will
free up funds to assist Hezbollah
and the Syrian regime and if Iran is
perceived as a legitimate regional
actor whose interests must be taken into consideration, Hezbollah
will expect the same.
The Obama administration has
made it clear that Iran is a stakeholder in Syria with a place at the
negotiating table. Though it has accelerated Syria’s dismemberment,
because it has sway over Bashar
Assad’s regime Iran can shape the
aftermath in Syria to its advantage.
Yet the Iranians have engaged in
unspeakable crimes in Syria. They
and their allies have participated in
the sectarian cleansing of millions
of Syrian Sunnis and have facilitated or committed war crimes and
crimes against humanity. This has
been ignored by an international
community eager to start afresh
with Iran.

Hezbollah’s
intentions raise
suspicion among
many Lebanese

Power balance. Lebanon’s Hezbollah members attend the funeral
of a fellow fighter killed in the Qalamoun region, on May 26, 2015.
For Hezbollah this is good news.
Already the party is pursuing its offensive against the strategic city
of Zabadani amid international indifference. With reports that ISIS
is moving westward towards the
Qalamoun district along the Lebanese border, Hezbollah will be increasingly viewed as a bulwark
against extremism.
The same has occurred in Iraq.
While the Obama administration
denounced the behaviour of Shia
militias there, today it considers
them the only effective military
force against ISIS. After having said
that it would support an inclusive
Iraqi government and work to en-

hance Prime Minister Haider alAbadi’s authority, the United States
has recognised the ineffectiveness
of his army and continues to support, albeit reluctantly, pro-Iranian
Shia militias challenging this authority.
Hezbollah knows that US President Barack Obama wants to ensure
that the nuclear deal with Iran is expanded to include a dialogue over
regional affairs. This has not reassured the Arabs. Nor can it reassure
the Lebanese, who may soon have
to prepare for a sustained Hezbollah effort to alter the country’s political system to better reflect Shia
demographics.

How Hezbollah expects to proceed is unclear but its most potent
weapon is to play on the Christians’
fears of Sunni extremism by pointing out that a political system that
maintains a permanent non-Sunni
majority in Lebanon would best
protect minorities.
That would mean rewriting the
constitution that emerged from
the 1989 Taif accord that ended
the 1975-90 civil war and allocated
one-third of parliamentary seats to
Christians, a third to the Shia, and
a third to the Sunnis, instead of a
50-50 Christian-Muslim split. That
would ensure that Shia and Christians together retain a two-thirds
majority.
Whether this is possible is not
known. Hezbollah’s intentions raise
suspicion among many Lebanese,
and there are those who see the
15-month-old presidential vacuum,
which Hezbollah has helped perpetuate, as a step towards amend-

ing the constitution. Wherever
the party feels it can gain from the
nuclear deal with Iran, it will face
blowback making its ambitions all
the more difficult to realise.
Lebanon is not the only place
where this will happen. Even if
the nuclear deal allows the Assad regime and Iran to buy time
in Syria, it is unlikely to shift the
momentum of the war there. Assad’s enemies can still significantly
outspend Iran, and Iran’s strategy
of breaking Syria up into sectarian
entities will only put more pressure
on a rump Alawite-dominated state
with no economic prospects, facing
a mobilised Sunni majority.
Nor can Hezbollah ignore another serious potential threat. Israel is
hostile to the nuclear agreement,
and assuming the agreement is
passed by the US Congress, the Israeli willingness to challenge Iran
regionally will rise. That means
Israel may see deleted advantages
in launching a devastating attack
against the party in Lebanon, both
to weaken Hezbollah and impose
a new deterrence equation on the
border.
Hezbollah should avoid hubris.
The nuclear deal will help but if the
party overplays its hand it could
lose everything. Lebanon’s powersharing system has to be respected
and Syria has already proven to be a
nightmare. An accord with Iran will
change neither.
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.
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Syrian refugees onboard an overcrowded dinghy approach a beach on the Greek island of Kos, after crossing a part of the Aegean sea from Turkey, on August 9, 2015.

Syrian refugees try crossing from Turkish coast
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

A

record number of refugees from Syria, Iraq,
Afghanistan and other
countries are massing on
Turkey’s Aegean coast
hoping to gain access to the European Union via nearby EU member
Greece.
Thousands of people have been
living in parks and squares in Turkish coastal cities such as Izmir and
Bodrum in the south-west, authorities and aid groups say. Parts of
Bodrum had “turned into a refugee
camp”, the Milliyet newspaper reported.

Only about 15%
of Syrians say they want
to travel on to the West
The refugees are apparently hoping to reach one of the Greek islands
just a few kilometres off the Turkish mainland. “The trip is safer in
summer than it is in winter,” Piril
Erçoban of the refugee aid group
Mülteci-Der in Izmir told The Arab
Weekly. “They are staying for one
and two days, then they are gone,”
she said of the refugees.
Turkey has long been a transit

hub for refugees from the Middle
East, Africa and Asia trying to get
to Europe. But the war in Syria and
the perils of illicit transit routes via
North African countries, such as
Libya, have pushed refugee figures
on the Aegean coast to a new dimension.
The Turkish Coast Guard says it
apprehended nearly 7,000 refugees
trying to reach Greece in Aegean
waters in 2013. That figure rose to
about 13,000 in 2014 but this year
has seen an even steeper rise: Some
26,000 people were picked up by
Turkish Coast Guard ships in the Aegean from January 1st to August 3rd.
Big groups of refugees are being stopped by Turkish authorities
almost every day. Boats carrying a
total of 257 refugees, mainly Syrians
but some from as far away as Eritrea
and Myanmar, heading towards the
island of Lesbos were stopped by
Coast Guard ships on August 8th,
Turkish media reported. Another
200 refugees were nabbed by police
on land while preparing for their
trip. Refugees told Turkish newspapers the price for a crossing was
$1,100 per person. “We were caught
by the Greek Navy on our first try,”
one refugee in Izmir told the Hurriyet daily. “But we will try until we
get through.”
In some cases, the refugees’ plight
is being played out in sight of holiday-makers on the coast. A Turkish tourist told the CNNTurk news
channel she saw rubber boats with

refugees in the Aegean when she
was on a ferry crossing on a day trip
to Greece. Milliyet reported Turkish
tourism managers were concerned
that the sight of the refugees would
scare off visitors.

The wave of new
refugees willing to
make the crossing
from Turkey to
Greece is unlikely to
abate soon
The UN High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR) says about
124,000 migrants had arrived in
Greece by sea to date in 2015, a 750%
increase from the same period of
2014. Vincent Cochetel, UNHCR director for Europe, called on Greece
to take control of the “total chaos”
on Mediterranean islands.
Greek Prime Minister Alexis
Tsipras asked Europe to help with
the refugees, saying his cashstrapped country could not deal
with them alone. The influx has
piled pressure on Greece’s infrastructure at a time when its own
citizens are struggling with harsh
cuts and its government is negotiating with international lenders for
fresh loans to stave off economic
collapse. But the wave of new refugees willing to make the crossing
from Turkey to Greece is unlikely
to abate soon. Erçoban said a grow-

ing number of people in Syria, Iraq
and Afghanistan were convinced
that things in their countries would
not get any better in their lifetimes.
“People are losing hope,” she said.
Earlier in 2015, the southern Turkish port city of Mersin made international headlines as a starting point
of freighters filled with hundreds
of refugees. The vessels are called
ghost ships because in some cases
their crews put the vessels on autopilot and abandon ship during the
voyage from Turkey to parts of Europe.
The growing number of refugees
gathering at Turkey’s Aegean coast
indicates that people smugglers
may have changed tactics in favour
of smaller boats and shorter trips.
Only about 15% of Syrians say they
want to travel on to the West while
the rest prefer to stay in Turkey to be
able to return to Syria when the situation allows it.
But the growing number of refugees in Turkey means that conditions for Syrians and others are deteriorating, Erçoban said.
Turkey says it has spent about $6
billion to care for Syrian refugees
since the start of the unrest in the
neighbouring country in 2011. AFAD,
the Turkish disaster relief agency,
said last month it was building an
additional refugee camp for 55,000
people near the Syrian border. A total of 25 camps house 280,000 people, but most Syrians in Turkey live
outside the camps.

As Turkey does not grant official
refugee status to people from Syria,
Iraq or Afghanistan, refugees are
forced to spend whatever money
they have or work illegally. Chances
for refugees to be accepted by European countries or the United States
are slim. Many see the illegal route
towards Europe as their only hope,
Erçoban said.
Desperate to reach Europe, some
refugees take great risks with crossing in overcrowded dinghies. Two
Syrians drowned August 5th when
their inflatable boat capsized while
en route from Turkey to Greece,
Turkish media reported. The Turkish Coast Guard rescued 13 other
people on the boat.

Turkey says it has
spent about $6
billion to care for
Syrian refugees since
the start of the
unrest
The clandestine journey to the
shore from the Syrian border or
gathering points in Turkish cities
can be deadly as well. Eleven Syrians died when the overcrowded
minibus taking them from Istanbul
to Ayvalik on the northern Aegean
coast crashed on August 8th. Forty
Syrians were crammed into the minibus that had an official capacity of
18, media reports said.

