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Al-Arab
newspaper celebrates
th
10,000 issue
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A

l-Arab newspaper, sister
publication of The Arab
Weekly, celebrated its
10,000th issue on August
7th, more than 38 years
after its initial publication on June
1st, 1977.
Al-Arab, the first pan-Arab daily
newspaper published from London,
was launched by former Libyan Information Minister Ahmad Al Salhin al-Houni. The newspaper was
followed in the British capital by
other Arabic-language media, such
as Asharq Al-Awsat, Al-Hayat and
Al-Quds Al-Arabi, but Al-Arab was
the first.
“The Al-Arab newspaper project
did not emerge by chance, nor was
it ever a project that rushed after
profit from its first issue until its
10,000th issue today,” the founder’s
son and current Editor-in-Chief Mohamed al-Houni said. “It was the
dream of my father, may he rest in
peace, to launch a media project
that would be different from the
rest… Al-Arab is the manifestation
of that dream.”
Al-Arab’s first issue carried news

of clashes between Morocco and
Algeria over the Western Sahara
among the articles in the eight-page
newspaper. The 10,000th front page
featured a picture of Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi at the New
Suez Canal celebration in a 24-page
publication of news, op-eds, features and current affairs.

The desire to cross
borders and go
beyond local
coverage was the
basis
Also writing in the newspaper’s
10,000th issue, Al-Arab Group
Chairman and Executive Editor Dr
Haitham el-Zobaidi highlighted the
role that technology has played in
the media and the rise of the newspaper. “The desire to cross borders
and go beyond local coverage was
the basis,” he said. “From here came
the idea of liberation from the monopoly imposed on the media by
its geographic isolation. And so the
idea of the immigrant media was
born, giving rise to Al-Arab.”
A feature in the newspaper
sought to explain the Al-Arab ethos.
“What has exemplified Al-Arab is

its position on taking positions.
The newspaper resolves to take
early positions and to provide news
and views from the framework of
its editorial outlook. It has aligned
with Arab causes and issued early
warnings against the threat of fragmentation, sedition and exclusion,
and the ambitions of neighbouring
states,” said el-Zobaidi.
Al-Arab has expanded since its
establishment in 1977, not just in
terms of its editorial policy and content, but also Arabic and Englishlanguage websites, and sister publications such as Al-Jadid magazine
and most recently The Arab Weekly.
“Al-Arab [publishing house] today
is witnessing a qualitative leap in its
operations and it has a variety of
publications in Arabic and English
but we still believe that we have a
lot to do to ensure that we remain at
the top of a media sphere that never
stands still,” al-Houni said.
El-Zobaidi concurred, saying: “AlArab is a continuous and evolving
project. It was the first newspaper
to be edited, produced and distributed away from the regional institutions that stifle the press. It was the
first to enter the world of the internet and digital publishing.”
Since its establishment, Al-Arab
has witnessed the Camp David Ac-

North African
cinema celebrated
at Locarno festival
Saad Guerraoui

Locarno, Switzerland

T

he North African filmmaking industry was
celebrated at the 68th
Locarno
International
Film Festival in Switzerland from August 5th to 15th with
screenings of short films and documentaries as well as project pitches
at the Open Doors’ co-production
lab.
Contre-pouvoirs (Checks and Balances), made by French-Algerian
documentary maker Malek Bensmail, earned the applause of the
audience.
The 97-minute documentary,

which was projected in avantpremière in Locarno, revolves
around the period of Algeria’s presidential election campaign in April
2014 during which Bensmail was
filming at the headquarters of the
French-language daily El Watan in
Algiers.
Journalists were filmed debating
freedom of expression in Marxism
and Islam, a debate that goes on
and on without reaching common
agreement as Bensmail’s cameras
wade deeply into El Watan’s offices
to capture the daily pulse of the
main characters of the documentary.
As the presidential campaign
heats up, the editor-in-chief gathers his team to debate the events
that are likely to change the politi-

The eight winners of Open Doors grants.

cords, the birth of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Lebanon civil
war, the fall of the Berlin Wall and
collapse of the Soviet Union, the
first Gulf War, the 9/11 attacks, the

US wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
and, most recently, the rise of the
Islamic State (ISIS) and the ongoing turmoil in the Middle East and
North Africa.

Locarno Film Festival

cal landscape in Algeria with the
protests across the country led by
the Barakat movement against a
fourth term sought by President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika.
“I chose the timing of the presidential election to shoot the documentary because of the various
subjects that could make the story
fascinating during the six weeks of
filming,” Bensmail told The Arab
Weekly.
“This is the only moment when
there is so much concentration in
field journalism.”
As for the venue, Bensmail said
he had the freedom to film at El
Watan headquarters and wanted to
highlight the idea of how journalists work and gather information to
create an article while being stuck
between four walls.
The documentary sheds light on
foreign labour in Algeria’s labour
market. Chinese, Turks and black
African workers are seen working
at El Watan’s state-of-the-art headquarters overlooking the Algiers
coast.
Bensmail’s chef d’oeuvre, which
is dedicated to the memory of hundreds of journalists killed during
the 1990s, highlights the concept of
“counter-power”, which struggles
for freedom of expression and democracy. The documentary is to be
screened in Algeria in September,
pending approval by authorities.
Plenty of other short films and
documentaries were screened as
part of Open Doors, which focused
on North African creations. Ten

Libyan short films
made their debut in
Locarno thanks to
the initiative of the British Council
in collaboration with the Scottish
Documentary Institute.
The Libyan short films were focused on the period after the 2011
fall of dictator Muammar Qaddafi
and touch cultural, political, social
and religious issues.
Land of Men by Kelly Ali highlights the sex discrimination in
post-Qaddafi Libya as women feel
more coerced in a male-dominated
society. Ali said it was difficult to
film a woman outdoors due to the
dangers they face.

Besides the film
screenings, Open
Doors organised a
co-production forum
Graffiti by Anas El Gomati and
Ibrahim El Mayet depicts the revolutionary paintings on Tripoli’s
walls, which were some of the most
striking weapons against Qaddafi’s
regime during the “Arab spring”.
“We have been running many
workshops in the MENA region in
order to help young filmmakers
develop a voice and make films for
both local and international audiences,” Noe Mendelle, director of
the Scottish Documentary Institute, said. Besides the film screenings, Open Doors organised a coproduction forum in which eight
out of 11 North African producers
who pitched projects won grants.

Six of the 11 projects were debuts.
“We had some strong projects
this year at Open Doors which
have been really appreciated,”
said Ananda Scepka, head of Open
Doors. Le Fort des fous (Madmen’s
Fort) by Algeria’s Narimane Mari
won a production grant prize of
$30,500. Mari’s feature film is a
story that portrays the Algerian Sahara in 1860 where settlers dream
of a utopian society in an uncharted and mystical land, a blend of
power and domination. BritishMoroccan Fyzal Boulifa’s feature
Pagan Magic won a $10,170 grant.
The feature film will be produced
by Louise Bellicaud’s Paris-based
In Vivo Films.
“We came here to develop the
project and try to get some money,”
Boulifa said.
“The story is taking some aspects
of the early life of my mother who
is my strongest connection to Morocco,” said Boulifa whose short
film The Curse won the Directors’
Fortnight’s top prize in 2012.
Pagan Magic, which is budgeted
at $965,020, is a story based in Morocco in the 1960s about a woman
and her adopted daughter embarking on a journey from the mountains to the city to seek a better life.
The child works as housemaid for
a middle-class family. Conditions
become difficult as she begins to
practise black magic to survive and
change her life.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

