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Mideast migrants surge in Europe
London

“W
e are humans. 
Where’s the hu-
manity? Where’s 
the world?” asked 
Ahmed Satuf, a 

Syrian refugee in Greece.
Satuf was speaking to an Arab 

TV station when he told of fleeing 
violence in Idlib only to become 
trapped in Greece. Like tens of 
thousands of others, he was trying 
to make his way to Germany. They 
will have to traverse large parts of 
southern Europe — on foot, on bus-
es and trains, some even on bikes 
— before reaching their final desti-
nations.

All of this after making the treach-
erous crossing across the Mediter-
ranean in overcrowded dinghies, a 
journey that has claimed more than 
2,000 lives in 2015.

The refugees are desperate, with 
the Middle East arguably witness-
ing its worse unrest and violence 
in recent history. The Islamic State 
(ISIS) is expanding in Iraq, Syria and 
Libya. There have been terrorist at-
tacks in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait 
and elsewhere by ISIS affiliates.

The violence shows no sign of 
abating, forcing tens of thousands 
to flee to neighbouring countries 
and beyond. Europe is seen as the 
“Promised Land”.

Syrians making the dangerous 
journey — passing through Greece, 
Macedonia and Serbia — hope 

to reach Hungary, a member 
of the European Union’s bor-
derless Schengen zone. Syr-
ians, mostly middle class and 
well-provisioned, are trying 

to make the difficult journey as 
quickly, and safely, as possible, 
utilising smartphones and so-
cial media.

“I have a map,” one Syr-
ian refugee, a teacher, told 
the New York Times, tapping 

his head. “It is here — and on 
Google Maps.” They keep in 

touch with friends and relatives — 
either back in Syria or those already 
in Germany or elsewhere — through 
mobile messaging app WhatsApp. 
This is also how they communicate 
with smugglers.

After reaching Hungary, it is easier 
for refugees to reach western and 
northern Europe.

Hungary, however, does not ap-
pear pleased at being the gateway to 

Schengen and has sped up construc-
tion of a 4-metre-high fence across 
its 173-kilometre border with Serbia. 
Approximately 140,000 migrants 
have reached Hungary in 2015, more 
than three times as many as in 2014.

Germany is the final destination 
for many migrants, not just Syrians. 
Germany received a record 83,000 
migrants in July, with that record 
expected to be broken by August’s 
figures.

“My friends who have already 
reached Germany told me that eve-
ryone respects you. If you go to your 
job, learn the language and be a good 
person, then you will have a very 
good life there,” one Syrian refugee, 
who declined to give his name, told 
Britain’s the Independent.

Despite record asylum applica-
tions, Germany is doing what it can 
to meet the demand from Syrian 
refugees. Germany has reportedly 
stopped enforcing an EU rule under 
which Syrians fleeing the civil war 
face deportation and has called for 
a major overhaul of the EU’s asylum 
system.

According to the Dublin regula-
tion, migrants seeking asylum must 
do so in the first European state 
they enter. For Syrians, this is often 
Greece, which itself is in the grip of a 
debilitating financial crisis.

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

Beirut

I 

t was an exceptional week in 
Beirut. The Lebanese capital 
was the site of civil demonstra-
tions — its first in many years — 
on August 22nd protesting the 

government’s failure to resolve a 
month-long “garbage crisis”.

A giant concrete wall erected 
August 24th to protect the govern-
mental palace from protesters only 
lasted 24 hours before it was or-
dered to be removed by Prime Min-
ister Tammam Salam. It was the 
shortest-lived separation wall ever.

Also, less than 24 hours after En-
vironment Minister Mohammad 
Machnouk announced the long-
awaited results of tenders to treat 
the country’s waste, the cabinet 
— apparently pressured by ongo-
ing protests — rejected the winning 
bids over high costs. No surprise, 
the bidders were connected to a 
number of political leaders.

The protest was called by the “You 
Stink” campaign, which used social 

media to invite frustrated Lebanese 
to the Grand Serail (Government 
Palace). “You Stink”, launched after 
Lebanon’s main landfill was closed 
July 17th, was not only a reference 
to garbage rotting in the streets but 

also to corrupt politicians.
Fed up with a paralysed govern-

ment that failed to avert the gar-
bage crisis, protesters arrived in 
small groups from various regions, 
confessions and social class. Rich, 

poor, activists, artists, Sunnis, Shi-
as, Christians and Druze were there, 
transcending traditional sectarian 
lines. They waved Lebanese flags 
and raised humorous banners about 
“stinking” conditions in the coun-
try. “Not all garbage should be recy-
cled,” read one poster that included 
images of Lebanese politicians.

Some carried mops, others wore 
garbage bags, musicians used deco-
rated garbage bins as drums. Several 
people had kitchenware, beating on 
pots with spatulas. Some called for 
the overthrow of the regime; others 
denounced the garbage odour of the 
political class.

The number of protesters reached 
an estimated 20,000 on August 
23rd, despite a dramatic shift over-
night when the peaceful protest 
turned violent when a small group 
of alleged infiltrators clashed with 
police. The troublemakers tried to 
tear down a barbed-wire fence sep-
arating the crowds from the Grand 
Serail and pelted security forces 
with stones and Molotov cocktails, 
prompting police to fire tear gas 
and rubber bullets to disperse the 
crowd.

The results were injuries to 402 
demonstrators and 99 police while 
32 “rioters”, caught setting fires 
and smashing windows of shops 
and cars, were arrested when Leba-
nese Army units rushed in to re-
store order.

The erection of the massive con-
crete wall near the Grand Serail 
further angered protesters, who 
described it as a wall of “shame and 
isolation”. 

The wall was soon covered with 
art, graffiti and slogans that read 
“Power of the People” and “Revo-
lution: Shroud of the State”. Its 
quick removal was widely applaud-
ed.
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in central Beirut.
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News & Analysis Terrorism in Europe

Beirut

A 

youb el-Khazzani, the 
25-year-old Moroccan 
gunman overpowered 
aboard one of France’s 
high-speed trains on 

August 21st managed to evade the 
security services of three European 
states despite heightened alerts fol-
lowing a spate of terrorist attacks in 
France in recent months.

The thwarted attack on the 
Amsterdam-Paris express carry-
ing 554 passengers was the first 
known strike against a high-speed 
train. The split-second response of 
three young Americans in stopping 
the heavily armed gunman clearly 
averted a major catastrophe.

It is not yet entirely clear that this 
was a terrorist attack, although the 
evidence that is available points to 
a lone-wolf operation designed to 
inflict the highest number of casual-
ties as possible in a part of the world 
that has been plagued by terrorism.

“The aggression that took place 
on Friday … which could have de-
generated into a monstrous carnage 
… is fresh proof that we must pre-
pare for other attacks and therefore 
protect ourselves,” French Presi-
dent François Hollande warned on 
August 25th.

Khazzani fit the profile of a poten-
tial terrorist: a petty criminal with 
several arrests for drugs and radical 
leanings.

The French say they were alerted 
by German security services who 
identified Khazzani boarding a flight 
from Berlin to Istanbul on May 10, 
2014. Turkey is the main route for 
Islamists going to Syria to join the 
Islamic State (ISIS), al-Qaeda’s Syr-
ian wing, al-Nusra Front, or other 

jihadist groups. Khazzani returned 
to Europe from southern Turkey 
through Albania in June.

An estimated 5,000 Europeans 
are fighting in the ranks of ISIS and 
al-Nusra Front.

The intelligence services of 
France, Belgium and Spain all had 
Khazzani on their watch lists. The 
French even included him on their 
S-list of suspects flagged for “links 
with terrorism”, but he still was able 
to move across the European Un-
ion’s open borders, acquire an AK-
47 assault rifle and a Luger pistol 
and board the express in Brussels 
without any checks.

Police said Khazzani carried his 
short-stock AK-47 and the Luger, 
along with seven AK ammunition 
magazines and two more for the 
handgun, totalling 270 rounds, as 
well as a box-cutter in a backpack.

It is clear that he was not under 
surveillance when he boarded the 
train to embark on what was ap-
parently intended to be the slaugh-
ter of dozens, maybe hundreds, of 
men, women and children trapped 
on the high-speed train as it hurtled 
towards Paris.

The shooting started after the 
train crossed into France from 
Belgium. According to passenger 
accounts, a man was wounded, 
but the assailant’s rifle jammed. 
The suspect was then jumped by 
three young Americans, childhood 
friends from California, on holiday, 
aided by a British businessman. 
They wrestled him to the floor and 
tied him up.

One of the Americans, Spencer 
Stone, was jolted from a snooze in 
his first-class car by the shooting. 
His friend Alek Skarlatos was beside 
him.

“I saw the gunman had an AK-47 
and it looked like it was jammed,” 

Stone said. ”Alek just hit me on 
the shoulder and said ‘Let’s go!’ 
And I ran down, tackled him. Alek 
grabbed the gun out of his hand 
while I put him in a chokehold.”

The gunman stabbed Stone with 
the box-cutter, almost severing his 
thumb. “We started punching him 
… just hit him unconscious,” Stone 
said. “Alek was hitting him on the 
head with a pistol or a rifle.”

The four were awarded the Ordre 
national de la Légion d’honneur, 
France’s highest honour.

Khazzani’s links to Islamic radi-
cals and his trip to Syria indicate 
possible links to ISIS, or al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in 
Yemen, which have been involved 

to one degree or another in sev-
eral attacks by individuals or small 
groups in France this year.

These include the Charlie Hebdo 
strike in Paris on January 7th in 
which brothers of Algerian descent, 
Said and Cherif Kouachi, killed 11 
staff members of the satirical maga-
zine for publishing cartoons of the 
Prophet Mohammad along with a 
French policeman before they were 
killed by police. The brothers had 
trained in Yemen with AQAP.

Khazzani’s French lawyer, Sophie 
David, said Khazzani has denied ex-
tremist links and was “dumbfound-
ed” that police considered him an 
Islamist militant. He told interroga-
tors he was homeless and found the 

weapons in a park near the Brussels 
rail terminus where he frequently 
slept, then took them onto the train 
with the intention of robbing the 
passengers, David said.

Paris prosecutor François Mo-
lins dismissed Khazzani’s account 
as “barely credible”. Molins ques-
tioned how the Moroccan was able 
to pay $171 in cash for a first-class 
ticket if he had to sleep rough, as he 
claimed.

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.

Terrorist scare aboard the Thalys
James Bruce

After the scare. French President François Hollande awards Alek Skarlatos, one of the “train heroes” 
with the Légion d’Honneur medal at the Elysée Palace in Paris, on August 24th.

The Moroccan suspect: From drug trafficking to radicalisation

Casablanca

M 

oroccan-born Ayoub 
el-Khazzani may well 
have succeeded in 
committing one of 
the deadliest terror-

ist attacks in Europe had not brave 
train passengers wrestled him to the 
ground on August 21st. 

Khazzani, 25, was born in Mo-
rocco’s northern city of Tetouan. He 
emigrated with his family at the age 
of 18 to Madrid in 2007, but was ar-

rested twice for drug trafficking in 
2009. The economic crisis forced his 
father, a scrap merchant, to move 
to Algeciras, in southern Spain, in 
2010 where Khazzani frequented 
the city’s mosques, including Taqwa 
mosque, which is considered radi-
cal. Khazzani gained a reputation as 
one of the most radical Muslims in 
his entourage.

Khazzani was arrested again in 
the Spanish North African enclave 
of Ceuta for alleged drug traffick-
ing. He may have been further radi-
calised in Ceuta, which is known as 
one of Europe’s hotbeds for recruit-
ing jihadists. Spanish police have 

made several arrests of people in the 
enclave planning to join the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Iraq and Syria.

At the end of 2012, Khazzani was 
flagged by Spanish police as “po-
tentially dangerous” in the Schen-
gen Information System, a data-
base used by European countries to 
maintain and distribute information 
on individuals and property of inter-
est.

Spanish security sources said 
Khazzani travelled to France in 
January 2014 when he was offered a 
six-month contract by British phone 
company Lycamobile to work in the 
Paris suburb of Seine-Saint-Denis. 

Madrid alerted French intelligence 
of his arrival and French security 
services placed Khazzani on the 
country’s security “S-list” of about 
3,000 people who are identified as 
being potential Islamist threats.

Khazzani flew from Berlin to Is-
tanbul on May 10th in a bid to get to 
Syria where he might have had some 
training with the ISIS jihadists, ac-
cording to French security sources.

“There are lot of loopholes that 
extremists use to avoid being 
caught, including the security meas-
ures within the Schengen zone that 
let people travel move relatively 
freely,” said Magnus Ranstorp, a 
counterterrorism expert.

But Ranstorp said he did not be-
lieve the border closures of the 26 
Schengen states would control the 
movement of extremists, adding 
that “it is very costly to carry out 
surveillance operations in the Euro-
pean Union zone”.

The Moroccan terror suspect is 
one of the many European Muslims 
who have been lured by jihadist net-
works to join their ranks.

According to the latest assessment 
by Europol, the EU law enforcement 
agency, as many as 5,000 Europeans 
have joined jihadist groups in Syr-
ia, stoking fears of their returning 
to carry out attacks on home soil. 
Among them are about 1,200 French 
nationals and 600 Britons.

Ranstorp, who is directing a pro-
ject on Strategic Terrorist Threats to 
Europe, criticised the inefficiency of 
the handover of counterterror intel-
ligence between various countries 
of the Schengen bloc.

There are more than 3,000 jihad-
ists of Moroccan origin who are 
fighting in Syria and Iraq, accord-
ing to the country’s Interior Minis-
try. Most of the jihadists come from 

northern Morocco, mainly from 
Tetouan and Fnideq, which are rife 
with smuggling and drug trafficking.

Lack of job opportunities and sol-
id education drives many youth in 
the northern region to seek refuge 
in religion and hence become prone 
to radicalisation.

The use of an AK-47 in the averted 
attack on a high-speed train travel-
ling between Amsterdam and Paris 
is reminiscent of the Tunisia terror-
ist attack in June by a Tunisian gun-
man, also armed with an AK-47, who 
killed 38 tourists, most of them Brit-
ish, in the Tunisian resort of Sousse.

Many of the terror attacks in Eu-
rope and on European targets over-
seas have been carried out by jihad-
ists of North African origin. Many 
European countries, including Spain 
and France, are cooperating with 
Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia on 
intelligence sharing about recruit-
ment cells of extremists and their 
imminent threats.