Erdogan turns a crisis into an opportunity

View poi nt

Mona Alami

I

n August 2014, a US-led
coalition launched air
strikes against the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Iraq and Syria.
Even though Turkey’s
parliament authorised the
country’s military to join the fight
against ISIS in October, little
changed in Ankara’s permissive
policy towards jihadists using Turkey as a point of passage to join
radical groups such as al-Qaeda
affiliate al-Nusra Front and ISIS.
The groups were viewed by
Turkey as a useful tool against the
Syrian regime and the Syrian Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG),
considered an offshoot of the
outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK), which has battled since 1984
to secure autonomy for Turkey’s
mainly Kurdish south-east.
But four days after a July 20th
suicide bombing killed 32 people
in Suruç near the Syrian border,
Turkish military planes struck ISIS
strongholds inside Syria as well as
PKK positions in Iraq. Turkey also
agreed to allow US-led coalition
planes to use a Turkish air base for
strikes against ISIS in Syria.
The Suruç bombing seems to
have triggered a major policy
change in Turkey towards ISIS. The
bombing, which was followed by
the assassination of several Turkish
police officers by the PKK and its
sympathizers, allowed Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan

Erdogan did not simply accede
to US pressure to fight ISIS;
he advanced his own strategic
interests

to turn a crisis into an opportunity, though one not without risky
repercussions for Turkey’s internal
stability.
Erdogan did not simply accede
to US pressure to fight ISIS; he advanced his own strategic interests.
The United States was allowed the
use of the key air base at Incirlik in
southern Turkey, and Turkish officials said a 90-kilometre safe zone
would be set up between the Syrian
towns of Marea and Jarabulus to
the east.
The Turks are hoping to settle
Syrian refugees in the area, which
could fall under the control of the
Free Syrian Army, Beirut-based
Turkish analyst Timur Goksel told
The Arab Weekly. If confirmed, this
would be a victory for Erdogan,
who has made this demand several
times since the Syrian civil war
erupted in 2011 and more particularly after Syrian Kurds seized the
border town of Tal Abyad in Syria
in June.
“Turkey worries over the increasing legitimacy the YPG/PKK is
getting in the eyes of the West as a
counter-ISIS force on the ground,”
said Wladimir van Wilgenburg,
a Kurdish affairs expert with the
Jamestown Foundation, a Washington think-tank. Turkey has fought a
long war against the PKK’s separatist ambitions. For Goksel, Erdogan’s deal with the United States has
allowed him to put the YPG and the
PKK in the same terror basket.
The Suruç bombing, followed by
PKK strikes inside Turkey, allowed
Erdogan to kill two birds with one
stone. In a crackdown on ISIS, more
than 1,000 people have been detained, but rights groups say most
of them were Turkish Kurds and
leftists who were not suspected of
being part of the jihadist organisation.

Erdogan may thus seek to use
rising security threats to increase
Turkey’s political standing regionally and internationally and overcome accusations of authoritarian
excesses and violations of human
rights and press freedom. His party,
the ruling Justice and Development
Party (AKP), has come under heavy
criticism for its tolerant policy
towards extremist groups fighting
to topple the Syrian regime of President Bashar Assad.
That contributed to the AKP
suffering a massive setback in
June elections when it was denied
a parliamentary majority for the
first time since 2002. Erdogan had
sought a strong majority that would
have allowed him to transform
Turkey’s political system from parliamentary to presidential, giving
him wide executive powers.
The elections also secured
the Kurdish minority’s largest
party — the Peoples’ Democratic
Party (HDP) — 80 seats in the
550-member parliament, a
major gain for the Kurds.
Local developments thus
raised the potential for a shift
in Turkish foreign policy, whether
towards Erdogan’s nemesis Assad
or Syrian Kurds, more particularly
if a coalition government was to be
formed, a possibility not favoured
by Erdogan, said van Wilgenburg,
who predicted the president would
opt for early elections in case an
agreement was not concluded between Turkish political factions.
The expanded Turkish participation in the anti-ISIS coalition will
likely rally most Turks around the
presidency.
Goksel observed that “if early
elections are called, this could improve the AKP’s electoral position”.
However, Erdogan’s new-found
policy might be a double-edged

The Suruç
bombing,
followed by
PKK strikes
inside
Turkey,
allowed
Erdogan
to kill two
birds with
one stone

sword in a country divided along
ethnic lines and where there are
about 15 million Kurds. Protests following the Suruç bombing underlined the perception among many
Kurds that the attack was the result
of Turkey’s lenient policy towards
ISIS. “Local Iraqi Kurds are very
angry about the air strikes as they
see targeting the PKK as unfair,”
said van Wilgenburg.
On the ISIS front, it will certainly
increase the possibility of further
attacks by the terror group against
Turkish interests. While attacks on
ISIS are a much welcomed policy,
the possible resumption of hostilities in the Kurdish-majority provinces of south-eastern Turkey after
a fragile peace process is a different
matter entirely.
Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese
analyst and a fellow at the Rafik
Hariri Center for the Middle East
of the Atlantic Council. She lives in
Beirut.

A missile-loaded
Turkish Air
Force warplane
takes off from
the Incirlik Air
Base, in the
outskirts of the
city of Adana,
south-eastern
Turkey, on July
28, 2015.
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US Republican candidates debate Middle East
Amal Mudallali

Washington

I

n the first debates of the 2016
US elections, the 17 candidates
for the Republican Party’s presidential nomination, who were
separated into two tiers, barely
mentioned foreign policy. The few
times they did, the focus was almost entirely on the Middle East
and more specifically on the Islamic
State (ISIS) and Iran.
None of candidates are known
as foreign policy experts, so when
they spoke on foreign policy
issues in the August 6th event, it
appeared they were simply trying
to outdo businessman Donald
Trump, who has taken centre stage
with his sensational statements.
In fact, Trump is leading the other
Republican candidates in early
polling.
But allowing Trump to set the
tone lowered the bar of seriousness
a few notches. For example, all the
candidates eagerly agreed with
Trump that “America is losing to
China and Mexico and everywhere”.
To great applause, Trump blamed
US President Barack Obama, who,
he said, “does not have a clue”.
Any Republican discussion of
Obama’s foreign policy invariably
includes the phrase “leading from
behind” and Senator Ted Cruz,
R-Texas, was the first to invoke
it. All of the candidates described
an America that is weak and
disengaged from the world because
of Obama’s policies.

After ISIS, Iran
received the most
attention
Wisconsin
Governor
Scott
Walker praised the US-Egyptian
relationship and said the leaders
of Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates told him that the
biggest threat to the region is “the
disengagement of America”. The
answer, Walker said, was to “put
steel in our foreign policy”.

The only woman Republican
candidate, Carly Fiorina, former
chief executive officer of Hewlett
Packard, said in the second-tier
debate: “When America doesn’t
engage, the world becomes a
dangerous place.”
The
candidates
called
for
defeating ISIS but their approaches
were
varied
and
sometimes
confusing.
Former Florida governor Jeb Bush
blamed Obama for the creation of
ISIS, saying, “Obama abandoned
Iraq and ISIS was created because
of the void when we left”. He
was referring to the US military
withdrawal ordered by Obama, who
inherited the Iraq situation from
Bush’s brother, former president
George W. Bush.

Israel did not figure
prominently in the
debate
Cruz said the US commanderin-chief should be as tough as
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah alSisi, whom he praised for fighting
extremism. The United States needs
a president, Cruz said, who makes
clear that “if you wage jihad on
America, then you are signing your
death warrant”.
Cruz said he would revoke the
citizenship of any Americans
fighting for ISIS. He also ridiculed
US Army General Martin Dempsey,
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, for saying there is no military
solution for defeating ISIS. “That is
nonsense,” Cruz said.
Both Cruz and Louisiana Governor
Bobby Jindal criticised Obama
for refusing to use the expression
“Islamic terrorism”. Jindal went so
far as to say “we are losing the war
on terror because President Obama
refuses to call our enemy ‘radical
Islamic terrorism’”.
Senator Lindsey Graham, R-S.C.,
argued that it will take boots on
the ground to defeat ISIS. “This air
campaign will not destroy ISIS,” he
said. “We need a ground force in
Iraq and Syria and America has to
be part of that ground force.”

No joke. US Republican presidential candidates Ben Carson (L), Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker
(2nd L), former Florida governor Jeb Bush (R) and businessman Donald Trump (2nd R), in their first
debate, on August 6th.
Israel did not figure prominently
in the debate with the exception of
an exchange between New Jersey
Governor Chris Christie and Senator
Rand Paul, R-Ky., who wants to
cut all foreign aid, even Israel’s.
Christie countered that Israel is a
“priority we have to help and keep
safe after eight years of the Obama
administration”. Cruz pledged to
move the US embassy in Israel to
Jerusalem, and Fiorina referred to
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu as “my good friend”.
After ISIS, Iran received the most
attention. Many of the candidates
vowed to revoke the Iran nuclear
agreement on their first day in office.
Fiorina said she would confer with
Israel and call a summit with “our
Arab allies” to send a message that
“America is back in the leadership
business”.
Trump claimed the deal with Iran

would lead to “destruction around
the world”. Former Arkansas
governor Mike Huckabee said
the deal gives Iran “everything
they want”. Paul, who generally
advocates an isolationist foreign
policy, nevertheless, said, “Obama
gave too much too quickly. I
wouldn’t release sanctions before
there is compliance.”
For Cruz, it is not just Iran’s
destabilising
behaviour
and
the threat to Americans that is
of concern. He accused Iranian
General Qassem Soleimani, the
head of the al-Quds force, of being
“directly responsible for murdering
500 American servicemen in Iraq”.
Walker proposed adding more
“crippling sanctions” on Iran and
“convincing our allies to do the
same”.
Ben Carson, a neurosurgeon
with no prior political experience,

defended torture and waterboarding
because “what we need to do to get
our information is our business”. He
added, “There is no such thing as a
politically correct war”. Similarly,
Huckabee said, “the purpose of
the military is kill people and break
things”.
The Republican candidates were
combative and sensational for
much of the evening in the first
of what will be many debates and
the podium was crowded — seven
candidates were regulated to a predebate late afternoon session and
ten participated in the prime-time
programme. As the field narrows,
let us hope that sensationalism and
grandstanding will be replaced with
substantive dialogue.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Choudary detention ignites social media storm
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

S

upporters of radical British
Muslim preacher Anjem
Choudary have launched
an online campaign threatening “revenge” for his
detention on charges of supporting
Islamic State (ISIS), but opponents
fought back accusing the longtime critic of free speech of double
standards for arguing he has the
right to assert his views.

Choudary has
described himself as
the most hated man
in Britain
Choudary, 48, is known for bombastic media appearances during
which he has praised the 9/11 hijackers and repeatedly called for
the implementation of sharia law.
He founded the proscribed al-Muhajiroun group and has described
himself as the most hated man in
Britain.
Choudary was remanded into
custody on August 5th on charges
of “inviting support for the Islamic
State (ISIS)”, after initially being
arrested and remanded on bail in
September 2014.
The British-born preacher, who
was charged alongside supporter
Mohammed Rahman, represented
himself in court, appearing dressed
in a white robe. When asked to
enter a plea, Choudary, who has

Chilling tweets. A 2012 photo shows Anjem Choudary speaking
to a group of demonstrators outside the US embassy in central
London.
trained as a solicitor, said: “I plead
that [British Prime Minister David]
Cameron and the police are guilty
and the only people who are innocent are me and Mr Rahman.” Rahman also pleaded not guilty.
Senior District Judge Howard
Riddle referred the case to the
Crown Court and refused the men

bail, remanding them into custody.
This is the first time that Choudary
has been behind bars. He previously warned, “If they arrest me and
put me in prison… I will radicalise
everyone in prison.”
The Twitter hashtag #FreeAnjemChoudary was trending several days after Choudary’s arrest,

with his supporters and opponents
competing to win the online debate. The hashtag was launched by
supporters of Choudary to call for
his release and included a chilling
tweet of a photo of a black Islamic
State (ISIS) flag with London’s iconic Elizabeth Tower, which houses
Big Ben, in the background. “The
black days is coming to Britain if it
doesnt (sic) release the Muslims,”
the accompanying tweet threatened.
According to data compiled by
an online analytics company, the
hashtag was shared almost 600
times in the first 24 hours after
Choudary’s detention, potentially
reaching up to 700,000 people.
It has been shared thousands of
times since then.
While some Twitter users lauded
Choudary as a “lion” of Islam, others tried to hijack the campaign
and condemn the radical preacher.
“Let’s NOT #FreeAnjemChoudary”
read one tweet from the username
“IS Hunter”.
“If only there was a caliphate
where #FreeAnjemChoudary supporters could go and never return?”
wrote another Twitter user.
“How come ‘freedom of speech’
is important to Muslims for jihad inciters but not for cartoonists?” asked another, using the
hashtag #jesuischarlie alongside
#FreeAngemChoudary. Choudary
defended the attack on Charlie
Hebdo in an open letter entitled
People Know the Consequences,
which claimed that Muslims do not
believe in the concept of the freedom of expression.

Choudary’s arrest comes on the
back of a new counter-extremism
policy in the United Kingdom,
which some fear could limit freedom of religious expression but
which others praise as a necessary
step to combating radicalisation.

Choudary was
remanded into
custody on August
5th on charges of
“inviting support for
the Islamic State
(ISIS)”
Choudary is a prolific user of
Twitter and Facebook and it is believed that the charges against him
relate to his calling support for ISIS
in Facebook activity between June
29, 2014, and March 6, 2015.
His last tweet before his arrest
sums up his belligerent social media activity. “UK PM’s are criminals, today they murder kids with
drones & take them from their parents in the past it seems they also
raped them” he wrote in reference
to alleged child sex abuse scandal
by the late former Prime Minister
Ted Heath.
An earlier tweet asked followers
to pray for him as the Crown Prosecution Service decided whether
to formally charge him.
Choudary is next expected to appear at the Old Bailey on August
28th.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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OPEC raises 2015
oil demand
forecast despite
bearish markets
OPEC revised upwards its growth
forecast for global oil demand in
2015 and maintained projected record levels of world consumption in
2016, despite turbulent market conditions spurred by financial instability in Greece and China.
In its August monthly report, the
Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) said it
was expecting world oil demand to
grow by 1.38 million barrels per day
(bpd) — some 90,000 more than announced in July estimates.
The cartel stuck to July’s prognosis that demand growth in 2016
would reach 1.34 million barrels per
day thanks to global gross domestic product expansion set to reach
3.5%, up from 3.2% in 2015.
(Agence France Presse)

Egypt civil
servants protest
law they fear will
cut ranks

Cloud seeding aeroplane landing.

UAE tries cloud seeding to induce rain
Every drop of precious water counts for parched
Arab Gulf countries
The Arab Weekly staff

Abu Dhabi

W

ith water scarcity
predicted to reach
alarming levels by
2025 in the Middle
East, Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) governments
are seeking additional research into
ways to reverse damage caused by
climate change. In addition to building dams and reservoirs, desalinating sea water and recycling waste
water, the oil-rich United Arab
Emirates is “inseminating” clouds
passing over the desert nation to
produce rain.
The technique known as “cloud
seeding” is a form of weather modification that attempts to change the
amount or type of precipitation by
dispersing substances into the air
that serve as cloud condensation or
ice nuclei, which alter microphysical processes within the cloud.
“We do not want to waste a single drop of water,” said Abdullah
al-Mandoos, executive director of
the UAE’s National Centre of Meteorology and Seismology. Population
growth and rapid urbanisation in
Gulf Arab countries is expected to
increase pressure on already scarce
water resources.

The oil-rich United
Arab Emirates is
“inseminating”
clouds passing over
the desert nation to
produce rain
Cloud-seeding missions in the
UAE are carried out by a fleet of four
Beechcraft King Air C90 aircraft,
stationed at Al Ain International
Airport, ready to fly at short notice. The planes are armed with salt
flares that are fired into promising
clouds to increase condensation to

trigger a downpour.
Abu Dhabi-based forecasters
monitor weather radar to tell pilots
when to attempt rainfall-inducing
sorties. “As soon as they see some
convective cloud formations, they
launch us on a flight to investigate”
to try “to seed the cloud”, explained
Mark Newman, deputy chief pilot at
NCMS.

44%

of the UAE's
used water is
groundwater
Newman said summer is usually
the busiest season, when clouds
form over the eastern Al-Hajar
mountains, which deflect warm
winds blowing from the Gulf of
Oman.
The strength of the updraft determines the number of flares fired as
the plane explores the base of the
forming cloud. “If we’ve got a mild
updraft, we usually burn one or two
flares. If we’ve got a good updraft,
we burn four, sometimes six flares
into the cloud,” Newman said.
Not all seeded clouds produce
rainfall but it happens often, he
said, adding: “It is fantastic… As
soon as there is rain, there is a lot of
excitement. We can hear the guys in
the office are happy.”
The UAE, an oil-rich federation
of about 8 million people, ranks
among the world’s ten driest countries. Its annual rainfall is 78 millimetres, more than 15 times less
than what falls in an average year in
the United Kingdom.
The NCMS runs the cloud seeding programme to increase annual
precipitation, although the effectiveness of the technique has often been questioned. However, US
ski resorts in Colorado reportedly
use the method to induce heavier

snowfall. China used rain dispersal
technology to ensure dry weather
during the opening of the 2008 Beijing Olympics.
To cover surging water needs,
driven by rapid economic growth
and an influx of foreigners, the UAE
has resorted mainly to desalination.
The country accounts for 14% of
the world’s desalinated water and
is the second largest producer, after
neighbouring Saudi Arabia.
The country has 33 desalination
plants, which provide 42% of its
needs, according to a 2013 report by
the environment and water ministry. Groundwater represents 44%
of used water, putting immense
pressure on the country’s reserves.
Another 14% of water usage comes
from treated waste water, mostly
for irrigation and landscaped green
areas.
Rain triggered through cloud
seeding is much cheaper than desalinated water, according to Omar alYazeedi, head of research at NCMS.
In 2010, four days of heavy rain
induced by cloud seeding brought
downpours equivalent to the nineyear output of a single desalination
plant in Abu Dhabi, he said.

The country has 33
desalination plants
which provide 42%
of its needs
“This shows that there is a huge
amount of water that could be
tapped,” he said. “It is a source that
cannot be ignored.”
Studies indicate that cloud seeding can increase the amount of rain
5-70%, depending on the quality of
the clouds, Yazeedi noted.
The American Meteorological
Society said in 2010 that, despite
uncertainty over its effectiveness,
“large potential benefits can warrant relatively small investments
to conduct operational cloud seeding”.

The UAE is also looking into
methods to preserve rain that does
hit the ground, instead of allowing
it to quickly evaporate or flow into
the sea. It has built dams and reservoirs to gather water that flood desert wadis.
The country has around 130 dams
and levees with a storage capacity
of about 120 million cubic metres,
according to a ministry report.
Mandoos said studies were being
prepared to plan more dams and to
protect water, aimed at directing
rain “from the cloud right into the
aquifer”.

In 2010,

“Large potential
benefits can warrant
relatively small
investments to
conduct operational
cloud seeding”
While water resources are in short
supply and demand for water is
growing in GCC countries, the question of the optimal management of
water resources is of crucial importance, with implications not only
for the future development of the
countries but also for the sustainability of their past economic and
social achievements
Cloud seeding could be one of the
options to reverse water scarcity
and desertification. For many scientists, cloud seeding is no longer
considered a fringe science but
rather a mainstream tool to improve
precipitation.
New technology and research
have produced reliable results that
make cloud seeding a dependable
and affordable water-supply practice for many regions and a much
cheaper procedure than desalination.