“European countries need to ad-
dress the main issues that drive 
their Muslim youth to join the ranks 
of extremist groups in Syria and 
Iraq,” said Ranstorp.

“Prisons are incubators of extrem-
ism. A heavy work needs to be done 
in prisons across Europe in order to 
prevent young offenders from be-
ing radicalised and conduct terrorist 
acts on home soil.”

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Saad Guerraoui

The evidence that is 
available points to a 
lone-wolf operation

The French say they 
were alerted by 
German security 
services

Khazzani flew from 
Berlin to Istanbul on 
May 10th in a bid to 
get to Syria



3August 28, 2015

News & Analysis Lebanon

Samar Kadi

From rubbish comes hope

I 

t looked like a battlefield. 
Thousands of protesters who 
flocked into Beirut Central 
District for an anti-government 
demonstration in late August 
turned to find the capital on 

the brink of chaos.
The aftermath of violent clashes 

between rioters who hijacked a 
mass non-violent movement and 
security forces begged one ques-
tion: What’s next for Beirut?

The demonstrations that de-
manded sustainable solutions to 
Lebanon’s garbage crisis, crip-
pling electricity shortages, dwin-
dling water supplies and rampant 
corruption drew comparisons to 
neighbouring Iraq, which saw 
widespread anger and weeks of 
protests over the poor quality of 
services and corruption.

By midday on August 25th, it 
became clear that Lebanese Prime 
Minister Tammam Salam would 
try to follow the lead of his Iraqi 
counterpart, Haider al-Abadi, who 
introduced a reform programme 
aimed at curbing corruption.

Decisions issued by Salam re-
vealed that the roar of the streets 
registered with the country’s last 

functioning executive body in light 
of the 15-month presidential vacu-
um.

Salam ordered the dismantling 
of a massive concrete wall near the 
Grand Serail in Beirut 24 hours af-
ter it was erected by security forc-
es. The cabinet rejected the win-
ning bids to manage Lebanon’s 
waste after citizens criticised the 
hefty costs and accused politicians 
of managing the call for tenders for 
personal financial gain.

The cabinet also passed two de-
cisions during an emergency ses-
sion, despite political disputes that 
prompted five ministers from the 
Hezbollah-led March 8 coalition to 
withdraw from the meeting.

By ordering the removal of the 
wall, which was likened by activ-
ists to that in the occupied Pales-
tinian territories, Salam was mak-
ing a statement that no barrier will 
stand between the people and him-
self.

By rejecting the winning bidders 
for the management of the coun-
try’s waste, the cabinet heeded 
protesters’ demands for account-
ability, transparency and sustain-
able solutions to the garbage crisis.

Salam has also shown that the 
political paralysis resulting from 
disputes between Lebanon’s rival 
coalitions can no longer stand in 
the way of pressing day-to-day is-
sues.

By granting $100 million to the 
underprivileged northern city of 
Akkar, the cabinet overcame pa-
ralysis and abandoned consensus-
based decision-making to make 
way for the people’s demands.

Services are still poor and the 
foul odour of garbage still per-
vades the city, but hope is also in 
the air. Activists lauded the cabi-
net’s refusal of winning bidders 
and praised Salam for dismantling 
what they described as the wall of 
shame.

With these “victories” in hand, 
it is important the movement 
tighten its structure and narrow its 
demands, by focusing on reforms 
that target public service sectors 

responsible for providing water, 
electricity and clean streets.

If this new civil opposition be-
comes mired with calls for popu-
lar uprising and an uprooting of 
the confessional sectarian system 
of government, it could find itself 
crumbling under the expansive-
ness of its own demands.

To understand this, one must 
only look at the protests. Crowds 
rallied around calls for public sec-
tor reform but demonstrators were 
not united by hasty calls to over-
throw the cabinet out of fear of 
plunging the country into chaos.

Protesters are aware that Leba-
non’s sectarian power-sharing sys-
tem, which has trapped the coun-
try in a cycle of corruption and 
nepotism, cannot be dismantled 
overnight.

Political parties benefiting from 
the system will work to hijack the 
movement, as shown by violent ri-
oters who were deliberately tasked 
with disbanding the march.

The unregulated prevalence of 
illegitimate weapons among Leba-
non’s militias and the state of tur-
moil ravaging the region have also 
raised fears of potential unrest.

As the leadership of the “You 
Stink” movement, the main body 
behind the demonstrations, hud-
dle together to re-evaluate strate-
gies ahead of future protests, my 
advice to them is this: Don’t get 
tangled up in losing wars. Fight the 
small battles that could actually 
bring about productive change.

Hashem Osseiran is a reporter 
based in Beirut.

Hashem 
Osseiran

View point
The foul 
odour of 
garbage still 
pervades 
the city, but 
hope is also 
in the air

Salam was making a 
statement that no barrier 
will stand between the 
people and himself Rejecting barriers. Lebanese Prime Minister 

Tammam Salam speaks at a press conference, 
on August 23, 2015 in Beirut.

Beirut

T 

hey arrived in large num-
bers from across Lebanon, 
in a rare spontaneous 
display of non-sectarian 
anger, expressing deep-

rooted frustration over government 
impotence, political deadlock, cor-
ruption and crumbling infrastruc-
ture.

Thousands of protesters gathered 
outside the Beirut seat of govern-
ment on August 22nd having been 
overwhelmed by the country’s de-
teriorating living and economic 
conditions.

“The Lebanese people who have 
been enduring unemployment, 
poverty, foreign interference in 
their internal affairs are just fed up. 
They are literally suffocating. Even 
the air they are breathing is pol-
luted,” sociologist Mona Fayad told 
The Arab Weekly.

“The garbage crisis, which came 
in the middle of summer, at a time 
when tourism should have been 
flourishing, was the straw that 
broke the camel’s back.”

The peaceful demonstration, 
staged to protest the month-long 
garbage crisis in which rubbish 
piled up in the streets of Beirut and 
Mount Lebanon villages, turned 
sour when a group of people, be-
lieved to be politically motivated, 
tried to break through barbed wire 
separating the crowds from the 
Grand Serail, which houses the 
prime minister’s office and cabinet 
seat.

Slogans shifted from denouncing 
corruption of political leaders and 
failure to secure basic services to 
calls for the resignation of the cabi-
net, the sole functioning constitu-

tional institution in the country.
Fayad warned against falling into 

the “political trap”.
“The civil movement should 

draw a clear demarcation line sepa-
rating their social rightful demands 
from any political agenda or axis, in 
order to avoid being exploited by 
the rival political parties,” she said. 
“They should cling to their neutral 
stance, while holding the govern-
ment accountable strictly for meas-
ures it takes on issues that affect 
everyday life like water, electricity, 
etc.”

“You Stink” campaign organisers, 
who called for the protests, blamed 
the violence on “troublemakers”, 
but acknowledged that they need-
ed to coordinate better to prevent 
manipulation of their actions. “The 
undisciplined elements who ig-
nited the riots were seeking to un-
dermine our peaceful demonstra-
tion in order to justify the state’s 
violence against us. I believe they 
acted in complicity with the state,” 
said Lucien Bou Rjeili, from “You 
Stink” campaign.

“The fact is that we are not in a 
democratic country anymore but in 
an oligarchy. We are ruled by peo-
ple who do not accept any criticism 
or tolerate freedom of expression,” 
Bou Rjeili said.

Some 402 protesters were injured 
in violence in which riot police used 
tear gas, smoke bombs and rubber 
bullets to disperse the crowds. As 
many as 99 policemen were wound-
ed.

“We were surprised by the extent 
of the state’s barbarism. Attacking 
a peaceful demonstration with tear 
gas and rubber bullets is unaccep-
table. We knew that they (politi-
cians) have no ethics and no morals 
but not to that extent. They have 
crossed all red lines, all limits,” Bou 
Rjeili said.

The “You Stink” campaign, refer-
ring to the garbage crisis as well as 
official corruption, is determined to 
keep up its fight and planned addi-
tional demonstrations.

“We need to get more organised. 
But of course we will continue (pro-

tests) for the sake of the people 
whose blood was spilled and who 
were beaten up just for expressing 
themselves,” Bou Rjeili argued.

Analysts are sceptical about 
the ability of “You Stink” to force 
change.

“They will not be allowed to suc-
ceed. Anything that transcends over 
sectarianism or could unite people 
on a national cause is doomed,” said 
political analyst, Amin Kammour-
ieh. “Only sectarian movements 
which are cleared by the politicians 
could be organised without any 
problem.”

Kammourieh argued that any 
achievement by the civil society will 
pose a serious danger to the ruling 
elite and Lebanon’s sectarian sys-
tem. “If it is allowed to succeed on 

one issue, the public would be en-
couraged to push for other issues,” 
he said. “Today it is the garbage, 
tomorrow it would be electricity, 
the day after it would be a call for a 
non-sectarian electoral law.” 

He warned that sectarian rheto-
ric, violence and any other means 
will be used to scuttle the cam-
paign. “If the demonstration is 
held outside the (Grand) Serail, 
they would claim it is against the 
Sunnis, if it is outside parliament 
it would be blasted as targeting the 
Shias, etc., Kammourieh said. “The 
sectarian regime is too strong to be 
challenged or undermined by the 
civil movement.”

Under Lebanon’s sectarian sys-
tem, the state’s top three positions 
are allocated to the main sects. The 

president of the republic is a Chris-
tian Maronite, the prime minister a 
Sunni and the speaker a Shia.

Fayad was as sceptical as Kam-
mourieh about the success of the 
movement in initiating change. She 
said the majority of demonstrators 
have no political agenda and simply 
wanted to protest against decaying 
conditions in Lebanon. However, 
they soon discovered that it was a 
bigger challenge than they could 
handle.

“It is obvious that they are po-
litically immature and lack a strat-
egy of action,” she said, “and that 
makes them an easy target for po-
litical manipulators.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Lebanon sees non-sectarian protest for change

A Lebanese engineering unit removes a concrete wall that was installed by authorities, near the main 
government building, in downtown Beirut, on August 25th.

Analysts are 
sceptical about the 
ability of “You Stink” 
to force change
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The unseeing eyes of ‘the city upon a hill’

C 

harles Lister, from the 
Brookings Doha 
Center, expressed it 
best. A day after Syrian 
warplanes killed more 
than 100 people at an 

open market in Douma on August 
16th, he tweeted: “The #Douma-
Massacre goes totally unmen-
tioned on the front pages of all 12 
British daily newspapers. Unbe-
lievable.”

Lister was right but the indif-
ference to the suffering in Syria 
has been even more evident, and 
sustained, in the United States, 
which has long portrayed itself 
as being in the vanguard defend-
ing democratic and human rights 
globally. America’s fatigue with 
the Middle East may be reasonable 
after a decade of fighting wars in 
the region, but there is more to it 
than that.

There is the matter, first, of who 
the victims are. The reality is that, 
in its simplified version of events 
in Syria, the American public has 
little empathy for those paying 
the heaviest price in the conflict. 
Given the prevailing narrative be-
ing peddled in the United States, 

namely that the Syrian war is 
only important because of the 
Islamic State (ISIS), Americans 

cannot readily identify with those 
who oppose Bashar Assad, a stated 
enemy of ISIS.

There is perhaps another reason 
as well, which a television producer 
in the United States expressed quite 
bluntly to me: “The first question 
I’m asked when a tragedy occurs 
is whether there are any American 
victims. The second is whether 
there are any European victims. If 
there are none, people switch off.”

To suggest there is a racist 
element to the lack of American 
concern with the carnage in Syria 
is controversial. Yet it is difficult 
to refute when seeing one slaugh-
ter after another not provoke the 
slightest tremor in US public opin-
ion. Recall that US President Bill 
Clinton felt a need to intervene in 
the Bosnian conflict after the Sre-
brenica massacre in 1995, fearing a 
public backlash if he did not.

But mass murder in the Middle 
East is evidently not the same as in 
the heart of Europe. In Syria, Presi-
dent Barack Obama has done little 
to assist the victims. In 2013, the 
president set the tone for American 
detachment by describing the con-
flict as “somebody else’s civil war”.

Not long after he was forced to 
consider retaliation when Assad’s 
army transgressed his red lines by 
firing chemical weapons into Ghou-
ta, killing more than 1,400 people, 
according to US estimates. At the 
last moment, Obama decided not 
to bomb regime targets when the 
Russians proposed an alternative 
plan to get rid of Syria’s chemical 
weapons stockpile. 

That was not surprising. In the 
days leading up to the anticipated 
response, Obama and officials in 
his administration had so played 
down what might occur that they 
neutralised the deterrence power 
of their potential action. 

There was also the attitude of the 
American public — in an election 
year no less. A New York Times/
CBS News poll in September 2013, 
days after the chemical attack, 
highlighted stunning callousness. 
Although 75% of those questioned 
said they thought the Assad regime 
had used chemical weapons, 60% 
opposed US air strikes in Syria. 
A remarkable 74% opposed even 
sending weapons to Assad’s foes.

In other words, though a very 
large number of respondents said 
the Assad regime had committed a 
major war crime, in which, accord-
ing to US estimates, 426 children 
were killed, they were unwilling 
to approve any action that might 
prevent it from happening again or 
to punish those responsible.

US inaction in Syria made the 
situation worse. Only Washington 
could have coordinated the dis-
cordant responses of the regional 
powers opposed to Assad. By refus-
ing to do so, it created precisely the 
situation it most feared: chaos that 
allowed extremist groups to thrive 
in the Syrian vacuum.

Today, the United States is fo-
cused on ISIS. The Obama admin-
istration will not admit it but will 
accept Assad in power for now, 
fearing that extremists may gain if 
he goes. Worse, Obama has implic-

itly recognised Iran’s interests in 
Syria, writing a letter to Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei in 2014 to reassure 
him that coalition attacks against 
ISIS would not target Assad’s 
regime.

Obama’s amorality could have 
been justified had it enhanced 
American interests but the pro-
liferation of ISIS and al-Qaeda in 
Syria, the serious migrant crisis 
affecting Europe, with 108,000 
people, many from the broader 
Middle East, entering in July alone, 
the lost credibility of international 
organisations have all posed seri-
ous challenges for Washington. 

Less obvious but no less impor-
tant, Syria has in every way under-
mined Obama’s aim, stated in his 
2015 national security strategy, to 
work towards “advancing (Ameri-
can) interests, universal values, 
and a rules-based international 
order through strong and sustain-
able American leadership”.