Hundreds of Egyptian tax collectors rallied against a new law seeking to reform the country’s mammoth civil service. At least 2,000 tax
and customs workers protested in
Cairo, urging President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi to scrap the law and fire his finance and planning ministers.
Critics say the law is not fair as
some, such as doctors and teachers, are exempt. They fear it could
dramatically reduce Egypt’s public
workforce of more than 6 million
employees.
Government officials say the law
is necessary as the civil service
swallows more than 25% of the government’s budget. The law also introduces evaluations as a basis for
promotion.
Planning Minister Ashraf el-Araby told private television station
CBC that Egypt’s economy was in
“critical” condition and the country
could not delay in implementing reforms.
(The Associated Press)

Iranian carpet
industry seeks
revival
Iran’s famed carpet weavers are
busy at work following the country’s
historic nuclear deal, anticipating a
boost in exports should sanctions be
lifted in the months ahead.
“The Persian hand-woven carpet
is Iran’s ambassador. I’m delighted
that the ambassador is in the process
of resuming work in the US,” exporter Jila Rassam Arabzadeh said. “The
Persian carpet is like the Iranian
flag, known all over the world. Let
our flag fly.” The nuclear accord between Iran and six world powers is
meant to curb Tehran’s nuclear programme in exchange for lifting crippling economic sanctions. As part
of the deal, the United States will
resume imports of Iranian carpets,
which were halted in 2010.
Persian carpets were the Iranian
non-oil commodity that suffered
most as a result of sanctions. The
US market had made up one-fifth of
Iran’s carpet exports.
Iran exported $330 million in
Persian carpets in 2014. Exports account for two-thirds of Iran’s carpet
production, which stands at more
than 5 million square metres a year.
(The Associated Press)
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Gaza power cuts
blamed on politics
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

D

rawn-out power blackouts, caused by shortages of fuel used to generate electricity, coupled
with a heat wave, have
sent hundreds of Gaza City residents
to beaches or the streets in search of
cooling breezes.
Hospitals and emergency health
care centres are equipped with
generators that operate on oil paid
for by the European Union and the
United Nations. Some hospitals use
solar energy, a technology donated
by Japan. But electricity supplies for
homes and businesses are inconsistent.
“We barely get four hours of electricity a day and remain without
power for 20 hours,” political analyst
Fathi Sabbah told The Arab Weekly.
Sabbah blamed the outages on differences between Gaza’s militant
Hamas rulers and the moderate
Palestinian Authority (PA) responsible for the West Bank. “Because of
their feuds, Gaza people are paying
a heavy price and their suffering has
peaked,” he said.
According to the Gaza Energy Corporation (GEC), the Gaza Strip needs
at least 320 megawatts (MW) of electricity every day. The sole Gaza power station generates 65 MW, while
Israel provides 120 MW and Egypt
another 22 MW, leaving the area
nearly 40% short of energy needs.
Power outages began in June
2006, when Israeli jets struck the
sole power plant in the central Gaza

Strip to avenge the kidnapping of
Israeli Corporal Gilad Shalit by Hamas. But the crisis worsened after
Hamas’s takeover of the Gaza Strip
in June 2007 following weeks of infighting between Hamas and security forces affiliated with Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas and his
moderate Fatah Party.
In response, Israel considered
Gaza a “hostile entity”, slapping a
crippling embargo that caused severe shortages of supplies, including
food, fuel and other essential commodities.
Continued divisions between Hamas and Fatah aggravated the crisis and increased the population’s
suffering, mainly when the GEC on
July 20th switched off four turbines
feeding Gaza, citing a fuel shortage.
A four-month deal with the PA to
provide Gaza with fuel trucked from
Israel had expired the same day. The
PA had bought the fuel from a private Israeli firm with money Hamas
collected for electricity tariffs from
Gazan residents.
Disputes between Hamas and the
PA over Israeli taxes further complicated the matter in recent few
months. Hamas stopped paying a
40% “blue tax”, which Israel levies
on fuel supplies, forcing the PA to
pay it instead.
The PA did under the four-month
deal but refused to continue doing
so after it expired.
Before the deal expired, households in Gaza received electricity
for 16 hours a day in phases — eight
hours on, eight hours off, then eight
hours on. When the agreement ended, electricity was cut to 12 hours of
power a day, in intervals of six hours

A Gaza worker fixes a power outage.
on, 12 hours off, six hours on. Making things worse was a heat wave
that battered the region, causing
technical failures in two of the four
operating power stations, reducing
the daily feed of electricity to four
hours a day. Temperatures in Gaza
hit 47 degrees Celsius during the day
and an average of 40 at night.
The recent outages brought life
almost to a standstill across Gaza.
Streets are in total darkness, with no
traffic lights, which makes driving
treacherous.
In the densely populated neighbourhoods, people take to streets
every night to escape the unbearable heat. Beaches are packed with
people eager for a night breeze.
To charge cell phone batteries,
other communication tools and
temporarily light homes, people
who cannot afford generators use
motorcycle batteries as an alternative.
Shops and supermarkets are partially lit by generators but most shut
down before nightfall to avoid extra

fuel expenses. Other private businesses, such as factories, restaurants, companies, banks and money
changers have generators and buy
fuel to operate them when power is
cut off.

The Gaza Strip needs
at least 320
megawatts (MW) of
electricity every day
Ahmed Abu Alamrien, the GEC’s
information director, said his firm
has been unable to buy the highly
taxed Israeli fuel. “We can’t afford
to pay for the tax anymore,” he said,
pointing to a big gap in the price
compared with electricity tariffs collected from the population.
Power outages are the main talk in
the area in the past few weeks, with
some mocking Hamas and others
voicing rage over a crisis that paralysed various aspects of life. Social
media activists slammed both Hamas and the PA for exacerbating ci-

vilian hardships.
“The misery and torture of the
population in the Gaza Strip is illegal and unacceptable,” Gaza’s renowned rights activist and blogger
Mustafa Ibrahim wrote on his Facebook page.
Gaza journalist Mohammed Guga
was cynical in a Facebook posting.
He said Gaza has “all the currents,
the Islamic current, the secular current, the communist current but we
don’t have the electric current”.
Meanwhile, the Hamas-Fatah divisions continue to reflect on Gaza’s
power outages.
Hamas spokesman Fawzi Barhoum held the PA responsible for
Gaza’s power cuts, saying, “It’s an
inhuman act and a big sin that is aggravating people’s suffering.”
The PA declined comment.
Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza,
is an Arab Weekly correspondent
who has been covering the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict for 28
years.

Electricity, the unconventional
weapon of Syria’s war
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

C

onventional weapons are
not the only tools being
used to do damage and
create severe hardship
during Syria’s brutal civil
war. Vital means of survival, including food, water and electricity,
have been exploited to put pressure
on opposing parties.
The darkness that gripped Damascus for a month is an example
of using the “weapon of electricity”
to subdue an enemy, in this case the
Syrian regime.

Electricity has been
out for more than 18
hours a day in
Damascus
The deafening noise of power
generators mixed with the sound
of intermittent gunshots and artillery have been part of daily life in
Damascus and the southern provinces of Daraa, Quneitra and Sweida, since rebel groups seized major
pipelines in the province of Palmyra, cutting off flows of natural gas
needed to operate power plants.
For the first time in more than
four years of the conflict, electricity
has been out for more than 18 hours
a day in Damascus and 20 hours
a day in southern provinces. The
government has been largely silent
about the subject, blaming “terrorists” for power disruptions and
promising that “the situation will
hopefully improve in a few days”.
“These ‘few days’ appear to be
endless,” commented Mohamad
Salman, a resident of the Mazze
neighbourhood in Damascus. “It
has been more than 20 days now

that we have been living without
electricity. We are tired of waiting
for things to improve.”
“Why doesn’t the government
speak out more frankly about the
crisis? Probably because things are
much more complicated this time
and they do not want to commit to
deadlines which they won’t be able
to meet.”
According to Omar al-Shami, a
government employee in Mahsa,
100 kilometres north-east of Damascus, armed groups seized control of pipelines that transport gas
from fields in rural Palmyra 20 days
ago, cutting off 36-inch and 18-inch
main lines at Mahsa. Those pipes
supplied power plants in Damascus.
“The rebels are refusing to repump the gas before their demands
are met,” Shami said. “They have
made impossible conditions, including the release of prisoners
held by the regime, the payment
of big amounts of money and the
withdrawal of government troops
from the vicinity of the town.”
The government dispatched a negotiating team to Mahsa to seek the
assistance of local leaders to convince the armed groups to alleviate
their demands. “The negotiations
are still ongoing without obviously
achieving any results,” Shami added. Mahsa, in the Qalamoun region,
was previously recaptured from the
rebels by the Syrian Army with the
backing of Lebanon’s Shia Hezbollah fighters and has since November 2013 been run by local leaders.
Shami said: “The town was living
in relative peace, until it was infiltrated by tens of gunmen fleeing
the army and Hezbollah offensives
in Qalamoun area in the last few
months.
“Most of the rebels controlling
the pipelines are from outside Mahsa, mainly from neighbouring vil-

lages like Jayroud and Hidab.”
Sources at the Syrian Gas Company pointed that clashes between
the Islamic State (ISIS) and the army
near the main gas fields of Jazal and
al-Shaer in Palmyra resulted in reduced gas production and further
aggravated power cuts.
To compensate for the production loss, the government stopped
the gas-operated Homs fertiliser
plant in a desperate attempt to shift
the gas to operate power-generating plants.
Syrian Electricity Minister Imad
Khamis revealed that Syria, which
used to export electricity to Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey prior to the
civil war, is producing 2,000 megawatts (MW), a sharp drop from past
production of 6,000 MW.
“The electricity infrastructure
has been targeted dozens of times
by terrorist attacks, sustaining extensive damage,” Khamis told The
Arab Weekly. “Nonetheless, the
ministry’s technical teams have repaired a lot of the damage, defying
risks of being attacked by the terrorists, and we are ready to produce
electricity as soon as plants are supplied with gas.”