The Syrian fiasco must also affect 
America’s view of itself as a nation 
representing what is morally best 
in the world, the “city upon a hill”. 
While hubristic, this self-perception 
has often underpinned the United 
States’ global behaviour. But it is 
hard to take seriously when Ameri-
cans cannot even work up attention 
to be revolted by the Syrian blood-
bath. “City upon a hill,” indeed.

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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or decades, the Golan 
Heights, a volcanic plateau 
in southern Syria captured 
by Israel in 1967, was the 
quietest of all the Jew-

ish state’s front lines with its Arab 
neighbours. That was because the 
Syrians wanted it that way so their 
efforts to negotiate its return would 
not be impeded by military clashes.

These days, with Syria torn apart 
by a multifaceted civil war, the Go-
lan is heating up again, this time as 
the Iranians, who seem to be call-
ing the shots with the beleaguered 
Damascus regime of their ally Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, apparently seek-
ing to establish a new front line with 
Israel.

On August 20th, a string of night 
raids on Israeli-held territory trig-
gered retaliatory attacks that Israel 
said targeted Islamic Jihad, a Pales-
tinian group with headquarters in 
Damascus and funded by Tehran.

After two rockets fell in the oc-
cupied sector of the Golan, with 
two more hitting Israel’s northern 
Galilee region, the Israelis attacked 
14 Syrian Army positions, killing six 
soldiers in the largest such assault 
in decades.

None of the missiles caused casu-
alties or damage but the ones that 

hit Galilee, an unusually long-range 
attack, were the first fired from Syr-
ia to explode inside Israel since the 
1973 Ramadan war.

Islamic Jihad denied involvement 
but Israel said the missile firing was 
planned by Said Izadi, an Iranian 
who heads the Palestinian division 
of the al-Quds Force of Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC).

At another time, rockets hitting 
empty fields would not have raised 
many eyebrows. But the action un-
folded less than a week after the 
increasingly apprehensive Israelis 
conducted a brigade-size military 
exercise in their sector of the strate-
gic plateau.

It was aimed at countering a pos-
sible ground operation launched 
from the Syrian sector, a sustained 
rocket attack or a coordinated, 
wide-ranging  terrorist offensive 
similar to the one mounted by Is-
lamic State’s Egyptian wing against 
security forces in the Sinai penin-
sula in July.

The Israelis believe they face a 
growing threat on the Golan from 
the al-Quds Force, which has estab-
lished a significant presence on the 
Golan with its Lebanese Shia ally, 
Hezbollah.

The Iranian-led buildup around 
the largely deserted city of Qunei-
tra, the region’s former capital, has 
been under way for months and em-
phasises concerns that Iran has tak-
en control of the Damascus regime’s 
military strategy.

Israel believes Iran and Hezbol-
lah are establishing a new front line 
against them, extending the tradi-
tional confrontation line eastwards 
from neighbouring Lebanon’s 
southern border.

Israel has been gradually rein-
forcing its northern front to unprec-
edented peacetime levels, includ-
ing reactivating an army division. 
Two weeks after the Iran nuclear 

agreement was signed, Israel, fear-
ing Tehran will have access to an 
estimated $100 billion in unfrozen 
assets with which to fund its for-
eign operations, deployed units of 
its vaunted Iron Dome air defence 
system in the north to counter any 
potential escalation.

The Israelis have conducted at 
least six air strikes against convoys 
suspected of carrying Iranian mis-
siles to Hezbollah in Lebanon.

These have thrust Israel into di-
rect action against the Iranians in 
which at least two IRGC generals 
have been killed. Brigadier-General 
Hassan Shateri, who was in charge 
of massively expanding Hezbollah’s 
missile arsenal after its 2006 war 
with Israel, was killed in Syria in 
early 2013.

The Iranians say he was assas-
sinated on February 13th by Syrian 
rebels but Israel says he died in a 

January air strike on a convoy car-
rying Russian-made SA-17 surface-
to-air missiles to Hezbollah.

The Israelis apparently consid-
ered it was worth risking a strike 
deep into Syrian territory to ensure 
that Hezbollah did not get its hands 
on weapons that would challenge 
Israeli’s supremacy of the air.

On January 19th, another al-Quds 
chief, Brigadier-General Ali Allah-
dadi, was killed during an inspec-
tion of the Golan sector around 
Quneitra in an Israeli air strike that 
specifically targeted his three-ve-
hicle convoy. The Israelis claimed 
they had tracked him from Damas-
cus through his cellphone.

Also killed was Jihad Mughniyeh, 
25, son of the iconic Hezbollah mili-
tary chief Imad Mughniyeh, assassi-
nated in Damascus on February 12, 
2008, in what was apparently a CIA-
Israeli Mossad operation.

The younger Mughniyeh headed 
a special unit in the Golan. His kill-
ing made the Golan confrontation 
something of a grudge match be-
tween the Israelis and Hezbollah in 
particular.

In recent months, that has be-
come even more intense. Jihad 
Mughniyeh’s successor is Samir 
Kuntar, a Lebanese Druze who spent 
29 years in an Israeli prison for kill-
ing an Israeli family in a 1979 Pales-
tinian raid. He was freed in a 2008 
prisoner exchange with Hezbollah 
but Israel let him go only with the 
greatest reluctance.

“It’s clear Iran’s been behind all 
the terror attacks in the Golan over 
the past two years,” an Israeli officer 
told the Times of Israel. “The Irani-
ans are using the border… they es-
tablish units — whether it’s (Jihad) 
Mughniyeh or Kuntar, and more — 
to carry out attacks.”

On the Golan, a new conflict is simmering
James Bruce

An Israeli army unit in the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights, on August 21, 2015.

Israel believes Iran 
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Abadi champions reforms but his target is Maliki

I 

raq’s former prime minister, 
Nuri al-Maliki, was in neigh-
bouring Iran in mid-August, 
attending a major Shia confer-
ence, meeting top officials 
and granting interviews. It 

was a good time to be away.
Political and anti-corruption 

reforms launched by Maliki’s suc-
cessor, Haider al-Abadi, were an 
evident attempt to eradicate the 
cronyism and sectarianism that 
marked Maliki’s eight years as 
head of government.

In addition, the parliament in 
Baghdad had just approved a re-
port blaming Maliki and other of-
ficials for the fall of Mosul to the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in June 2014.

Maliki topped a list of more 
than 30 senior officials accused 
in parliament’s security commit-
tee report of alleged negligence 
in choosing corrupt officers who 
failed to adequately confront the 
ISIS threat. However, despite the 
threat by parliament Speaker Salim 
al-Jabouri that “no one is above 
the law and accountability”, there 
were doubts in Baghdad that Ma-
liki would ever face trial.

He dismissed the report as 
worthless and lashed out at his do-
mestic critics, switching the blame 
on Turkey and the Kurdish Re-

gional Government in Erbil for the 
Mosul debacle. Maliki used the Iran 
trip to blame almost everyone but 
himself for the ISIS phenomenon.

“ISIS was a movement created 
by certain regional states, headed 
by Saudi Arabia, with sectarian and 
political goals,” he told an Iranian 
news agency. “ISIS is supported 
by Saudi Arabia and Turkey, as An-
kara sought to overthrow President 
(Bashar) Assad’s government,” he 
claimed.

At the opening session of the 
Shia conference, a meeting of the 
Ahl al-Bayt World Assembly, he 
went further, accusing Israel and 
Saudi Arabia of plotting the break-
up of Iraq. “Today we are witness-
es to the coalition of Zionism and 
Wahhabism against the resistance 
axis and this is a civil war, as they 
use local facilities in the Islamic 
countries,” Maliki said. “Therefore, 
in order to defeat it, we need to use 
all our state facilities, legal appara-
tus and mass media.”

For all the bluster, there was little 
disguising the fact that Maliki was 
on the back foot after operating as 
a divisive éminence grise during the 
first year of his successor’s term.

The critical report on Mosul has 
been passed on to legal authorities 
and could theoretically lead to ac-
tion against Maliki, while Abadi’s 
decision to trim a range of top posts 
— broadly reflecting Iraq’s sectarian 
divide — strips Maliki of his post as 
one of three vice-presidents.

Maliki has publicly backed the 
reforms that were announced after 
weeks of popular demonstrations 
against corruption and shortages 
of electricity and fresh water, exac-
erbated by a blistering summer.

Abadi also moved to trim the 

swollen ranks of ministerial aides 
and advisers to demonstrate his 
willingness to initiate long-needed 
reforms. 

This also allowed him to get rid 
of troublesome rivals.

If Maliki had been tempted to 
challenge the reforms or stir Shia 
opposition against them, he was 
trumped by an intervention from 
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, 
Iraq’s senior and widely revered 
Shia spiritual guide, who endorsed 
the moves and urged Abadi to 
“strike with an iron fist” those in-
volved in corruption. That has won 
Abadi widespread popular Shia 
support for the reforms, which par-
liament has backed, and his chal-
lenge is now to make them work 
before potential opponents have 
the opportunity to exploit any fail-
ure.

Sistani was also quoted as saying 
abuse of power by Iraqi politicians 
who had failed to consider the in-

terests of the Iraqi people had fos-
tered the progress of ISIS. “If true 
reform is not realised by fighting 
corruption without mercy and real-
ising social justice on different lev-
els, it is expected that circumstanc-
es will become worse,” he warned.

With Maliki ostensibly left out in 
the cold, and possibly facing prose-
cution over Mosul, there was spec-
ulation he might prolong his stay in 
Iran. However, he returned home 
August 19th and encountered no 
problems re-entering Iraq, accord-
ing to his spokesman.

Asked about his political future, 
Maliki told a Tehran Times reporter 
that he was happy to sacrifice his 
official role so reforms could go 
ahead in response to the popular 
protests. 

He claimed the Iraqi government 
had been seeking an opportunity 
to institute reforms for years “but 
there were a lot of problems and 
challenges that were compounded 
by sectarianism crises, terrorist 
groups and the interference of for-
eign countries in Iraq’s internal af-
fairs”. 

He gave no indication, however, 
that he was ready to withdraw from 
Iraqi politics. He remains head of 
the State of Law coalition, the larg-
est single bloc in parliament. “A 
real politician” did not just derive 
his power from holding an official 
position, he said in Iran in a clear 
signal he has no intention of bow-
ing out.

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.

Harvey 
Morris
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ust like some of the peace-
ful protests during the “Arab 
spring” that swept across 
several countries in 2011, 
demonstrations in Iraq start-

ed out spontaneously in mid-July, 
called for by young Iraqis on social 
media.

The protests, focusing on official 
corruption, which has hurt public 
services and infrastructure devel-
opment, caught Iraq’s political and 
religious establishment off guard. 
Protesters specifically pointed at 
political parties as being behind 
Iraq’s troubles.

“In the name of religion, the 
thieves are robbing us,” is the main 
slogan of the Iraqi protesters, who 
are demanding an end to rampant 
state corruption that has helped 
swell the country’s deficit and 
squandered oil revenues.

Iraqis also blame corruption for 
ongoing chaos and violence that 
have claimed the lives of thousands 
since the overthrow of dictator 
Saddam Hussein in the US-led inva-
sion of 2003.

“Corruption is behind all our 
troubles,” said Mosa Faraj, a former 
chief of the Commission of Integ-
rity, an independent governmental 
body responsible for fighting cor-
ruption.

“Political parties are responsible 
for the widespread corruption,” said 
Faraj, who has written two books on 
corruption in Iraq.

Violence impeded reconstruction 

efforts, rendering impossible im-
provements in living standards in 
Iraq, Faraj said, despite the fact that 
Iraq sits atop the world’s second 
largest proven oil reserves.

“Politicians are directly involved 
in corruption,” Faraj said. He ex-
plained that feuding between po-
litical parties “created the corrup-
tion whereby politicians steal state 
wealth to finance violence against a 
competing party, to twist its arm”.

Iraq’s protests began July 16th in 
the southern city of Basra, the rich-
est district with oil fields and the 
main port responsible for the coun-
try’s maritime trade.

 Basra, however, suffers greatly 
from poor infrastructure and inad-
equate services.

“Basra contributes more than 55% 
of the state budget, yet we lack eve-
rything, from clean drinking water 
to electricity,” political activist Aziz 
Hammoud said. He was referring to 
chronic outages in which electricity 
is available only seven hours a day 
to Iraqi households.

Hammoud said protests turned 
angry when high school student 
Muntathar Hilfi, 14, was killed by 
Iraqi police firing to disperse the 
protesters.

“This incident made us break the 
silence and fear barriers and led to 
impromptu protests countrywide,” 
Hammoud said.

The protests include Iraqis from 
all walks of life — professionals, 
unskilled labourers, university stu-
dents and housewives — and all 
sects, including the minority Sunni 
Muslims and the rival Shia sect in 
a unique show of solidarity in a 
country often riven by sectarian 
violence.

Nonetheless, like “Arab spring” 
demonstrations in Egypt — where 
the Muslim Brotherhood took the 
limelight from Egyptians who led 
the popular movement that top-

pled president Hosni Mubarak in 
January 2011 — Iraq’s political and 
religious parties also jumped on the 
bandwagon.

“Success has many fathers; fail-
ure is an orphan,” journalist and 
activist Ahmed Abdul Hussein said, 
mocking the country’s political and 
religious parties, which claim they 
are leading the protests.

“We know the truth. The protests 
are spontaneous. We also know 
that the electricity is not the prob-
lem but the tip of the iceberg. Our 
protests are against corruption and 
we want all corrupt officials to be 
brought to justice,” Hussein said.

Gyorgy Busztin, a deputy special 
representative of the UN secretary-
general in Iraq, said corruption and 
inefficiency were creating “wide-
spread and rightful dissatisfaction, 
which in turn, can be manipulated 
by terrorist groups for their own 
ends”.

The protests forced Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi to intro-

duce a reform package that called 
for putting corrupt officials on 
trial. It also envisaged significant 
reductions in government spend-
ing and forced the dismissal of six 
deputy prime ministers and vice-
presidents, a cabinet reshuffle and a 
review of top security and political 
posts.

Initially, protesters welcomed Ab-
adi’s announcement but now many 
argue that proposed reforms may 
just be ink on paper. Abadi’s pack-
age is nothing but procrastination 
to popular demands and a fudging 
of public anger,” said a Facebook 
statement signed by an Iraqi youth 
movement that ignited the protests.

“We do not want our anger to be 
stolen from us, so we decided to es-
calate our protests,” the statement 
said.

Baghdad housewife Suzan 
Monem, 60, who participated in the 
protests with her children, said, “I 
take part in the demonstrations for 
the sake of Iraq, for a better future 

to our children, not for a political 
party or sect.”

Tahira Hassan, 57, another Bagh-
dad housewife protester said, “Only 
the Iraqi people know the meaning 
of power shortage.” She was refer-
ring to the scorching summer heat, 
where temperatures were 52 de-
grees Celsius on average, making 
life unbearable without air condi-
tioning.

“I’m a mother and I know how the 
heat affects my little grandchildren 
and my health,” Hassan said. “We’re 
deprived of air cooling systems and 
of refrigerators, which means we 
have no cold water and we can’t 
store any food.”

“How can we keep our mouths 
shut?” she asked. “We deserve a 
better life. I will continue protesting 
until we achieve our goal: an Iraq 
free of corruption.”

Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad, 
has been covering Iraqi affairs for 
three decades.

Iraqis break fear 
barrier in protests
Nermeen Mufti

Iraqi demonstrators wave national f lags during a demonstration, on August 14, 2015 in Baghdad’s 
Tahrir Square.

Political parties are 
responsible for the 
widespread 
corruption

Settling scores? Iraqi Prime Minster Haider
al-Abadi in an August meting in Baghdad.
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O
n August 23rd, the Islamic State (ISIS) destroyed 
the temple of Baal Shamin, a major monument in 
Syria’s ancient city of Palmyra.

The temple, part of a World Heritage site, was the 
first major Roman-era monument targeted by ISIS. 
The monument, dating to the first century, was 
dedicated to the Phoenician god of rain and fertility.

Since May 21st, when it took control of Palmyra, ISIS has used 
the ancient city of Palmyra to stage endless theatrics of horror. It 
executed 25 Syrian government soldiers in the Roman amphithea-
tre before a crowd of onlookers, destroyed a number of shrines 
and monuments including the Lion Statue of Athena — a unique 
limestone piece standing before the city museum. More recently, it 
executed and mutilated Khaled Asaad, the 82-year-old antiquities 
chief of the city.

All of these atrocities were filmed and posted online.
Through its acts of destruction, ISIS seeks to shock world opinion 

and attract potential followers from among those who find such acts 
of barbarity a source of inspiration. But ISIS’s image, its “brand”, 
is already well-established as a ruthless, bloodthirsty and terror-
driven organisation.

Throughout the years, al-Qaeda, the Taliban and ISIS (and their 
offshoots) have made a point of obliterating monuments of world 
heritage that did not reflect their dogmatic vision of history. The 
Taliban destroyed two gigantic Buddha statues near the Afghan 
town of Bamiyan in 2001, while al-Qaeda militants destroyed many 
of the mausoleums of Mali’s Timbuktu in 2012. In 2014, ISIS blew up 
the Nabi Yunus and Nimrud shrines in Mosul, Iraq.

UNESCO Director-General Irina Bokova said: “Daesh is killing 
people and destroying sites but it cannot silence history and will 
ultimately fail to erase this great culture from the memory of the 
world.

“Despite the obstacles and fanaticism, human creativity will 
prevail, buildings and sites will be rehabilitated, and some will be 
rebuilt.”

Preventing ISIS, also known by the Arabic acronym Daesh, from 
destroying archaeological sites is indeed a worthy objective. But ful-
filling that objective requires, first and foremost, intensified interna-
tional cooperation to defeat ISIS on the battlefield. Protecting world 
historic heritage would also benefit from more concerted efforts 
to stop international trafficking of plundered artefacts, a business 
driven purely by greed. ISIS’s puritanical streak cannot hide its 
involvement in the looting of ancient artefacts for monetary gain.

But the real threat posed by ISIS is about much more than the 
destruction of historic monuments.

It is about a terrorising messenger that is sending thousands of 
Syrians, Iraqis and other Middle Easterners fleeing for their lives 
across the sea. It is about the rest of the world coming to associate 
every migrant or Arab-looking person, who is travelling by train or 
plane, with terror intent.

Priority should be given to combating the ideology of death that 
drives ISIS to commit its atrocities and pollutes the minds of too 
many young people. The responsibility for that will have to be 
borne by Islamic institutions but also by governments, civil society 
and the media in Middle East and North Africa region.

As misguided as it is, this ideology exerts a powerful draw on 
vulnerable fringes in the Arab-Muslim world and beyond. It serves 
no purpose to underestimate the problem.

The problem beyond the 
destruction of Baal Shamin

Editorial

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Fear of ISIS

A 

lthough part of 
what’s happening in 
Iraq is eerily 
reminiscent of the 
events leading up to 
the 2003 US inva-

sion, the subsequent occupation 
of the country and the sectarian 
divisions that followed, the 
threat itself has evolved into a 
more frightful enemy with a far 
deadlier arsenal.

Indeed, a number of intelli-
gence officials have shown great 
concern at the possibility that the 
Islamic State (ISIS) may be in 
possession of elements that 
would allow it to go nuclear.

Of course, at this point, this all 
seems to be guesswork as nobody 
really knows what’s going on in 
the regions controlled by ISIS.

Is the threat of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMDs) true?

The “other” Axis of Evil — 
George W. Bush, Dick Cheney and 
Donald Rumsfeld, respectively 
former US president, vice-presi-
dent and secretary of Defense — 
proved that if you inject the right 
doses of fear among the popu-
lace, it will give you the right to 
get away with murder — quite 
literally.

In fact, Iraq Body Count, a 
non-profit organisation that has 
been keeping meticulous records 
of violent deaths in Iraq since the 
start of the US invasion, has 
recorded the deaths of 219,000. 
Add to that 6,900, the number of 
US service personnel.

Members of the George W. Bush  
administration took every 
opportunity to feed the monster 
and raise the level of hype and 
fear to obtain a green light for the 
project. Those included the 
presentation at the UN Security 
Council by then secretary of State 
Colin Powell and the blind 
support offered to the Bush 
administration by then British 
prime minister Tony Blair.

There was much talk then, as 
there is now, of “dirty” bombs and 
how easy it could be for the Iraqi 
leadership of the time to target 

any city in the world. All 
they needed was an old 
suitcase and an airline 
ticket. They had no need 
for perfected delivery 
rockets or missiles. So all 
this talk about Iran having 
the capability… Yeah, but 
that’s another story 
altogether.

Hold on a minute. The 
whole concept behind the 

US invasion of Iraq, so we 
were told, was to prevent Saddam 
Hussein from using weapons of 

mass destruction. And now we are 
back where we started, only with 
a fairly large disadvantage.

If memory serves well, there 
were hundreds of UN special 
inspectors running up and down 
the country, chased by CNN, 
looking practically in Saddam’s 
closets, under his bed and digging 
up trenches hither and yonder? 
And they came up with zilch, 
nada, rien, nothing.

Now we are being told that the 
newest threat to the region comes 
from those very same WMDs.

Either they think we are 
downright idiotic and that we will 
buy into the Weapons of Mass 
Destruction Ploy, Part Two, or we 
are idiots for buying into the 
Weapons of Mass Destruction 
Ploy, Part Two.

This is somewhat confusing at 
best, either there were WMDs or 
there weren’t. If there were 
weapons of mass destruction in 
Iraq, then why did the Americans 
not find any and if there weren’t 
any then where is ISIS getting 
them from?

Several Western intelligence 
and some high-ranking members 
of the armed forces fear that ISIS is 
in possession of enough radioac-
tive material to put together at 
least one dirty bomb.

For the benefit of readers who 
might not be up to par on their 
terrorism lexicon, a dirty bomb is 
nuclear waste particles wrapped 
around conventional explosives. 
The immediate result is an 
explosion that leaves the site with 
nuclear contamination for 
decades. If such a bomb were 
placed in Manhattan, for example, 
it would contaminate large 
portions of the island, rendering it 
uninhabitable.

The one certainty this time 
around is there is no need to 
convince anyone about the need 
to remove ISIS as a threat.

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

Claude Salhani
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time around is 
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This is somewhat 
confusing at best, 
either there were 
WMDs or there 
weren’t
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Syrians are on their own

Beyond oil prices

W
hen anti-gov-
ernment 
protests started 
in Syria in 
March 2011, the 
Damascus 

satellite town of Douma was one 
of the first to rise up. It has seen 
an influx of migrants from eastern 
Syria fleeing drought and crop 
failure and that drove up property 
prices. Everyone was angry.

Before the revolution Douma 
was regarded as a place apart from 
the rest of Damascus and its hinter-
lands. People there, Damascenes 
would say, were strong-willed, con-
servative and independent-mind-
ed. Unlike anywhere else, camels 
were bought, sold and butchered 
in Douma. The first and only time I 
tasted camel meat was when a kilo 

was given to me by a friend from 
the town and when he did so many 
others in our company — middle-
class Damascenes — sniggered at 
the idea. For four-and-a-half years 
Douma has been bombed from 
the air and ground, besieged and 
subjected to starvation. 

At the beginning of the upris-
ing, Friday demonstrators were 
detained by government security 
forces, tortured over weeks and 
months and then released. This 
physical violence radicalised 
young men who took up arms 
against the regime in defence of 
the town.

Fast forward three years to 2014. 
Weekly protests had long since 
ceased. Hospitals, mosques and 
schools lay in ruins from govern-
ment air strikes. 

Though many had been killed, 
the armed men still alive who were 
once inspired by revolution and 
the regime’s injustice now fought 
in the name of God for the rebel 
group Jaysh al-Islam or “Army 
of God.” They, too, used rocket 
attacks. Then on August 16th, an 
air strike killed more than 100 civil-
ians out buying fruit and vegeta-
bles.

That this happened within a day 
of Stephen O’Brien, the UN under-
secretary for humanitarian affairs, 
meeting Syrian Foreign Minister 
Walid Muallem in Damascus — a 
dozen kilometres from the site of 
the attack — speaks of the extent to 
which no one can or wants to effect 
a solution to this war. 

What is staggering to me is the 
apparent lack of empathy among 
my Syrian friends and contacts 
towards the Douma attack or the 
beheading of Khaled al-Asaad, a 
retired, 82-year-old chief archae-
ologist in Palmyra, by Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants. Then again, 
perhaps the horror of seeing one’s 
country evaporate into dust and 
blood week after week, year upon 
year is too much to face when no 
obvious end appears likely.

 Living in Syria today does not 
follow a news schedule: Every day 
there are killings, every day the 
government bombs civilians.

Rightly or wrongly, by now most 
people in Syria do not consider this 
barbarity something of immediate 
concern. Maybe, in the privacy of 
their own thoughts, Syrians have 
stopped squabbling over whether 
Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
ISIS, rebels or Washington is to 
blame and begun thinking about 
the scale of what this war has and 
will still cost.

For those of us on the outside 
looking in, little beyond support 
for crucial humanitarian work can 

help. No foreign intervention is go-
ing to uproot ISIS or quell support 
for the Assad regime, which it still 
has by the millions. Critically, there 
is no ripeness, as some scholars of 
conflict term it, in which to intro-
duce peace talks of a transitional 
authority. 

Too many groups, particularly 
rebels fighting the regime in the 
north-west and south, still feel 
they are winning and that to drop 
arms and negotiate now would be 
an admission of defeat. The Assad 
regime cares not an iota for civilian 
casualties and will cling to Damas-
cus until the city resembles Homs 
or east Aleppo; that is, utterly 
destroyed. 

In any case, Iran would not allow 
the regime to agree to a negotia-
tion process unless it first served 
Tehran’s interests. 

Every week Syria’s political op-
position calls on the United States 
in particular to intervene militarily. 
A major intervention in both Syria 
and Iraq would probably destroy 
ISIS but the consequences would 
likely create an internecine war for 
a decade or more — and lots of US 
troops would die. Though no one 
likes the idea, Syrians are on their 
own for now.

Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist 
who lived in Syria from 2007-12. 
He is the author of Revolt in Syria: 
Eye-Witness to the Uprising (Oxford 
University Press, 2012).

S
audi Arabia will face a 
financial crisis within 
two years due to high 
expenditure and the 
decreasing price of oil 
and will face an existen-

tial crisis by the end of the decade 
due to the challenge posed by 
shale oil, the British newspaper 
the Telegraph said in a recent 
report.

The fact is the term “existential 
crisis” is very accurate. Over the 
past few decades, Saudi Arabia’s 
oil wealth has been used to drive 
the development process, although 
this is something that has been 
weakened by the effects of corrup-
tion. Riyadh also used its oil wealth 
to overcome domestic issues, stave 
off external threats and help oth-
ers.

The report’s findings are self-
evident. Saudi Arabia’s oil wealth 
is not everlasting — it will lose its 
value and importance over time, 
in the same manner that steam 
and coal energy lost importance in 
previous eras. Although there are 
differences of opinion as to when 
this will happen, these are just 
details.

Saudi Arabia has been confront-
ed by difficult crises in the past and 
successfully overcome them, not 
least the fight against the rising 
tide of Nasserism in the 1960s and 
‘70s, the repercussions of the 9/11 

attacks and the ongoing 
fight against terrorism. 
Most recently there was 
the “Arab spring”, the 
wave of revolutions and 
revolts across the Middle 
East.

None of these previ-
ous crises threatened 
the very existence of the 
kingdom. In all previous 
cases, the state remained 

in full possession of the sword 
of religion and the shield of its oil 
wealth. However, if its shield is 

shattered, religion will not be a 
feasible fallback to overcome the 
threats facing it and the kingdom 
will have no choice but to face 
these crises empty-handed.

There should already be plans in 
place to deal with this approaching 
moment of truth. Any rentier state 
that relies on oil as a major source 
of income should think about 
diversifying, not just its sources 
of income, but also its sources of 
energy, to protect public funds and 
invest in future generations.

The Council of Economic and 
Development Affairs, established 
by King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz 
Al Saud and led by Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdul-Aziz is, in the eyes of the 
Saudi people, entirely responsible 
for this daunting task. This council 
is pursuing this task in an open and 
transparent manner. One of the 
first royal orders issued by Salman 
after he came to the throne in Jan-
uary this year was the restructur-
ing of Saudi Aramco, separating it 
from the Oil Ministry and granting 
it more independence under the 
direction of Prince Mohammed.

So after the restructuring of oil 
giant Saudi Aramco, will we see 
a restructuring of the kingdom 
itself?

If you ask any economic or oil 
expert about what Saudi Arabia’s 
budget would look like without 
oil income the answer is beyond 
frightening. The issue is not just 
outgoings being higher than in-
come and a reserve that is already 
being depleted, but also the threat 
to the prestige of the state.