Syria is producing
only 2,000
megawatts (MW)
today
Shortages in fuel and gas forced
the government to stop 34 out of
54 power production units, Khamis
said, estimating the losses of the
power sector at more than $1.3 billion.
Meanwhile, frustrated citizens
have been expressing different
views about the power crisis.
“We will not give up to the terrorists,” said Khaldoun Bacha, a
resident of central Damascus. “In

A workshop for repairing and maintaining power generators in
Damascus.
Aleppo, they have been suffering
much more than us but they did not
surrender.”
Bacha’s view was backed by
Mahmoud Salloum, from the
Mazze neighbourhood. “We will
not give in to the pressures of the
terrorists. What they have not been
able to achieve by force and killing,
they will not get by attacking gas
installations, even if it means living without electricity for a whole
year,” Salloum said.
But Salloum’s neighbour, Youssef
Khaled, said he could no longer
cope with the power cuts. “It is beyond what one can bear,” he said
“A quick and permanent solution
should be found as soon as possible.
“Is it not acceptable that Damascus, the oldest inhabited city in the
world, is left in complete darkness.”
To Sleiman, a shop-owner in a
central Damascus market: “It is the
poor people who always pay the
biggest price and suffer the most.”
“Tradesmen like me did not really sustain losses. We turn our gen-

erators on all day long and increase
prices to compensate for the extra
expenses. Nonetheless, a radical
and decisive solution should be
found,” Sleiman noted.
The “weapon of electricity” was
one of many punitive measures that
the government resorted to in order
to subdue opposition-held areas of
Ghouta Sharqiya, Ghouta Gharbiya
and Moadamiyat near Damascus.
Despite a local “reconciliation
accord” reached more than a year
ago in Moadamiyat, the town still
suffers from severe electricity cuts,
prompting residents to tap power from the adjacent Hay Sharqi,
which falls under regime control.
“Enough is enough. It is not acceptable to use electricity and
the delivery of other services as a
weapon against citizens,” Khaled
said.
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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Lebanon’s oldest man shares secrets to healthy life
Mahmoud Saleh

Heker Hanin, Lebanon

H

e has witnessed two
world wars, survived
the famine that swept
the Levant during the
first war, lived under
Ottoman rule and the French mandate, saw Lebanon’s creation as a
state and celebrated its independence 72 years ago. At 117, Sleiman alMal, a resident of the border village
of Heker Hanin in north Lebanon’s
Akkar district, should figure in the
Guinness World Records for ageing.
The father of 12 children, the
oldest being 75 years old and the
youngest almost 5, his descendents count more than 300 covering
five generations — a clear source of
pride for al-Mal.
Hard work, plenty of sleep and
rest and a varied diet are the secrets to a long and healthy life, according to the well-built centenarian who, until three years ago was
still fathering children, when his
second wife Samira, whom he married while she was in her 30s and he
was 110 years old, had a miscarriage
with their sixth child. He had seven
children, the youngest now 59, with
his first wife, also named Samira,
who died after they lived together
for 70 years.

He has never
travelled outside
Lebanon and is the
least concerned
about new
technology
“Health is good so far, Al Hamdulillah (Thank God),” al-Mal told
The Arab Weekly. “The secret is in
the type and quality of food and
eating discipline.”
“I eat as much as I need, don’t go
near food that contains ingredients
that I don’t know and stay away
from manufactured oils sold on the
market.”
“Pure olive oil, honey and goat
ghee are an elixir for good health

Centenarian Sleiman al-Mal surrounded by his young children.
and long life and should be at the
heart of all meals,” he said.
Al-Mal said he takes the best from
what nature offers and his rule is
“to avoid anything that is not beneficial to health”. “For instance beef
meat is harmful but cow milk and
yogurt are a cure to all ills, whereas
goat milk and yogurt are an effective medicine while sheep’s meat
is good but their milk is bad. This is
the rule that I follow,” he said.
Probably most people of his generation are either no longer of this
world or in homes for the elderly
but with young children to raise
and cater for, al-Mal cannot afford
to stay idle.
“I refuse to take alimony from
anyone, not even from my elder
children I had with my first wife.
Agriculture is the only source of
income I have and I do not plant
any crop that is not useful for me or
which I cannot store. We sell whatever we produce, and this is how we
subsist,” he said. His crops include
olives, potatoes, wheat and grapes.
The bearded centenarian starts at
5 every morning, goes to the field
and works for several hours without interruption, ploughing the
land, planting vegetables and irrigating crops and fruit trees. “The
most important is to soak in your
own sweat because that gives you
force and vigour.” al-Mal said.

After the exercise, a long and
well-deserved rest, coupled with a
good healthy meal, is what it takes
to remain dynamic and full of energy, he said. For him, his modest
two-bedroom house, where he lives
with his wife and five children, is
the place to rest and enjoy serenity
and stability.
“Home sweet home. Although it
is small and rundown, with damp
walls from water leakage, it has
magic in it,” al-Mal said. “It is full
of good memories and the place
where I feel quietude and comfort.”
“Maybe this has helped me to
keep on having children until this
age,” he added with a big laugh,
showing a mouth where a few teeth
still stand.
Al-Mal cannot give a definite date
of his birth, saying his age ranges
between 115 and 117. “It is definitely
in the 19th century. At the time,
parents did not register their newborn immediately and the age was
roughly estimated on the basis of
testimonies of witnesses. But I am
sure I have reached 117.”
Because of the lack of verification, al-Mal cannot “officially” be
considered the world’s oldest living
person. Currently, that is Susannah
Mushatt Jones, who was born July
6, 1899, making her 116 years old.
Accustomed to harsh life and
hard work since he was young, al-

Sleiman working his tools outside his home.
Mal is convinced that his uneasy
life helped him build a strong body
and resistant stature, claiming that
he doesn’t remember having been
ill, at least in the past 100 years.

Hard work, plenty of
sleep and rest and a
varied diet are the
secrets to a long and
healthy life
Pitying younger generations, the
illiterate centenarian said they are
physically weaker, less solid and
with a poorer immunity. “They
don’t even know how to deal or
cope with the difficulties of life,”
he said. “It is a totally different generation from mine and I feel pitiful
for them and ask God Almighty to
bless them with tranquillity and
content.”
Asked whether he was still attracted to women, al-Mal’s wrinkled face and tiny eyes glowed.
“Who doesn’t like women but I am
afraid of my wife, she is a troublemaker,” he said, with a smile, “I am
still capable of bringing children to
this world but unfortunately none
of my (elder) children has the same
capability.
They have stopped having children a long time ago.”
Al-Mal prides himself for recog-

nising the names of each member
of his huge family of grandchildren,
great-grandchildren and great-great
grandchildren. The centenarian has
an amazing long-term memory.
He has never travelled outside
Lebanon and is the least concerned
about new technology and modern life. “Today’s generation is interested in luxurious cars, cellular
phones and Facebook, while we
only knew the shovel and ploughing and travelled between villages
on mule’s back,” he said. “Walk and
live long, ride a car and die early.
Our generation was blessed with
long life, while the (new) generation has illnesses we never heard
of.”
If proven, al-Mal could be the oldest person in the Middle East and
among the top elderly worldwide.
In order to be officially declared as
such, he must submit documentation to the Guinness World Records.
In the meantime, surrounded by
his youngest children, al-Mal hopes
to keep going for another ten years
in order to be able to raise them into
adulthood.
“Being the father of young children that make you feel young at
heart could very well be the best
formula for a long life,” he said.
Mahmoud Saleh is a reporter based
in northern Lebanon.

Sarah’s Bag, where glamour meets social activism
Beirut
Samar Kadi

W

hen she was incarcerated for embezzlement 15 years ago,
Jenny had no idea
that her one-year
prison sentence would change her
whole life — for the better.
“When I went into prison I was a
devastated person but when I came
out I was a strong woman who had
started a career and become financially independent. I was lucky that
Sarah crossed my way,” she said.
Jenny, who requested her real
name be concealed, is among dozens of female convicts and underprivileged women employed by
Lebanese designer Sarah Beydoun
to embroider bags and accessories
created under the brand name “Sarah’s Bag”.
The funky designs turned into
clutches and evening purses include
prints of Arab diva Oum Kalthoum,
Lebanese singer Sabah and Arab calligraphy intricately stitched with
colourful beads. In a few years, Sarah’s Bags made their way into posh,
upmarket fashion stores in London,
Paris, New York and 50 other countries.
Bags that Jenny worked on while
in prison have been carried by
Queen Rania of Jordan and French
actress Catherine Deneuve. “When
Sarah showed me the photos in
glamour magazines, I just could not

believe it. It was such a great moral
boost for me that made me immerse
even deeper in the work I was doing,” Jenny told The Arab Weekly.
For Jenny and many other female
prisoners, working for Sarah’s Bag
helped them survive the “underworld of prison”. “Prison was like a
cemetery of the living but the work
I was doing made my life more bearable and gave me strength and hope
in the future. It definitely prevented
me from falling into desperation and
depression,” Jenny said.