Sooner or later these fears 
will become reality and then the 
kingdom will be facing an unprec-
edented threat to its existence. At 
that point media spin, or the empty 
statements of patrons, will benefit 
nobody. Saudi Arabia will face a 
future of its own making.

At the same time, if we look at 

this issue optimistically, from the 
standpoint that every cloud has a 
silver lining, then one could argue 
there is a positive impact from all 
this. It has forced the issue into the 
open; there is no longer the luxury 
of ignoring what is happening. 
The only option is to search for a 

solution and hopefully it will come 
before it is too late.

Ahmad Adnan is a Saudi writer. 
This commentary was translated 
and adapted from the Arabic. It 
was initially published by the 
London-based Al Arab newspaper.

Stephen Starr

Ahmad Adnan

Any rentier state that 
relies on oil as a 
major source of 
income should think 
about diversifying

Opinion

A Saudi investor monitors the stock exchange at the Saudi Stock 
Exchange, or Tadawul, in the capital Riyadh.

No foreign 
intervention is 
going to uproot 
ISIS or quell 
support for the 
Assad regime
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R 

egistration for Saudi Ara-
bia’s December 12th mu-
nicipal elections got off 
to a slow start, despite 
the fact that women will 

be allowed to seek office and vote 
for the first time in the kingdom’s 
history.

Low voter registration has been 
attributed to many voters hav-
ing previously registered for other 
elections. They only have to regis-
ter again in the case of a change in 
address. The scorching heat of the 
kingdom’s summer has also been 

blamed, along with voter apathy.
Hamad al-Omar, spokesman for 

the Saudi Ministry of Municipal and 
Rural Affairs, admitted to Al-Riyadh 
newspaper, that voter registration 
was slow but said he believed that 
it would pick up. Registration is to 
end September 12th.

“It is difficult to judge from the 
first day, especially in light of the 
participation of women and the 
greater number of candidates. We 

are optimistic that the participation 
of women will boost voter turnout,” 
he said.

The late king Abdullah bin Abdul-
Aziz Al Saud granted women the 
right to vote in a royal decree in 
2011 and in the following year, the 
kingdom announced that women 
would have the opportunity to run 
as candidates in the 2015 elections.

“It is about time,” businesswom-
an and publisher Bayan Essam, 
31, said. “It will be interesting to 
see women influence on the mu-
nicipalities affairs, not only that 
women have strong opinions, they 
are also very efficient and they get 
things done.”

However, some in the kingdom’s 
female populace are less hopeful, 

“It is a positive step, but I can’t 
help thinking to myself the women 
in the US got this privilege almost 
100 years ago,” said Lena Ahmed, a 
32-year-old marketing executive in 
Jeddah.

“While considered a progressive 
act, granting women only some 
opportunities in political participa-
tion is not enough to ensure Saudi 
women’s stance in public life,” she 
said. “Nevertheless, we are opti-
mistic.

 It is a sign of progress in a coun-
try with a strict system over women 
and their rights. We hope this step 
in the right direction will open 
doors for women in Saudi civil so-
ciety,” she added.

Echoing similar sentiments, an 
editorial by a Human Rights Watch 
researcher lauded the move and 
emphasised that it “sends an im-
portant message to all sectors of 
Saudi society: That women, as well 
as men, have a stake in the country 
and are qualified to make decisions 
that affect the public interest.”

However, the organisation 
recommends that, in order for 
women’s rights in the kingdom to 
make serious headway, authorities 
should scrap the male guardianship 
system, which it described as a ma-
jor obstacle for meaningful progres-
sion.

According to local reports, the 
kingdom has set up 1,263 registra-
tion centres in 284 different munic-
ipalities, with a capacity to cater to 
4 million voters.

Jamal Al-Saadi and Safinaz Abu 
Al-Shamat made history August 
16th by becoming the first two Sau-
di female registered voters for the 
elections. 

Speaking to the English-language 
Saudi Gazette, Saadi, who regis-
tered to vote in the holy city of 
Medina said: “The participation of 
the Saudi women in the municipal 
elections as voters and candidates 

was a dream for us.” She empha-
sised that this would allow Saudi 
women to have a say in the deci-
sion-making process.

Saudi Arabia had its first mu-
nicipal elections in 1939 and again 
beginning in 1954. These efforts 
ceased in 1962. Following an initial 
burst of enthusiasm in 2005, voter 
participation fell, particularly after 
the 2009 contests were postponed 
until 2011.

In the September 2011 municipal 
elections about 1.2 million Saudi 
men were eligible to vote for 5,323 
candidates vying for 2,112 council 
seats. But in Riyadh, only about 
300,000 new voters bothered to 
register, a sharp drop from 800,000 
registrants in 2005. Many Saudis 
cited a lack of transparency by mu-
nicipal councils, access to public 
meetings and the perceived ineffec-
tiveness of councils to implement 
policies for the decline in interest.

In Saudi Arabia women are for-
bidden from driving and need a 
male guardian’s written permission 
to travel or work, which leaves fe-
males in the kingdom in a state of 
perpetual codependency.

Despite this, according to gov-
ernment statistics, more than half 
of Saudi university graduates are 
women. Since 2010 the number of 
employed Saudi women jumped 
48%, more than twice the rate of 
the male counterparts.

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

Low registration for first-ever women vote in Saudi Arabia
Mohammed Alkhereiji

First-ever. Saudi women attending the Shura Council (Consultative Assembly) in Riyadh on March 10, 
2013. Shura council Members are government appointed, making the upcoming municipal election 
Saudi women’s first democratic enterprise in the kingdom’s history. (SPA)

The kingdom has set 
up 1,263 registration 
centres in 284 
different 
municipalities, with 
a capacity to cater to 
4 million voters

London

A 

19-year manhunt ended 
when the main suspect 
in the 1996 Khobar Tow-
ers bombing was ap-
prehended by Lebanese 

authorities and extradited to Saudi 
Arabia, a pan-Arab newspaper re-
ported.

The Saudi-owned Asharq Al-Aw-
sat newspaper reported that leader 
of Hezbollah al-Hejaz Ahmed al-
Mughassil, who was found guilty 
in a US court of masterminding 
the attack that killed 19 US mili-
tary personnel and wounded 500 
others, was arrested in Beirut and 
transferred to Riyadh. It did not 
say when the arrest and extradition 
took place.

“The discovery of Mughassil and 
his arrest in Lebanon and his sub-
sequent transfer to Saudi Arabia is 
a qualitative achievement, for the 
man had been in disguise,” Asharq 
al-Awsat quoted an unnamed secu-
rity official as saying.

Mughassil, a 48-year-old Saudi 
national who was on the FBI’s Most 
Wanted List and had a $5 million 
bounty on his head, led the Saudi 
offshoot of the Iran-sponsored 
militant group Hezbollah and is be-
lieved to have planned the Khobar 
operation while in Tehran.

In 2001, the US government in-
dicted 14 members of Hezbollah 
and a number of Iranian officials 
for the 1996 bombing. According 
to the indictment, 13 members of 
the Saudi-branch of Hezbollah, 
with support from an unnamed 
member of the Lebanese section 
of the movement, conducted sur-
veillance of US operations as early 
as 1993 with the help of Iranian 
military and government officials 
and planned the bombing to drive 
Americans from Saudi Arabia.

In 2006, a US federal judge ruled 
Iran responsible for the Khobar 
Towers bombing and ordered its 
government to pay $254 million to 
the families of Americans killed in 
the attack.

Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) members 
have long complained of Iranian 
interference, ranging from the sup-
port of dissidents to terrorist opera-
tions such as the Khobar bombing.

In mid-August, security services 
in Kuwait intercepted a large arms 
cache and detained three individu-
als suspected of belonging to a Hez-
bollah cell, who, according to local 
media, were plotting to destabilise 
the country.

According to the Kuwaiti Interior 
Ministry, police found 56 rocket-
propelled grenade (RPG) shells and 
various types of ammunition at a 
farm on the Kuwait-Iraq border be-
longing to one of the suspects. The 
ministry also seized weapons, am-
munition and  explosive material 
in the homes of the other suspects.

Authorities said the men con-
fessed to being members of a ter-
rorist organisation and led secu-
rity forces to their arsenal where 
19,000 kg of ammunition, 144 kg 

of explosive materials, three RPGs 
and 204 grenades and detonators 
were seized.

Kuwaiti authorities did not state 
what terrorist organisation the 
men confessed to belonging to, 
however local media reported that 
the suspects were part of a cell af-
filiated with Hezbollah. Kuwaiti 
newspaper Al-Anba reported that 
the weaponry was moved into the 
country from Iraq while the al-Rai 
and al-Qabas dailies, citing un-
named sources, reported the arms 
entered Kuwait by sea from Iran.

The frenzied coverage of the ar-
rests resulted in Kuwait’s public 
prosecutor issuing a gag order re-
garding information related to the 
raid. The Kuwait News Agency 
quoted Public Prosecutor Dherar 
al-Asousi as saying the blackout 
was due to media reports that 
“harm” national unity and could 
“negatively impact” the investiga-
tion. However, he did not dismiss 
local reports of the raid.

Kuwait and Hezbollah share a 
tragic history dating to 1983, when 
Hezbollah operatives and members 
of the Iraqi Dawa affiliated with 
Iran carried out a number of bomb-
ings, which resulted in the death 
of six people. The coordinated at-
tacks targeted Western embassies, 
the Kuwait airport and an oil rig 
belonging to the Kuwait National 
Petroleum Company, among other 

targets.
In June, Saudi Arabia designated 

two high-ranking Hezbollah of-
ficials as terrorists, accusing the 
members of the Lebanese Islamist 
militia of spreading chaos and in-
stability in the Middle East. At the 

time the kingdom identified Khalil 
Youssef Harb and Mohammed Qa-
balan, who were also designated 
as terrorists by the United States in 
2013, for what it described as over-
seeing “violent operations” in the 
Middle East.

FBI-wanted terrorist in 
Saudi custody
The Arab Weekly staff

June 1996 file photo shows a group of Saudi officials investigating 
the site of the bomb-damaged Khobar Towers housing complex.

In June, Saudi Arabia 
designated two 
high-ranking 
Hezbollah officials 
as terrorists

It is a sign of 
progress in a country 
with a strict system 
over women and 
their rights

The US government 
indicted 14 members 
of Hezbollah and a 
number of Iranian 
officials for the 1996 
bombing
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gyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi has called 
on al-Azhar — the high-
est seat of Sunni Islamic 
learning — to lead the 

change in Islamic discourse to bet-
ter support the tolerant and moder-
ate nature of Islam.

Sisi, a pronounced enemy of radi-
cal Islamist movements, made the 
plea amid an unprecedented rise 
in extremism both inside his coun-
try, where the military is fighting a 
home-grown branch of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), and outside it, espe-
cially in Iraq, Syria and neighbour-
ing Libya.

Soon after Sisi made the request, 
Egyptian religious authorities act-
ed.

Authorities moved to take what 
they described as “radical books” 
out of mosque libraries across 
Egypt.

The Ministry of Religious Endow-
ments, which controls the nation’s 
mosques, restricted the delivery 
of sermons inside the mosques to 
preachers licenced by al-Azhar. The 
ministry also dictates topics of the 
sermons, especially before Friday 
prayers, making tolerance, peace 
and love central themes of the 
preaching.

The Education Ministry, which 
oversees the educational process in 
thousands of state-run schools, has 
started a process of massive cur-
ricular change at all pre-university 
educational levels.

The changes aim to stress impor-

tant values in Islam, such as toler-
ance and love. It also underlines 
the importance of hard work and 
respect for time.

“Changing school curricula is a 
very important step if we want to 
address extremism as a problem,” 
Nadia Gamal Eddin, a professor of 
education at the state-run Educa-
tional Research Institute, said. “But 
we need to know that this step is 
only the first in a long road.”

New lessons are included in pre-
university curricula and others 
were eliminated. One of the new 
lessons included in a textbook for 
high school students stresses the 
importance of respecting time and 
the effects an ideal use of time can 
have on a person’s success, accord-
ing to local media.

Another lesson dwells on Prophet 
Mohammad’s last sermon. The les-
son focuses on important meanings 
in the sermon, such as brotherhood 
and equality among people, regard-
less of their language and race.

A third lesson, dwells on a ser-
mon delivered by the well-known 
preacher and theologian Hasan al-
Basri, who died in the eighth centu-
ry. The sermon talks about the need 
for Muslims to have tolerance and a 
sense of justice for everyone, even 
for non-Muslims.

Terrorism expert Khaled Okasha 
said changing school curricula can 
contribute to equipping Egyptians 
against radical ideologies and usher 
in a new generation of citizens who 
better understand their religion.

“We will feel the effect of this 
change years from now,” Okasha 
said.

A local newspaper two years ago 
wrote about a primary school les-

son that called for burning enemies 
alive. The report alarmed Egyp-
tians, most of whom were shocked 
when ISIS killed a Jordanian pilot 
by burning, accusing him of killing 
group members in US-led air strikes 
in Iraq and Syria.

In 2014, an al-Azhar-affiliated 
book said it was permissible for the 
faithful to kill “infidels” and eat 
their flesh. The book called for kill-
ing adulterers and Muslims who do 
not pray, even without getting per-
mission from authorities.

This is what ISIS has done to 
those it captures. The group deals 
mercilessly with opponents, espe-
cially if they are non-Muslims.

In Sinai, the Egyptian Army is 

battling the ISIS-linked Sinai Prov-
ince group that demonises troops 
and police to justify killing. Sinai 
Province beheads opponents, in-
cluding suspected informers.

The Muslim Brotherhood also 
uses religion to justify the destruc-
tion of electrical lines, the killing 
of police and attacks against police 
facilities. These misinterpreted re-
ligion-backed actions are what Sisi 
wants to eliminate. The Egyptian 
president has often warned against 
the effects of twisted religious in-
terpretations.

Once he addressed the Sheikh of 
al-Azhar, the highest religious au-
thority in Egypt, saying he would 
hold the sheikh accountable if 

religious discourse was not mod-
ernised to keep people from ex-
tremism. Another time, Sisi said 
that youths had opted for atheism 
because of their desperation with 
Egypt’s religious leaders.

Okasha said the government 
needs to strictly supervise what is 
taught in schools.

“Some teachers use lectures 
specified for theology to fill the 
pupils with radical ideas,” Okasha 
said. “The government must be 
on alert because these teachers are 
present everywhere in this coun-
try.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a reporter 
based in Cairo.

Sisi takes anti-terrorism battle to schools

Long road. Students in one of the al-Azhar institutes in Cairo, last May.

The Education 
Ministry started a 
process of massive 
curricular change

We need to know 
that this step is only 
the first in a long 
road

London

E 

gypt’s Dar Al-Ifta, the 
country’s most prominent 
religious authority, has 
agreed to “cooperation” 
agreements with other 

Sunni fatwa-issuing bodies in the 
wake of a conference of Muslim 
clerics from across the region as 
part of efforts to counter jihadist 
and takfiri ideology.

The conference — The Fatwa: 
Current Realities and Future Pros-
pects — convened August 17th and 
18th in Cairo and concluded with 
a number of initiatives to secure 
greater “coordination and consul-
tation” between national religious 
bodies.

Initiatives include the establish-
ment of a “general secretariat” for 
global fatwa issuance, as well as 
centres tasked with monitoring 
and rebutting extremist edicts, and 
particularly so-called ex-commu-
nication fatwas, as well as training 
aspiring muftis based on a “moder-
ate” interpretation of Islam.

“The conference is a good step 
forward in a very long road. We 
needed to do this a long time ago 
because we have to unify the efforts 
in confronting the excommunica-
tion orientated fatwas, which bring 
a grave danger to the Arab region, 
particularly as the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is making use of these kinds 
of fatwas,” said al-Azhar Professor 
of Political Science Hassan Wagieh.

ISIS is known for its practice of 
takfir — declaring other Muslims 
to be infidels — through which it 
justifies killing and enslavement of 
those, including followers of other 
Islamic sects such as Shias, it per-
ceives to be non-Muslims.

“These fatwas are like an atomic 
bomb and it needs to be dismantled 
before it explodes for real. We have 
already seen a taste of this… but it 
could get much worse,” he told The 
Arab Weekly.

The establishment of a General 
Secretariat incorporating different 
official fatwa-issuing bodies would 
represent an unprecedented move 
towards the unification of Islamic 
jurisprudence, with national fatwa-
issuing bodies coordinating with 
one another to, at the very least, 

agree on fatwas not accepted by 
regional states. This could even see 
the codification of a body of fatwas 
formally accepted and endorsed 
across the region, although ques-
tions remain as to what extent re-
gional countries — which follow dif-
ferent schools of Sunni Islam — can 
work together.

“This could be managed. Manag-
ing differences is a problem in the 
Arab world, not just in this affair 
but all affairs. 

But if we understand pluralism 
and understand that this is a ne-
cessity to handle diversification 
of opinion and forge the common 
ground with negotiation and crisis 
management efforts,” said Wagieh, 
who has written a number of books 
on conflict resolution.

“This needs a lot of work, with 
experts [in negotiations] and the 
clergy working together but if the 
clergy try to do the whole thing by 
themselves, without referring to 
experts, I think they will have prob-
lems,” he added.

The majority of Arab states en-
dorse an official body to issue fat-
was, with all other fatwas issued by 
clerics considered illegitimate. In 
the case of Egypt, it is Dar Al-Ifta, 
under al-Azhar University, that is 
responsible for fatwa issuance.

After the Cairo conference, Dar 
Al-Ifta announced a number of “co-
operation” agreements with other 
religious bodies, including Paki-
stan’s official fatwa-issuing body, 
as well as Algeria’s Ministry of Reli-
gious Affairs.

“What is required from the offi-
cial institutions like al-Azhar and 
Dar Al-Ifta is to work hard and con-
tinuously and never stop because 
the other side will not stop,” Wag-
ieh said. “The task is enormous.”

While in the run up to the con-
ference, Egypt’s Ministry of Awqaf 
(Religious Endowments) an-
nounced that clerics would receive 
“deterrent penalties” for issuing 
“abnormal” fatwas that “stir up se-
dition and disorder.”

“We have to go for a long-term 
solution and we have to have the 
ability of enforcement. It is not only 
how to theorise or how to get peo-
ple gathering here and there and 
when you finish the conference you 
hold another conference one year 
later. This is not enough for the cri-
sis we are facing,” Wagieh added.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi backed the move towards the 
unification of regional fatwa bod-
ies, warning against the threat of 
extremist ideology.

 “President Sisi confirmed the im-
portance of early action to ward off 
the dangers of extremist ideology 
and terrorism from Islamic society 
before this ideology can spread,” 
said Egyptian presidential spokes-
man Alaa Yousef.

The move towards greater uni-
fication in religious discourse has 
been long coming, with Sisi fa-
mously calling for a “religious revo-
lution” to confront extremist ideol-
ogy in January 2015.

Speaking before a gathering of 
clerics, Sisi said: “We are in need of 
a religious revolution. 

“You imams are responsible be-
fore God. The entire world is wait-
ing on you. The entire world is wait-
ing for your word… because the 
Islamic world is being torn. It is be-
ing destroyed. It is being lost. And it 
is being lost by our own hands.”

Egypt leads new fatwa policy to fight ISIS ideology

Good step. Egyptian Grand Imam of al-Azhar Sheikh Ahmed al-Tayeb (C), Egypt’s Grand Mufti Shawki 
Ibrahim Abdel-Karim Allam, (L) and Egyptian Justice Minister Ahmed el-Zend (R) attend the Fatwa 
international conference in Cairo, on August 17, 2015.

Mahmud el-Shafey

The conference
is a good step 
forward in a very 
long road

Hassan Abdel Zaher
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F 

or almost three years, the 
Palestinians of Yarmouk 
district on the edge of Da-
mascus have been caught 
in the crossfire between 

rebels and government forces and 
probably thought they had seen it 
all: a siege of the camp, bombings 
and an Islamic State (ISIS) invasion.

But now diseases are looming. An 
outbreak of typhoid among the Yar-
mouk displaced population is rais-
ing concerns that the disease will 
spread if no serious action is taken.

The alarm for this latest catastro-
phe in the making was sounded by 
the UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA) after its medical teams 
were granted rare access to Pales-
tinians and Syrians from Yarmouk 
sheltering in nearby Yalda, Babila 
and Beit Saham.

Medical personnel in Yalda con-
firmed 23 cases of typhoid, a bac-
terial infection caused mainly by 
contaminated water and food. If left 
untreated, it can result in death in 
about 20% of cases.

A UNRWA mobile health unit 
treated hundreds of refugees from 
Yarmouk, as well as members of 
host communities, for various dis-
eases and 150,000 water purifica-
tion tablets were delivered to local 
committees to help ensure that resi-
dents have access to clean drinking 
water.

The number of typhoid cases is 
likely to rise, UNRWA spokesman 
Chris Gunness said. “What we are 
seeing is the tip of the iceberg… 
given the catastrophic public situa-

tion,” he said. But what worries the 
UN agency most is that, for the past 
five months, it has had no access to 
the estimated 15,000-18,000 people 
inside the camp.

“We know from anecdotal evi-
dence that the water and sewage 
system in Yarmouk is largely de-
stroyed… The main water supply 
into the camp became dysfunction-
al in September last year,” Gunness 
said. Before the war Yarmouk was 
a large thriving district housing, 
in concrete buildings, more than 
160,000 Palestinians and Syrians, 
including many doctors, engineers 
and civil servants.

After Syrian rebel groups took po-
sitions inside the camp in Decem-
ber 2012, the Syrian Army besieged 
it, severely restricting access to 
food, water and other supplies. Last 
April, an ISIS attack further dam-
aged the camp.

Gunness pointed out that “after 
aerial bombardments and street-
to-street fighting that followed the 
ISIS takeover on April 1st, the camp 
(was) largely in ruins with the pub-
lic infrastructure catastrophically 
degraded”.

ISIS eventually withdrew, leaving 
control of most of the camp to al-
Qaeda affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra.

Despite the catastrophic humani-
tarian situation, those inside Yar-
mouk are keen on having their chil-
dren resume school on September 
13th, when the UNRWA school year 
opens in Syria.

Gunness pointed out to the im-
portance of education to Palestin-
ians. At Yarmouk, he said, “some 
school buildings have been hit and 
badly damaged. Nonetheless, Pales-
tinians prize education and realise 
that it is a passport to dignity, how-
ever distant a prospect that might 
be. “Interestingly, there were pro-
tests in Yarmouk against the pos-
sible decision by UNRWA to delay 
its school year. Imagine that. In a 
destroyed refugee camp, which has 
seen no aid since the end of March, 
there were protests about schools 
not opening.”

The United Nations has wit-
nessed, said Gunness, some “grass-
roots education with local initia-
tives to teach children. And for the 
last few years, the government and 
groups inside the camp have facili-
tated the exit from the camp of doz-
ens of children so they could come 
out and sit for their exams.

“Extraordinarily, Palestinians, in-
cluding those from Yarmouk, have 
outperformed Syrian students. That 

alone offers a ray of hope amid the 
black hole that Yarmouk has be-
come,” Gunness said.

The situation of Palestinians from 
Yarmouk has elicited little atten-
tion from the world community. 
It may be that their sufferings are 
comparable to those of an overall 
Syrian population going through 
terrible ordeals with approximately 
250,000 people killed in more than 
four years of war and more than half 
the population displaced internally 
or externally.

But the Palestinians of Syria are 
extremely vulnerable as they have 
been displaced many times, starting 
with the creation of Israel on their 
ancestral homeland nearly seven 
decades ago. UNRWA’s 2015 emer-
gency appeal for $415.4 million for 
additional humanitarian aid for the 
Palestinians in Syria has been fund-
ed only 30.8%. One of the main pil-
lars of this humanitarian response 
is cash assistance to refugees in ad-
dition to emergency education and 
health care.

“We are simply unable to distrib-
ute sufficient levels of cash, which 
might give the refugees a modicum 
of a sense of stability,” laments Gun-
ness. Almost all 560,000 Palestinian 
refugees in Syria need assistance.

UNRWA’s view is that develop-
ment aid will promote stability and 
security in the Middle East while 
poverty and desperation might lead 
some to join armed groups in search 
of an income.

“Please ask the donors why they 
are prepared to allow the continued 
drastic underfunding of our emer-
gency work in Syria, when groups 
like ISIS are actively recruiting,” 
Gunness said.

“Development assistance is al-
ways cheaper on the tax purse than 
military expenditure. Make no mis-
take if UNRWA doesn’t do this work, 
others will step into the vacuum our 
underfunding creates,” he warned.

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

Forgotten 
Palestinians of 
Yarmouk struggle 
to survive
Dominique Roch

Palestinian children drinking water at the besieged Yarmouk refugee camp, on August 18, 2015.

Washington

A 

ugust has witnessed a 
surreal game of musical 
chairs played by the two 
major Palestinian rivals. 
Hamas was secretly par-

ticipating in back-door diplomacy 
with Israel to break Gaza’s isolation 
and Fatah was sending a delegation 
to Tehran eager to reconnect with 
Iran. Alas, both sides were merely 
attempting to kill time.

Like many other regional issues, 
Palestine is in waiting mode. Nei-
ther Israel nor Hamas is interested 
in war or peace, while Palestinian 
Authority (PA) President Mahmoud 
Abbas is mostly invested in politi-
cal survival. Palestinian unity talks 
have recently failed: Fatah and 
Hamas were unable to use the mo-
ment of international disinterest in 
Palestinian-Israeli negotiations to 
patch up their differences.

Hamas has had a couple of rough 
years. Its relationships with Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia and Iran have been 
strained. Khaled Meshaal, the head 
of the Islamic group’s political bu-
reau, had to leave Damascus for 
Doha, as the movement he leads 
struggled to define its position on 
two major regional events: the civil 
war in Syria and the ousting of the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s regime in 
Egypt. Hamas is not sure whether 
to stay with Iran or move closer to 
Saudi Arabia. Whatever it chooses, 
there will be a price to pay.

Now Hamas is trying to change 

the dynamic. Seizing an opportuni-
ty in the potential environment cre-
ated by the nuclear deal with Iran, 
Meshaal began a shuttle diplomacy 
tour, inspired by Qatar, to mend 
fences with leaders in Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt and Turkey.

Meshaal’s message was that Gaza 
cannot survive without Egypt and 
Hamas never intervened to help 
the Muslim Brotherhood or to un-
dermine stability in Egypt, while 
calling for a political solution in 
Syria that meets the demands of 
the Syrian people. With Egypt’s 
cold shoulder and anxious reac-
tion, Saudi Arabia publicly down-
played the importance of Meshaal’s 
“non-official” visit to Riyadh and 
reiterated that there is no change 
of policy on Hamas. The Egyptian 

government did not take long to act 
with the mysterious disappearance 
of 50 Hamas militants near the Ra-
fah border as they were travelling 
from Gaza via Egypt. 

More importantly, Meshaal’s re-
gional efforts give the impression of 
veering away from Tehran, which 
might further highlight the sub-
tle division with Hamas’s military 
wing. Meshaal’s balancing act will 

be to reconcile a diplomatic tone 
and policy with the armed strug-
gle spearheaded by al-Qassam Bri-
gades and funded by Tehran.

The other tricky part of Meshaal’s 
tour is not only attempting to push 
for elusive autonomy in Gaza but 
acting as if the PA has ceased to ex-
ist or that its existence is complete-
ly jeopardised by the Israeli occu-
pation. This is a recipe for further 
isolation.

Meanwhile, Abbas’s local, region-
al and international clout has been 
dwindling. Palestine’s membership 
in the International Criminal Court 
(ICC), as a prelude to prosecute Is-
raeli officials, has caused dismay 
among US and Israeli officials. US 
efforts to revive the peace track are 
on ice given the strained relation-
ship between US President Barack 
Obama and Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu.

With Meshaal’s reluctance to visit 
Tehran, Abbas has been offering an 
olive branch to Iran, which is not 
quite ready to receive him until it 
figures out what to do with Hamas.

On the domestic front, Abbas 
seems afraid of his shadow, sens-
ing everyone is after him. Haunted 
by corruption charges, an almost 
bankrupt authority and turmoil 
around his shaky leadership, Abbas 
and the majority members of the 
Executive Committee recently re-
signed, forcing the first election of 
the Palestinian Liberation Organi-
sation (PLO) since 2009 and a pos-
sible first meeting of the Palestin-
ian Council in 20 years. Although 
it is not clear whether it is just a 
manoeuvre or a real attempt to re-

vive the organisation, the ultimate 
goal seems to change the balance of 
power inside the PLO and strike an-
other blow to the 2005 Cairo agree-
ment with Hamas, which called for 
a united and temporary PLO lead-
ership as a first step to reform the 
organisation.