Bags that Jenny
worked on while in
prison have been
carried by Queen
Rania of Jordan
Blending fashion with social activism is at the core of Beydoun’s
success, which started when she
was preparing her master’s thesis in
sociology about vulnerable women
and prostitutes. She said she was
lucky to get a prison pass allowing
her to spend time with inmates,
during which she had the idea of
teaching them how to bead and embroider.
“In the beginning, I asked them
to make beaded bracelets but later
on they were working on pieces of
cloth that made the first collection,”
Beydoun said. What started as an
initiative to help inmates master a
profession and earn money soon developed into a successful business
employing around 200 marginalised
women, including former inmates

such as Jenny, who returned to their
villages after serving their prison terms and continued to embroider Beydoun’s creations.
“I thought that if this
(social) project is to
become sustainable,
I had to turn it into
a profitable business
and, by the end of the
first year, some 40 prisoners were working for
us,” Beydoun said.
The project, however,
was a two-way beneficial
endeavour. “I found my passion in this work and I could
realise the creations which I
have always wanted to do since
I was little,” she said. “Thanks to
these skilled girls I am working on
something I really like and able to
develop further. It was a life changer
for all of us.”
Beydoun was propelled into fame
in 2004, when Vogue magazine featured Jordan’s Queen Rania holding
a white clutch from Sarah’s Bag early
collection at the wedding of Spanish
Crown Prince Felipe. The bags, selling for between $50 and $950, are
showcased in Paris fashion weeks
for winter and summer seasons.
Amal Alamuddin — an accomplished human rights lawyer and
wife of US actor George Clooney —
has been spotted carrying various
Sarah’s Bags.
Working for Sarah’s Bag was unquestionably a turning point in
Jenny’s life, giving her a chance for
a new start after prison.
“Everybody was surprised to see

Sarah Beydoun’s creations under the brand name “Sarah’s Bag”
me so self-confident and relaxed.
The project helped me gain respect
and reintegrate well in the society,” Jenny said. After release from
prison, the 36-year-old helped underprivileged women in her village
by teaching them how to bead and
embroider and eventually join Beydoun’s expanding team. “Instead of
them assisting me and feeling pitiful
for me, I was helping them improve
their lives and that of their families,”
Jenny said.
With the company’s bags featured
in top fashion magazines such as
Vogue and Elle, Sarah’s Bag is definitely a success story.
“The combination was really
great. I was helping the inmates and
giving them a new chance in life,
and at the same time fulfilling my

passion,” Beydoun said.
“It is a success story, first and
foremost, because it has positively
changed the lives of so many people. Our real success is in the investment we placed in these girls
who do the meticulous handwork,
spending hours and days working
on each and every piece, and fulfilling themselves.”
What if there was no Sarah in her
life? The question made Jenny sadly
thoughtful.
“I would definitely be a broken
person, hiding at home, without
any ambition in life and not capable
of facing society,” she said.
Samar Kadi is The Arab
Weekly Travel and Society
sections editor.
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Tunisia survey points to enduring intolerance
The Arab Weekly staff

Tunis

I

f the Tunisian constitution
guarantees the right of citizens
to freedom of conscience, it
remains that there is a large
percentage of Tunisians who
do not believe in the right of a fellow citizen to convert to another
religion or to marry someone from
another faith.
This is one of the main conclusions which can be drawn from a
recent survey, which was carried
out by the Tunisian Social Sciences
Forum, the Arab Institute for Human Rights and the Tunisian National Youth Observatory. Preliminary results of the survey, which
polled 1,200 individuals of all ages
and social milieus, were released in
June.
The new Tunisian constitution,
which was adopted January 4,
2014, consecrated “freedom of conscience” as a fundamental right to
be protected by the state the same
way the latter has to serve as “the
guardian of religion”.

The survey indicates
a broad definition of
religious identity
that is increasingly
acquiring sectarian
overtones
The survey indicates a broad
definition of religious identity that
is increasingly acquiring sectarian
overtones. Some 60% of the Tunisian respondents identified themselves as “Muslim”, while about
32% describe themselves as “Sunni
Muslims”, 6% as “culturally Muslims”, 1.5% as “Salafist Muslims”
and 0.1% as “Shia Muslims”.

The overwhelming majority of
Tunisians belong to the Maliki
school of Sunni Islam (founded by
Malik Ibn Anas in the eighth century). For decades after independence, religious self-identification in
the Maghreb has been based on differentiation with Christian French
colonists.

75%

of those who
describe Salafist
jihadism as “very
acceptable” are
18-35 years of age
A Sunni religious identity started
to emerge much later as the Shia
sect gained a higher profile in the
Middle East and was the subject of
vehement rejection in Salafist narratives.
Also, the survey shows a limited degree of religious and sectarian tolerance. If 76% said they see
the conversion of non Muslims
to Islam as “acceptable”, only 1%
deems the converstion of Muslims
to non-Muslim religions “acceptable”. About two-thirds of Tunisians
asked said they resent specific aspects of Shia faith and about 53%
said they do not accept that a Tunisian be a Shia.
Just 12% of Tunisians accept the
conversion of a Tunisian Sunni
Muslim to the Shia faith. Conversion to Christianity is described
as “acceptable” by only 7% of respondents.
Religion plays an important part
in the value system of Tunisians.
About 70% of Tunisians describe
themselves as “religious” and 2.4%
as “very religious”; while 7% see

A question of tolerance. Young Tunisian people sit on a café terrace in Tunis.
themselves as “non-religious”. A
total of 1.5% of the “non-religious”
say they are “atheists” and 9% describe themselves as “agnostic”.
But a large segment of them puts
a limit to that role. While 34% say
they consider Islam as “a comprehensive life system”, about 23% describe it as a “private matter”.
Interestingly, clear majorities
do not want imams to talk about
politics (53%) or politicians to talk
about religion (56%).
Tunisians’ relative secularism
does not stand the test of marriage.
More than of 50% of respondents
(55%) reject the marriage of a Tunisian woman to a non-Muslim man;

while 19% reject the marriage of Tunisian men to non-Muslim women.
The most intriguing part of the
survey is the relatively high degree of readiness among Tunisian respondents to accept jihadist Salafism, despite the known
involvement of jihadists in terrorist incidents that cost the lives of
scores of Tunisians and foreign
tourists in the country during the
last few years.
About 58% of respondents said
they see “scientific” (or “scriptural”) Salafism as “acceptable”.
No less than 28% of respondents
do not reject Salafist jihadism, the
avowedly violent brand of salafism.

Among this segment, 23% find
Salafist jihadism “acceptable to a
certain extent” and about 5% said
they consider it “acceptable” or
“very acceptable”.
The appeal of the Salafist jihadist narrative has led about 4,000
young Tunisians to seek jihad in
Syria and Iraq and other places
such as Libya and Mali.
The survey indicates that about
75% of those who describe Salafist
jihadism as “very acceptable” are
18-35 years of age.
It is probably to this type of
fringe that the terrorist shooters of
the Bardo Museum and the Sousse
beach hotel can be traced.

Symbolic Palestinian football match back on track

Playing for unity. Palestinian players of Al-Ahli Hebron attend a training session in Gaza City on August 5th.

Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

A

symbolic
football
match between Palestinian teams from Gaza
and the West Bank,
postponed because of
disputes with Israel, has been rescheduled.
The match, which was to have
been played August 9th in the West
Bank town of Hebron, is now slated for August 14th, the Palestinian
Football Association said in a state-

ment posted on its Website.
The association said the Gaza
team crossed into Israel en route
to Hebron after Israeli authorities
questioned three players for two
hours before ultimately letting
them exit Gaza.
The match, meant to promote
long-awaited Palestinian unity,
was postponed due to Israeli insistence on subjecting four members of the 37-person football
delegation from Gaza to “security
interviews”, the association said
earlier. It was not immediately
clear why Israel questioned only
three.

Al-Ahli, from Hebron, and Gaza’s
Shejaiya played their first match
in 15 years on August 6th in Gaza,
a game that ended in a 0-0 draw.
A return match was planned in
Hebron before the Israeli demand
that some members of the Shejaiya
travelling group be questioned.
Al-Ahli and Shejaiya won championships in their respective
leagues this season and the winner
of the series between them would
be eligible to represent the Palestinian territories in international
competitions.
Gaza, severely damaged in a
war with Israel last year, and the

West Bank are areas Palestinians
hope to include in an independent
state. The militant Hamas group,
however, took over Gaza violently
from the moderate Palestinian Authority (PA) in 2007. Since then,
the coastal strip has been under a
stringent Israeli blockade.
The two football matches were
seen as a bid to bridge deep political divisions that have hampered
reconciliation efforts between Hamas and the PA. Gaza and the West
Bank are separated by Israeli territory. Gaza residents are usually
subject to painstaking Israeli border restrictions. Israel had asked

four members of Shejaiya’s delegation to submit to security interviews as a condition of leaving the
territory, according to the Coordinator of Government Activities in
the Territories (COGAT), an Israeli
Defence Ministry unit that coordinates with Gaza.
The Palestinian Football Association, which is led by former West
Bank security chief Jibril Rajoub,
and the Shejaiya club initially refused. Rajoub said that athletes
should travel freely without security interference under the rules of
the international football federation, FIFA.
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The Tunisian troupe El Hadhra directed by Fadhel Jazizri, on July 25th.

(Photos: The International Festival of Carthage)

Carthage International Festival continues to
shine from Roman amphitheatre
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

S

taged in the Roman Amphitheatre of Carthage, the
International Festival of
Carthage is an annual event
that graces Tunisia with
a variety of concerts and artistic
shows extending over the months of
July and August.
The glorious monument of the
Carthage amphitheatre, which dates
back to the second century AD, withstands the test of time. Its complex
architectural system of stairs and
caves provides protection against
earthquakes. In ancient times, it
was primarily used for theatre presentations and other cultural events,
such as poetry readings and philosophical debates. Vandalised in the
fifth century, the amphitheatre was
put back to use at the end of the 19th
century.
Starting in 1964, and following
renovations, the theatre became the
site of the International Festival of
Carthage, a culture and entertainment venue showcasing talents
every summer.
The festival was established in the
early 1960s as an initiative of intellectuals and artists. It started
mainly as a
two-day jazz
music festival and in-

cluded a presentation of a Jean-Paul
Sartre play in 1961.
Sonia Mbarek, renowned Tunisian singer and current director of
the festival, emphasises the historical and cultural importance of this
annual event.
“It was Tunisian intellectuals who
lived in Carthage who started a jazz
festival in the amphitheatre,” she
said. “In 1964, the festival was taken
over by the Ministry of Culture and,
consequently, took on a different
scope.
“With time, theatre became a tradition in the festival along with music shows. Other disciplines, including ballet and dance shows, were
also included. The festival soon acquired the unique status of being a
multidisciplinary cultural event. It
organises all sorts of musical shows
and also popular art. The festival expands over successive five weeks for
the past 50 years, which is another
rare quality in festivals.”
She added: “This festival also aims
at creating a space of fusion where
artists of different backgrounds can
meet and exchange experiences.
The festival is also a space where the
audience of different tastes can find
shows only hosted by the theatre.”
The 2015 edition takes shows outside the boundaries of the amphitheatre to other historic
sites.
“The festival includes on-and-off
shows. We tried
to take the festival outside

the theatre to explore new places,” Mbarek said. “Last year, some
shows were held at the Carthage
Museum. This year we included another space, which is the Basilica
of St Cyprian, so both the audience
and the artists explore a new venue.
The Carthage festival invites everyone. It is not restricted to the city of
Carthage.”
As part of an initiative called
“Carthage for All”, major festival
events were video-streamed and
displayed on large screens in towns
in Tunisia’s interior.
“We try to promote a culture
of proximity,” Mbarek said. “Last
year, we worked on street shows in
popular neighbourhoods. This year,
Carthage has to be about culture being for all. We chose four or five different shows that appeal to different tastes and we used big screens
in public spaces at Jendouba, Siliana
and Sidi Bouzid and invited people
for a free live streaming of the main
shows of the festival.
“We aspire to having the festival
leave the confinement of the theatre
site and work on fusions between
different artists.”
The festival continues to celebrate
the country’s national holidays unaffected by the June terrorist attack
that shook the country. On July 25th,
the Carthage festival marked
Republic Day,
the anniversary of the
demise of
the monarchy in
1957. For
the cel-

ebration, the festival put on stage
a show of Sufi music entitled alHadhra. There were fireworks at the
end of the evening.
“The Hadhra spectacle was not to
be missed. It is an amazing opportunity to travel musically in Tunisia. It
was an ancestral call, cathartic and
purifying at once,” said Ines Athimni, an attendee.
The 2015 festival features Arab
singers such as Wael Koufry, Mohamed Assef as well as international
stars such as Lauryn Hill, Charlie
Winston, Akon and Oumou Sangaré.
The opening act paid homage to one
of Tunisia’s famous female singers,
the late Oulaya, in a musical comedy
portraying her life and highlights of
career.
“The aim was to focus on the importance of a variety of musical genres as opposed to names. We even
had a show for urban art, namely
Tunisian rap,” said Mbarek.
The 2015 festival comes at a time
where terrorist attacks on the Bardo
National Museum in March and a
beach in Sousse in June sparked
fears that security concerns might
hinder the continuation of the festival.
Natalie Imbruglia, for instance,
cancelled an appearance after the
attack in Sousse. However, for the

organisers, backed by security institutions, it was a point of honour that
the festival continues.
“We had cancellations before and
during the preparation because of
the attack of Bardo, then after the
attack of Sousse. Yet, other artists
like Charlie Winston enjoyed their
stay in Tunisia and explored other
places. We need these artists to discover for themselves how safe the
country is. We assured them we will
provide all possible security. The
festival is crucial for the image of
the country,” Mbarek said.
She added: “After all, terrorism
is a phenomenon that exists in all
countries, including in the West.
Terrorism is everywhere and we
need to fight it together. We need
an alliance of good versus evil. This
can be achieved through art and cultural strategies.
“The artist is the true, messenger
of peace, tolerance and love. Today,
we find ourselves facing a culture of
death and violence. We need to find
the real values and essence of humanity which can only be achieved
through art.”
The International Festival of
Carthage runs through August 18th.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor for The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Artists who graced the stage of the 51st edition of the festival included (from left): Indila, Wael Kfoury, Lauryn Hill, Mohammed Assef, and Ben l’Oncle.
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Memories of Mossaddegh:
Oil, empire and Islam
Gareth Smyth

London

T

he US-British coup that
toppled Mohammad Mossaddegh as Iran’s prime
minister on August 19,
1953, is still pored over
not just as a turning point for Iran
but for the wider Middle East.
In an influential biography published in 1990, Musaddiq and the
Struggle for Power in Iran, historian Homa Katouzian argued Mossaddegh, although defeated in
attempting to assert national
control over Iran’s oil, carried
forward a democratic flame
from the aborted Constitutional Revolution of 190509.
This,
for
Katouzian,
means today that “Iranians espousing democratic
principles can with some
plausibility point to a
democratic tradition in
their country, a tradition
that however weak and tattered nevertheless provides foundations on which to build”.
The removal of Mossaddegh
and the restoration of Mohammad
Reza Pahlavi as shah in 1953 certainly paved the way for the shah’s
increasingly dictatorial rule. And,
argues Katouzian, the role of the
United States and Britain in the
coup undermined the relationship
— personified in Mossaddegh —
between constitutionalism, if not
full-blown democracy, and national
self-determination.
Others, including Stephen Kinzer, in his best-selling All the Shah’s
Men: An American Coup and the

Roots of Middle East Terror, have
found a causal link between the
coup and not just the 1979 Islamic
Revolution, but even the attacks on
New York and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, because it empowered radical Islam.
But August 19, 1953, is not among
the dates commemorated in the Islamic Republic. Mossaddegh’s ghost
may have haunted all subsequent
rulers of Iran but those claiming to
be his successors — including Mehdi
Bazargan, interim prime minister
during the 1979 revolution — have
been sidelined and sometimes imprisoned.
Among his innovations,
Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini
identified the Shia
clergy with an assertive nationalism fused
with suspicion of the
United States and its
allies. National ownership of upstream oil and
gas is required under
the constitution of the
Islamic Republic but this
has not made a hero of the
prime minister who first attempted oil nationalisation.
For the revolutionaries of 1979,
“liberals” such as Mossaddegh had
let Iran down: Islam would not. But
this necessitated some revision of
the tumultuous events of 1953.
While some clerics supported
Mossaddegh, most senior ones did
not. The leading religious figure
of the day, Ayatollah MohammadHossein Borujerdi, welcomed the
shah back to Iran after the coup.
The most politically visible cleric,
Ayatollah Abdolqassem Kashani,
moved from supporting Mossaddegh to a fatwa in July 1953 outlaw-

ing his proposal for a referendum
and eventually to a call for Mossaddegh to be executed for treason.
Aside from the Shia establishment, Fadayan-e Islam, a militant group inspired by the Muslim
Brotherhood and committed to sharia rule, opposed Mossaddegh, as
did Khomeini, then a mid-ranking
cleric among the group’s sympathizers.
While Fadayan-e Islam differed
from moderate clerics in assassinating figures it opposed — including
in 1951 prime minister Ali Razmara
— it agreed with establishment clerics that the main threats to Islam
came from Communists, secularists
and atheists, many of whom supported the partly French-educated
Mossaddegh. Just as there are those
who lambast Mossaddegh for alleged weakness in the face of Western imperialism, so there are those
who argue that an undue emphasis
on the CIA and British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) role in the 1953
coup obscures its domestic roots.
In an intriguing study published
in 2010, Iran and the CIA, Darioush
Bayandor argued that the coup “had
essentially an indigenous character
and resulted from Iran’s internal dynamics”.
Such cudgels were taken up by
Ray Takeyh, a US State Department
official subsequently at the Council
on Foreign Relations think-tank in
New York, who argued in Foreign
Affairs in 2014 that Mossaddegh’s
“dictatorial tendencies and his unwillingness to resolve the oil dispute with the British steadily eroded his support” and led to his ouster
by a coalition of “Iranian army officers, merchants and mullahs”.
Takeyh suggested that accounts
exaggerating the foreign role, which

Mohammad Mossaddegh
portrayed “helpless, ignorant Iranians … (as) victimised by nefarious,
all-knowing Westerners”, suited
today’s authorities in Tehran “who
exploit the image of a rapacious
Great Satan to justify their tyrannical rule”. What would Mossaddegh
make of it all? After the coup, he
spent 14 quiet years under house arrest at his modest country estate in
Ahmadabad, west of Tehran, before
his death in 1967, when he was denied a public funeral and buried beneath the dining room of his house.
Possibly he would be amused and
quietly pleased by the way his name
and the events of 1953 reverberate.
Mossaddegh would be less amused
by much of politics today in Iran

and the wider Middle East.
Perhaps he would recall a speech
he gave in 1944 in which he said, “A
dictator is just like a father who prevents his child’s normal development and, when he dies, leaves an
inexperienced and underdeveloped
child behind.”
Musaddiq and the Struggle for
Power in Iran; Homa Katouzian; IB
Tauris; revised edition 1999. Iran
and the CIA: The Fall of Mosaddeq
Revisited; Darioush Bayandor; Palgrave Macmillan; 2010.
Gareth Smyth has covered Middle
Eastern affairs for 20 years and
was chief correspondent for the
Financial Times in Iran in 2003-07.

The chaos of Egypt’s religious discourse

View poi nt

Mohamed
Abulfadl

T

he attention paid to
renewing the nature of
religious discourse in
Egypt in the months
after President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi called for
a “religious revolution” has been
a cause for optimism among
many. The misuse of religion for
political ends has allowed extremists to find a place in Egyptian
society, creating a problem that
needs addressing.
So far, however, the results of
this effort to renew and correct
religious discourse in Egypt has
not inspired confidence or
indicated that fundamental
change has taken place.
A major problem is that those
who have been tasked by the state
with undertaking a religious
renewal, namely al-Azhar and the
Ministry for Religious Endowments, are busy absolving
themselves of responsibility for
the present state of affairs. No
effort has been made to diagnose
the present crisis correctly and
begin addressing its social,
religious and cultural roots.
Instead of coordinating their
efforts to institute a strategy for
dealing with religious extremism,
al-Azhar and the Ministry for
Religious Endowments have
engaged in an exercise of mutual
recrimination. Islamist extremists, meanwhile, have been

Islamist extremists have
been allowed to preserve
the gains they have made
in the social space

allowed to preserve the gains they
have made in the social space.
One of the clearest manifestations of the present crisis is the
way in which al-Azhar has
abrogated its traditional role. For
example, al-Azhar has not
troubled itself with the views of
its scholars and has not formulated a useful prescription for
extremism. Instead, al-Azhar has
preferred to avoid confronting
extremists both within its own
ranks and within other institutions.
Instead of confronting extremism, al-Azhar has looked the other
way, something that has encouraged those who stood to lose out
from a religious renewal and a
closer monitoring of mosque
preachers. Extremist preachers
have been able to preserve their
role in many places, some going
so far as to blatantly challenge the
authority of the state.
The Ministry for Religious
Endowments, which initially
appeared in the vanguard of the
fight against extremism, has
instead limited its role to that of
preventing Salafists and Muslim
Brotherhood sympathisers from
preaching in mosques. Those who
have not graduated from
al-Azhar now need a permit
in order to preach but not
al-Azhar graduates, in
effect refuting that
al-Azhar graduates can be
extremists. This is a
risible position: There
are many preachers who
have attained the highest
degrees from al-Azhar
and yet adopt the
most extreme form of
religious discourse,
just as there are those
who are tolerant and
moderate.