The formation of a unity gov-
ernment in June 2014 has created 
further internal divisions on both 
sides. Abbas’s decision to reshuffle 
the cabinet, apparently without 
consulting Hamas, prompted Ha-
mas to declare the government “ex-
pired”. Underneath the daily bick-
ering, the base of both rivals has not 
overcome the bad blood caused by 
Hamas’s takeover of Gaza in 2007 
and Israel’s three wars on the Gaza 
Strip since 2008. Small confidence-
building measures have not been 
enough and there is no steady re-
gional hand or synergy to push the 
two sides together.

Both sides need to resolve their 
leadership struggles and solidify 
their regional strategies, while rec-
ognising that they face an impasse 
in all directions.

 No peace negotiations led by 
Fatah can have legitimacy or reach 
their conclusion without the Ha-
mas-controlled Gaza, and the only 
way for Hamas to break the strip’s 
isolation must run through the in-
ternationally backed Palestinian 
Authority. Waiting in limbo is not 
the answer.

Joe Macaron is a Washington based 
independent writer and political 
analyst. He can be followed on 
Twitter @macaronjoe.

Palestine in Limbo
Joe Macaron

Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas (R) meeting with Hamas 
leader Khaled Meshaal in Doha, in July 2014.

The formation of a 
unity government in 
June 2014 has 
created further 
internal divisions on 
both sides

 An outbreak of 
typhoid among the 
Yarmouk displaced 
population is raising 
concerns
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Queen Rania of Jordan:
‘a mum and wife with a really cool day job’

Amman

A 

broad, Jordan’s Queen 
Rania is an eloquent 
spokeswoman for the 
kingdom. She takes the 
international podium 

to daringly discuss taboos, such as 
honour killings, in her conserva-
tive society. She’s also not afraid to 
stand up to Muslim militants.

In New York and Washington, Ra-
nia, 45 years old as of August 31st, 
enjoys celebrity status. She appeals 
to some as a cross between Audrey 
Hepburn and Cindy Crawford.

At home, the Palestinian-born 
wife of Jordan’s King Abdullah II is 
everywhere.

She participates in public func-
tions, where her royal duties are of-
ficially confined to ribbon-cutting 
ceremonies and social welfare. 

That includes meeting with global 
leaders to promote education and 
health initiatives for children in the 
developing world.

However, she is frequently seen 
embracing women villagers work-
ing in the field in outlying towns, 
cuddling cancer-afflicted children, 
dropping in on schools to inspect 
the quality of education or walking 
in the street, like an ordinary citi-
zen, chatting with people.

She also pops up on social me-
dia, tweeting liberal and moderate 
views, or posting pictures of her 
four children, including her eldest 
son and heir to the throne, Prince 
Hussein, on Instagram — where she 
has more than 4 million followers.

Recently, she tweeted a descrip-
tion of herself, saying she was “a 
mum and a wife with a really cool 
day job”.

Generally, Rania is an idol to Jor-
danians. Her countrymen passion-
ately talk about her intelligence, 
logic and wisdom and her youth-
ful good looks. Women specifically 
brag, or wish for her top brand-
name wardrobe, jewellery and 
handbags.

But to others Rania’s Palestinian 
roots are troublesome.

Critics say her royal status gives 
credence to claims by right-wing 
Israelis that Jordan, with a substan-
tial Palestinian refugee population, 
should be turned into a Palestin-
ian state — taking in all of the West 
Bank’s Palestinians to make room 
for Jews in Israel.

“Her Palestinian descent is a 
weak link for Jordan,” former law-
maker Ahmad Oweidi al-Abbadi 

said. He claims to have been jailed 
a few years ago because he dared to 
speak out publicly about the queen 
“influencing” policy to allow Pales-
tinians to take senior government 
posts.

Nonetheless, many Jordanians fo-
cus on other qualities of the queen.

“Queen Rania is very impressive,” 
Ica Wahbeh, a managing editor at 
the country’s sole English-language 
daily Jordan Times, said.

“She’s intelligent, articulate and 
a strong supporter of causes that 
affect the lives of her citizens, par-
ticularly the vulnerable among 
them, like children, women and the 
elderly.

“She’s active, both in the country 
and abroad, projecting the striking 
image of a modern queen.”

That’s exactly what Rania is af-
ter: to help King Abdullah II attain 
his goal of creating a model state 
for other Muslim nations, ruled by 
moderate Islam, tolerant of other 
religions and free of militants.

Rania has noticeably chosen not 
to wear the traditional headscarf 
worn by many Muslim women. She 
was once quoted by CNN as saying 
there “are many women like me 
who do not wear the veil”.

“So, as long as it’s a choice, I have 
nothing against the veil,” she said.

Rania’s popularity grew this year 
when she visited the village of the 
Royal Jordanian Air Force pilot, 
Lieutenant Muath al-Kasasbeh, 
who was captured by Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants on December 24th 
and burned alive in a cage in a grue-
some crime that sent chills across 
Jordan.

Rania consoled Kasasbeh’s wife 
and led a street procession in hon-
our of the slain pilot.

A few years ago, Rania and Ab-
dullah fought a battle in Jordan’s 
conservative parliament to intro-
duce harsher punishments for men 
who kill women relatives under the 
pretext of cleansing family honour. 
Men in such killings used to receive 
a sentence of just six months in jail.

Under the royal-driven amend-
ment, punishment was put on par 
with other homicides.

Born in Kuwait to a Palestin-
ian physician from the West Bank 
town of Tulkarm, Rania attended 
the New English School in Kuwait 
City. Later she earned a business 
administration degree from the 
American University in Cairo.

In 1991, she moved to Amman, 
where her parents settled after 
fleeing the Gulf war that liberated 
Kuwait from Iraq.

She met Abdullah, then a prince, 
at a dinner party in January 1993. 
Two months later, they were en-
gaged and on June 10, 1993, they 
were married.

When King Hussein died on Feb-
ruary 7, 1999, Abdullah — his eld-
est son — ascended to the throne. 
Six weeks later, he officially pro-
claimed his then 28-year-old wife 
as queen.

During her coronation, the king 
declared that his wife’s non-royal 
background made her better con-
nected to “the hopes and outlooks 
of people” since she “truly believes 
in their causes”.

Tamara Ross, a Jordanian Ameri-

can living in Oregon, said she met 
Rania during a visit to the United 
States.

“I was intrigued by her wonder-
ful sense of style, which she carries 
so elegantly to her sense of pride, 
she said. “She is proud to be who 
she is and makes the people around 
her feel the same.”

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is 
the Levant section editor for The 
Arab Weekly

Jordan’s Queen Rania walks to her car following a state celebration in Amman.

Jordan’s Queen Rania works 
on cardboard with a Jordanian 
boy.

Jordan’s Queen Rania 
participates in an international 
gathering abroad.

She’s active, both in 
the country and 
abroad

“Her Palestinian 
descent is a weak 
link for Jordan”

Jordan’s Queen 
Rania is an eloquent 
spokeswoman for 
the kingdom

Jamal J. Halaby
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Avoiding doomsday scenario in Libya

T
he reconciliation 
process in Libya is like 
Sisyphus’s boulder — 
each time it reaches 
the top of the moun-
tain it rolls back down. 

The latest round of talks set a 
limit of the end of September to 
reach an agreement.

A host of questions remain un-
answered: Will the new deadline 
be enough to convince Libya Dawn 
to sign the agreement? Will the 
Libyan factions be able to form a 
government and, if yes, what are 
the scenarios for reaching that 
end? Will any government be able 
to rein in the various armed mili-
tias in Libya? Is the country inch-
ing towards a decentralised power 
structure or a federal government?

It is clear that pressure from the 
international community has had 
an effect on the major players in 
Libya, especially after the news of 
the fast advance of Islamic State 
(ISIS) forces. 

The proposed scenario is to have 
a head of government come from 
the coalition of the legitimate 
government in Tobruk flanked by 
two vice-presidents, one of them 
from Libya Dawn. Whether this 
new government will be effective 
and be able to replace the militias 
remains to be seen.

Political observers say the new 
government will face two major 

stumbling blocks: The first 

resides in its inability to effectively 
disarm the various militias and the 
second has to do with the composi-
tion of the proposed new army.

Will this new army be composed 
to a large extent of the existing mi-
litias or of the existing army? What 
will General Khalifa Haftar’s role 
be within the new military? Will he 
persist in demanding to separate 
the army from the government?

As long as these and many other 
questions remain unanswered, un-
certainty will reign. It is true that 
all parties in the conflict want to 
reach a peaceful solution but only 
according to their own agendas 
and under their own conditions. 
At the same time, if agreement 
about an army fails to materialise, 
it will be pointless to talk about the 

end of the security crisis in Libya 
or about reconstruction and the 
return of refugees.

The consensus is not to return 
to the kind of power structure in 
place during the Qaddafi regime. 
Some factions are pushing for a 
federal system of power while 
others insist on a decentralised 
structure.

Some have proposed to redraw 
the administrative map of Libya. 
They suggested turning eastern 
Libya into one province with four 
districts.

 Western Libya would become a 
second province with five or more 
districts while the south, because 
of the diversity of its ethnic make-
up (Tuaregs, Toubous and Arabs), 
would be divided into two prov-

inces with three districts.
Proponents of this plan say that 

such a decentralised structure 
would give room for all political 
leanings and ethnic minorities to 
have a say.

It might be said that the recon-
ciliations that have taken place 
lately in Libya, such as between 
the tribes of Wershfana and Mis-
rata and between Wershfana and 
Zuwara, were effective in checking 
the swells of ethnic hate and strife 
that emerged following the demise 
of the Qaddafi regime.

But we should not be misled into 
thinking that such reconciliations 
are sufficient or capable of bringing 
about peace and security. 

There are still many political and 
religious forces whose interests are 
threatened by such reconciliations 
and who will endeavour to break 
them.

It seems almost certain that 
Libya will continue to go through a 
state of insecurity and lawlessness 
for more months to come, which 
will give al-Qaeda and ISIS forces 
ample time to continue their ter-
ritorial expansion.

I hope Libyans are aware that 
delaying reconciliation for any 
reason is delaying the return of 
legitimacy to the country. I hope 
Libya’s neighbours realise the price 
of insecurity in Libya, if left unbri-
dled, will be very heavy and will 
definitely spill over to them.

 I also hope the various Libyan 
factions will not continue to waste 
time in futile jockeying for power 
and push for an agreement that 
will put an end to a doomsday 
scenario for Libya.

Alaya Allani is an expert on Islamic 
extremism. He teaches at the 
University of Mannouba in Tunis.

Alaya Allani

View point
Libya will 
continue to 
go through 
a state of
insecurity 
and 
lawlessness 
for more 
months to 
come

Delaying reconciliation 
for any reason is delaying 
the return of legitimacy to 
the country

Libyan troops in the eastern Libyan city of Benghazi, on August 14th.

Tunis
 

W 

hile the United Na-
tions attempts to 
foster dialogue 
between Libya’s 
internationally rec-

ognised government in the eastern 
city of Tobruk and the Islamist-
backed administration in Tripoli, 
some 400 km west of the capital, 
extremist ISIS militants are mov-
ing to establish a functioning state,  
something repeated interim Libyan 
governments have distinctly failed 
to do in the four years since the 
overthrow of Muammar Qaddafi.

The Islamic State (ISIS) has set up 
sharia courts and reorganised the 
education system and curriculum 
in what was Qaddafi’s hometown 
in line with its extreme interpre-
tation of sharia law. Now, having 
mercilessly crushed an uprising, 
it is giving everyone there a tax 
number and telling them they will 
have to pay tax. The penalty for not 
doing so or lying about income, ac-
cording to a source in Sirte, will be 
draconian: beheading.

ISIS, already the sole power in an 
area radiating far from Sirte, clearly 
needs money to continue its ex-
pansion in Libya, but creating a tax 
system means the establishment of 
an administrative nucleus of a state 
that intends to be there for the long 
term.

It is already very much an inter-
national state. Its governor, Turki 
al-Binali, also known as Abu Su-
fyan al-Ualami and said to be 35 
years old, is from Bahrain. Sources 

in the town speak of a multitude of 
Arab and African nationals  – Tuni-
sians, Algerians, Egyptians, Saudis, 
Yemenis and Sudanese as well as 
Chadians, Nigerians and Nigeriens. 
A number of the latter two, put 
variously at 80 or 200, are said to 
be from Boko Haram, the militant 
Nigerian group, which has also giv-
en its allegiance to ISIS leader Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi in Syria and Iraq.

But there are also many Libyans. 
The chief imam in the town, Has-
san Karami, is from Sirte although 
he was in Derna after the revolu-
tion. He is said to have been in Abu 
Sleem jail during the Qaddafi pe-
riod. A significant number of fight-
ers, too, are from the town or sur-
rounding area. One of two Indian 
academics at a university seized 
by ISIS, then freed and who is now 
back in India, said that those in-
volved in his abduction were local 
students.

In Sirte, ISIS has pursued a re-
gime of terror to maintain its 
position, beheading people, in-
cluding foreign Christians, and 
“crucifying” those it condemns as 
apostates. Indeed, any opposition 
is de facto apostasy in ISIS thinking 
because, as far as it is concerned, 
the so-called caliphate of which 
it is a part is divinely sanctioned. 
Even small crimes are publicly and 
brutally dealt with.

In Libya’s current deep divide, 
not all the horror stories out of 
Sirte can be verified. Libyan social 
media have indulged in a free-for-
all of monstrosities supposedly 
carried out by ISIS with little con-
cern  for truth. Reports, for exam-
ple, of the beheading of an Indian 

academic who was seized in July 
with the other two but not released 
have circulated widely although  
Indian diplomats say they are not 
true. The other side of the coin, 
however, is that for propaganda 
purposes ISIS revels in its notori-
ety.

Sirte is not the only ISIS centre 
in Libya. ISIS remains active in the 
hills behind Derna despite having 
lost the town to local pro-al-Qaeda 
fighters. It has a strong presence in 
Benghazi and a camp near Sabra-
tha, west of Tripoli.