Even the black list the Ministry
for Religious Endowments has
drawn up of extremist preachers
does not appear to have been
implemented properly. During the
prayers of Eid al-Fitr, mosques
nationwide were split into two
camps, those following the
Ministry for Religious Endowments and those following the
political current of the Salafists
and Muslim Brotherhood. In
effect, mosques became the scene
of a political competition to see
which side would attract the most
people.
The politicised spectacle of
prayers in Egypt throughout
Ramadan and the Eid should ring
alarm bells. It is now clear that the
task of renewing religious
discourse that
has been
announced by
Sisi and
adopted by
numerous
institutions

The misuse
of religion
for political
ends has
allowed
extremists to
find a place
in Egyptian
society

Lifting the discourse. What role for al-Azhar?

of state is closer to a media circus
than an actual movement for
change.
The wrong-headed way in
which the task of renewing
Egypt’s religious discourse is
being handled betrays a sense of
chaos and a lack of focus that
ignores the root of the problem
and sticks to the margins.
This approach provides an
environment in which extremist
groups can continue operating
and killing to prevent any renewal
of religious discourse. It will allow
extremists to continue to employ
the obvious failure of official
religious institutions as a means
of increasing their own popularity, something that could provide
them with ammunition in any
future confrontation.
So long as the approach of
officialdom towards extremism
remains unchanged it will
continue to lose ground to
extremists, who have been left to
create a popular base of support in
Egyptian society despite the
blows levelled against them in the
sphere of politics and security.
The task of religious renewal is
of the upmost importance and any
solution must deal with its
theological, social and cultural
aspects more broadly, attending to
every detail so as to deal with the
malaise from which terrorists
benefit. Only then can we hope
to prevent the advance of
extremism among the poor in
Egypt.
Mohamed Abulfadl
is an Egyptian writer. This
commentary was translated
and adapted from the
Arabic. It was originally
published in the Londonbased Al Arab daily.

24

August 14, 2015

Travel

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

Agenda
Jeddah, Saudi Arabia:
Through August 17th
Jeddah Summer Festival or, as it
is globally known, Jeddah Ghair,
includes fireworks displays, gold
and jewellery shows associated
with raffle draws, concerts by
famous Saudi stars, in addition
to folk art shows, traditional
cuisine, exhibitions and literary
and scientific evenings.

Carthage, Tunisia:
Through August 18th

Tourists enjoying water fun in Sharm el-Sheikh.

Tourists still
charmed by
Egypt’s ‘Sharm’

Amr Emam

Cairo

T

here is an irresistible attraction under the clear
waters of Egypt’s main Red
Sea resort city of Sharm elSheikh that draws tourists
and beach lovers to the prime vacation spot in the southern part of the
Sinai peninsula.
Mesmerised by the view of the
turquoise waters and endless
stretches of white sandy beaches,
visitors fill Sharm el-Sheikh’s hotels, cafés, nightclubs and beaches,
defying Egypt’s scorching heat and
fears of terrorist attacks that have
gripped north Sinai in the past
months.
“Sharm el-Sheikh is finally returning to its former nature of being
an attraction to all tourists,” Ahmed
Hamam, a 30-year-old hotel worker,
said. “My hotel is almost full these
days.”
Sharm el-Sheikh, which rose to
fame almost two decades ago, having served as the venue of top international events, continues to act as
a magnet for tourists and now people who are the least scared or intimidated by boiling confrontations
in the nearby North Sinai province
between the Egyptian Army and
militants affiliated with the Islamic
State (ISIS).
So far, the city has been shielded
from militant activities thanks to
intensified security measures taken
by the government. In addition to
tightened security, attractive packages offered by tour operators, hotel companies and water sports or-

ganisers are credited for the surge in
hotel occupancy.
According to a senior tourism official from South Sinai province,
Sharm el-Sheikh hotels were 80%
full in the first week of August.
Tour operators are competing to
attract the biggest number of clients
with some offering a three-night,
four-day stay in four-star hotels for
$184 with others offering the same
package for $138. A third category
of tour operators is seeking to beat
them all by adding transport and
water sports activities to the same
package for as little as $100.
Hotels, bars and entertainment
centres are also offering affordable
packages, drawing new tourists to
the top Egyptian resort, which in
the past could only be afforded by
Egypt’s rich and foreigners.
Mahmoud al-Bukhari, who works
for a water sports and diving company, said the firm has been offering unbeatable prices to attract divers from every part of the world
to Sharm el-Sheikh’s famous house
reef.
“Tourists are actually coming
back and in large numbers,” Bukhari
said. “We have been receiving more
and more bookings every day.”
The company offers one-day boat
trips to the Ras Mohamed, one of
the world’s most spectacular coral
reefs, for about $70. Other companies have cheaper offers to the same
site.
Ras Mohamed National Park at
the tip of Sinai is an easy, popular
dive and a snorkelers’ paradise, rich
with exotic underwater flora and
rare, colourful tropical fish.
Sharm el-Sheikh, for long a popular winter-break destination for Eu-

ropeans, has been recently attracting more Arab tourists, in addition
to Egyptians who are increasingly
able to afford the sojourn, according
to tourism expert Mohamed Salah
Attia. “The tourists filling the city
these days are not the type of tourists who visited it months ago,” Attia
said. He said European tourists usually avoid the hot summer weather,
unlike Arab visitors who are more
used to high temperatures.
Other tourism experts pin the
decline in the number of European
tourists to several factors, including
the devaluation of the Russian currency, the financial crisis in Greece
and deteriorating economic conditions across Europe.

Almost 80%
of Egypt’s tourists came
from Russia and Europe
Almost 80% of Egypt’s tourists came from Russia and Europe,
while Arabs made up 16% (1.7 million) of the number of tourists visiting Egypt in 2014, according to the
state-run Tourism Promotion Authority.
Egypt’s success in attracting
Arab tourists is attributed to a
campaign launched by the government months ago. Under the slogan “Egypt is Near”, the campaign
aimed to attract Arab visitors, capitalising on improving relations between Egypt and Gulf Arab states.
Egypt’s tourism sector was hard
hit by political and security turmoil
in the wake of the January 2011 uprising. The tourism sector has start-

ed to see what Tourism Minister
Khaled Ramy recently described as
a “boom”.
Tourism revenues rose 3.1%,
reaching $3.3 billion in the first half
of 2015, compared with the corresponding period in 2014, while the
total number of tourists increased
8.2%, Ramy said.
Egypt hopes to raise its overall
tourism revenues to $9 billion in
2015 by attracting 12 million tourists.
Sharm el-Sheikh is the pride of
Egypt’s beach and water sports
tourism. Even with the soaring
heat, palm tree leaves flutter, while
the colourful lights of restaurants,
hotels and lively bars confer an exciting touch. Meanwhile, Hamam’s
hotel is bringing back some employees who were laid off in the past
three years. “We are also getting
our salaries regularly, once again,”
Hamam said.
Sharm el-Sheikh continues to be
immune from North Sinai’s turmoil.
Terrorism hit nearest to Sharm elSheikh in mid-February 2014, when
a bus carrying South Korean tourists in the Red Sea resort town of
Taba, about 200 kilometres from
Sharm el-Sheik, was bombed.
Three tourists were killed along
with the Egyptian bus driver.
However, the test is to come in
October, when Western tourists traditionally travel to Sharm el-Sheikh
as weather conditions become more
tolerable. “Only then we can really
judge whether the turmoil in North
Sinai has affected tourists flow to
Sharm el-Sheikh,” Attia said.
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

The International Festival of
Carthage is one of the most
important arts and cultural
events in North Africa, drawing
a mix of local and international
performers to Tunisia over a
period of several weeks. It takes
place at the Roman open air
amphitheatre of Carthage. In its
51st edition, the festival in 2015
hosts artists of international repute such as Lauryn Hill, Akon,
Amal Maher and Omar Faruk.

Hammamet, Tunisia:
Through August 20th
Hammamet, a Tunisian town
on the northern edge of the
Gulf of Hammamet, hosts
the Hammamet International
Festival. Concerts and plays are
programmed for more than a
month. Artists such as Jimmy
Cliff, Umberto Tozzi, Ayo, Nour
M’hanna, Indila, Alpha Blondy
are scheduled to perform.

Cairo: August 15th-28th
The Wafaa Al-Nil Festival (Fidelity of the Nile) is an annual
celebration to remember the
ancient Egyptian veneration
of the river Nile. Celebrations
contain activities such as art
competition for children, poetry
readings, concerts and scientific
discussions.

Baalbeck, Lebanon:
Through August 30th
Set in the Roman ruins in Baalbeck in eastern Lebanon, the
International Baalbeck Festival
is to open with a special tribute
to the Sun City, which was affected by the spillover of the
Syrian conflict on Lebanon’s
eastern border. International
and home grown artists will
perform opera, classical music,
pop and jazz concerts, modern
and classical dance.

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

Tangier, Morocco:
September 9th-13th
The Tangier Jazz Festival, in its
16th edition, includes renowned
international and local jazz
artists for one of Morocco’s
premier cultural events. During five days, visitors will have
the opportunity to attend free
street performances, free dance
courses and jazz concerts.

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

Tourists still attracted to Sharm el-Sheikh despite violence in north Sinai.
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