But Sirte is the axis of ISIS’s Lib-

yan operations, with lines of com-
munication east to Benghazi and 
Derna, west to Sabratha and its 
sleeper cells in Tripoli, and south 
to Sebha, Ubari and to Niger. The 
town that Qaddafi wanted to make 
his capital is now the capital of ISIS 
in Libya, and where it is consoli-
dating its power. Moreover, having 
gained the strategic base because 
of the political divide it is using it 
to make the divide even greater.

On August 25th, a communica-
tions cable linking the east, west 
and, via Sirte, south of the country 
was deliberately cut by ISIS, ac-

cording to officials in the Libyan 
Post, Telecommunications and In-
formation Technology Company. 
As a result, landline and Libyan 
mobile phone communications 
between the three regions have 
stopped, although communica-
tions within them continues. The 
Al Madar mobile phone network 
has not been affected.

According to LPTIC, it is simply 
too dangerous to repair the damage 
at present.

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

ISIS starts to tax residents in Sirte
Michel Cousins

A flag of the Islamic State (ISIS) group flying on top of a power plant in the southern Libyan city of 
Sirte in June.

The Islamic State 
(ISIS) has set up 
sharia courts and 
reorganised the 
education system

In Sirte, ISIS has 
pursued a regime of 
terror to maintain its 
position
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D 

escribed by counterter-
rorism experts as the 
most organised and af-
fluent terrorist organi-
sation in history, the 

Islamic State (ISIS) has managed to 
build a murderous empire through 
both criminal enterprise and im-
plementing traditional Islamic eco-
nomic concepts and systems.

US intelligence agencies conclud-
ed in June that ISIS is no weaker 
than it was a year before, despite 
months of a US-led bombing cam-
paign in Iraq and northern Syria 
where the group controls large ar-
eas.

So how has ISIS managed to not 
only stay financially afloat but, in 
some cases, actually thrive in its 
moneymaking endeavours? A re-
cent report by Dubai-based security 
firm Five Dimensions Consultants 
revealed an elaborate, yet Islami-
cally traditional, financial structure 
used by ISIS to fund activities and 
recruitment efforts.

For external financing, ISIS uses 
traditional methods of Islamic fun-
draising, such as Sadaqah, which 
means “voluntary charity”. A glob-
al network of dedicated fundraisers 
receives donations from ISIS sym-
pathisers, including from mosques.

According to Five Dimensions, 
the contributions are collected un-
der the guise of raising funds for 
necessities such as the upkeep of 
mosques. This method “is one of 
the most effective ways for jihad 
sympathisers to get hold of unac-
countable and untraceable cash”, 
the consultancy said.

What is also worrying is that the 
report highlights that legitimate 
charities have had funds diverted 
towards funding ISIS.

In areas controlled by ISIS, a 
number of Islamic and secular 

fundraising concepts are in place, 
including taxation of trade routes 
between Syria, Iraq, Turkey, Jordan 
and areas controlled by the Kurd-
istan Regional Government. Those 
taxes are worth about $9 million a 
month. Moreover, the concept of 
zakat, one of the five pillars of Is-
lam, which entails donating a por-
tion of one’s income to a religious 
authority, which dispenses it to the 
needy, is also a part of ISIS’s mon-
eymaking schemes. ISIS has put 
together an army of 1,900 zakat 
collectors, including 800 women, 
tasked with collecting from the 10 
million people under its control, 
netting the terrorist group an esti-
mated $350 million annually.

The report also reveals that ISIS 
has established a business network 
that includes investments in land, 
legitimate business enterprises and 
services. 

According to the report, Turk-
ish and Syrian ISIS members have 
bought “existing businesses with 
well-established relationships with 
existing suppliers to avoid the due 
diligence process new customers go 
through”.

These businesses include phar-
maceutical wholesale dealers, car 
and spare parts dealers, gold and 
gold workshops, technology equip-
ment and food wholesale dealers.

Because the terror group func-
tions like a state, it has a high ex-
penditure to fund big-ticket items 
such as hospitals, schools and wel-
fare.

 In its effort to maintain its rev-
enue stream the Islamic state cur-
rently has a lucrative oil-smuggling 
business that according to US coun-
terterrorism officials nets the group 
$8 million-$10 million a month.

“The oil smuggling black market 
has been operating since the days 
of Saddam Hussein’s time in the 
1990s, when Iraq was under sanc-
tions. And it isn’t just in Turkey, 
but in Jordan and Syria, even the 
Assad regime is buying some of the 
oil, when they can get a hold of it, 
through intermediaries,” Hassan 
Hassan, Chatham House associate 
fellow and co-author of ISIS: Inside 
the Army of Terror, told The Arab 
Weekly.

“In Turkey they have trucks that 
take it to the border through cer-
tain routes, according to recent 
documentations seized by the US 
government,” Hassan said. “Some 

corrupt Turkish officials are work-
ing with [ISIS] to get all this cheap 
oil that is half the price of oil in the 
market. 

They sell to all neighbouring ar-
eas and countries. They also sell it 
to the rebels in the north and the 
Assad regime and the Kurds as well, 
Turkey, Jordan and so on.”

Hassan said more people are be-
ing driven to ISIS out of despera-
tion. 

“Families are sending them their 
sons to join and fight with ISIS in 
order to get a monthly salary,” he 
said. “If they are living in urban 
centres, there are no jobs or sources 
of income, so the only thing they 
can do is either try to flee to Europe 
by sea or join ISIS, otherwise they 
die of hunger. The more you do try 
to disrupt ISIS finances, it only em-
powers ISIS and they can still get 
money,” he said.

Inside the financial structure of the Islamic State

Recovered coins at the National Museum of Iraq in Baghdad. The United States handed back to Iraq antiquities it had seized in a raid on 
Islamic State position in Syria, saying the haul was proof the militants were funding their war by smuggling ancient treasures.

ISIS has established 
a business network 
that includes 
investments

Ottawa

C 

anadian businessman 
Steve Maman raised more 
than $500,000 in less 
than two months to buy 
the freedom of women 

and girls enslaved by Islamic State 
(ISIS) extremists in Iraq.

But as the campaign gains fund-
ing, critics say the money provides 
ISIS with additional funding to fi-
nance its operations. The money 
could encourage ISIS to commit 
more abductions, they say.

“I’m focused on saving lives. 
I’m not focused on the actual lo-
gistics of the payments,” the Mon-
treal businessman told CBC Radio. 
Maman says tracking the destina-
tion of the ransoms would be fruit-
less, noting that the chance of his 
money ending up in the hands of 
ISIS is an inescapable sacrifice to 
gain the release of enslaved women 
and girls.

Maman’s initiative, Liberation 
Iraq Christian & Yazidi, is function-
ing via the crowdfunding website 
gofundme.com and has received 
donations from more than 3,000 
people.

The Moroccan-born business-
man said his efforts have led to the 
release of about 130 girls from their 
captors in ISIS-controlled areas 
of Iraq. Individuals working with 
Maman on the campaign coordi-
nate with brokers and intermediar-

ies in Iraq who negotiate with ISIS 
fighters for the release.

“The intentions may be very no-
ble and moral,” said Rula Odeh, the 
executive director of the National 
Council on Canada-Arab Relations. 
But, she said, “It could potentially 
have negative unintended conse-
quences in the long term.”

Efforts such as Maman’s, though 
intended to support the victims of 
ISIS’s crimes, may encourage kid-
napping and enslavement to raise 
more ransom money.

Odeh argues that if there were 
effective international, multilat-
eral action in the conflicts in the re-
gion, “there wouldn’t be a situation 
where individuals feel compelled 
to act on their own and in a very ad 
hoc and perhaps risky fashion”.

In September 2011, the UN Securi-
ty Council adopted Resolution 1373, 
which requires states, including 
Canada, to prevent the financing 
of terrorist acts and to criminalise 
“the wilful provision or collection 
of funds to be used to finance ter-
rorist acts”. 

 In December 2011, the Canadian 
Anti-Terrorism Act, also known as 
Bill C-36, amended the Criminal 
Code to contain provisions “ensur-

ing that non-profit organisations 
are not misused to finance terror-
ism”.

No legal action has been taken 
against Maman’s campaign by the 
Canadian government.

“ISIS is worth today $4 billion,” 
said Maman. “At the end of the day, 
we are working with brokers and 
maybe or maybe not these funds 
may find their way through the $4 
billion entity to make them $4 bil-
lion (and) $2,000,” Maman said. 
“When you pay ISIS, there isn’t 
such a thing as ISIS, you’re paying 
individuals.”

Following its August 2014 attack 
on the Mount Sinjar region in north-
western Iraq where many Yazidis 
lived, ISIS, UN Special Representa-
tive of the Secretary-General on 
Sexual Violence in Conflict Zainab 
Hawa Bangura said in a statement, 
“hunted down and caught hun-
dreds of women and girls from eth-
nic and religion minorities, insti-
tuting a pattern of sexual violence, 
slavery, abduction and human traf-
ficking that continues to this day”.

Reports from areas under ISIS 
control, she said, “confirm system-
atic sexual violence, particularly 
against Yazidi women and children 
aged between eight and 35 years. 
Young women are being ‘sold’ in 
open markets, gifted to foreign 
fighters, trafficked for sex in the 
region to raise funds and increase 
recruitment among [ISIS’s] ranks. 
Women and girls are also used for 
forced procreation, to populate the 
desired new caliphate.”

Odeh said the international com-
munity has a responsibility to pro-
tect these women and girls and 
insisted action was needed on a 
“much more comprehensive pre-
ventative level”.

 The Security Council’s Counter-
Terrorism Committee did not re-

spond to a request to comment on 
Maman’s campaign.

Abdulrahman al-Masri  covers 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. 
He can be followed on Twitter: @
AbdulrahmanMasri.

Campaign buys ISIS slaves’ 
freedom but may spur more 
kidnapping, critics say

But is paying the solution? An Iraqi Yazidi protests the fate of  
kidnapped Yazidi women outside the United Nations office in the 
city of Erbil, on August 2, 2015.

Abdulrahman al-Masri

Maman’s initiative, 
Liberation Iraq 
Christian & Yazidi, is 
functioning via the 
crowdfunding
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Turkey still dreams of Ottoman Empire

W
hen Ankara 
decided to join 
the interna-
tional coalition 
against the 
Islamic State 

(ISIS) and allow US warplanes to 
fly combat missions from one of 
its airbases, there were doubts 
regarding Turkey’s definitive 
position on fighting the terror 
group.

Several countries have accused 
Turkey of supporting terrorism, 
claiming that it offers safe pas-
sage for militants trying to join the 
fighting in Iraq and Syria.

They are not wrong. Ankara is 
definitely supporting these al-
legations by not giving any logical 
explanation as to why it is finding 
it so difficult to control its  
borders.

With all the support that Ankara 
is pretending to show, the White 
House is both frustrated and puz-
zled about the Turks’ reluctance 
to properly police their borders. 
It appears to some as though they 
are ignoring calls from the United 
States to do more about the situ-

ation.
On August 20th, US Defense 

Secretary Ashton Carter said 
quite clearly that Ankara needs 
to step up its efforts to control 

its long borders with Iraq and 
Syria.

Obviously, there are many 
reasons behind Turkey’s decision 
to join the coalition. The foremost 
being to serve its hidden agenda, 
which is not so hidden anymore.

Turkish warplanes did not only 
target ISIS strongholds; the main 
focus was attacking positions 
of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK), which the United States did 
not object to. Washington consid-
ers the PKK a terrorist group.

Turkey’s long-term goal goes 

as follows: Remove Bashar Assad 
from Syria and have him replaced 
with an Islamist government that 
will be pro-Sunni and allied to the 
Turks.

If all goes as planned, ISIS will 
be the perfect government. 

It will make Syria the perfect 
ally; it will help in the fight against 
the PKK and the Syrian Kurds. All 
of this will definitely ease Turk-
ish fears, especially since it will 
never be able to take control of the 
Iraqi Kurds, who have their own 
government and region.

When Turkey failed to become 
a member of the European Union, 
the goal was shifted to asserting its 
power in the Middle East. With all 
of the political changes happen-
ing, Ankara is strongly attempting 
to form a new pro-Sunni nation 
— one that will vigorously fight 
the Shia influence of Iran and the 
growing power of Shia political 
parties in Iraq. Iraq and Iran defi-
nitely pose a threat to Ankara.

Who is more worthy of leading 
the Sunni world in stopping the 
Shia expansion in the region than 
Ankara?

Turkey looks at Iran as an 
uncontained threat since Tehran 
has reached a nuclear weapons 
agreement with the United States 
and is beginning to gradually make 
its comeback in the international 
community. 

Turkey will continue to secretly 
support Sunni islamists move-
ments across the region in hopes 
of achieving the ultimate dream: 
to build a modern Ottoman Empire 
and restore its glory days.

Ankara knows quite well that 
the best way to gain Arab sup-
port is to stand against Israel and 
support Hamas and other Palestin-
ian groups in the name of justice 
(which has been working quite 
swimmingly so far.)

It’s time for US diplomacy to put 
stronger efforts into dealing with 
Ankara. The world does not need a 
second Ottoman Empire.

Dalia Al-Aqidi is an Arab-American 
reporter based in Washington.

Dalia al-Aqidi

View point
Turkey’s 
long-term 
goal goes 
as follows: 
Remove 
Bashar Assad 
from Syria 
and have 
him replaced 
with an 
Islamist 
government

The world does 
not need a second 
Ottoman Empire

Nostalgia. Ottoman military band of Mehter, with a drawing of 
“The Conqueror”, Ottoman Sultan Mehmet II, in the background, 
performs in Istanbul, last May.

Istanbul 

T 

he US government is call-
ing on Turkey to step up 
its contribution in the 
fight against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in northern 

Syria but Ankara is busy prepar-
ing to set up a “safe zone” inside 
Syria with the help of allied militia 
groups.

Officially, Turkey joined the 
military battle against ISIS on July 
24th, when it conducted air strikes 
on jihadist targets in northern Syr-
ia. Ankara also opened its air bases 
close to the Syrian border to US 
fighter jets and drones. However, a 
month later, there have been only 
three Turkish air strikes on ISIS 
while the Turkish air force has at-
tacked positions of Kurdish rebels 
in northern Iraq and Turkey doz-
ens of times.

US officials say Turkey is not 
doing enough to keep ISIS fight-
ers from crossing into Syria from 
Turkish territory. “This needs to 
be done,” US Defense Secretary 
Ashton Carter said on August 20th. 
“It’s overdue, because it’s a year 
into the campaign. But they’re in-
dicating some considerable effort 
now, including some — allowing us 
to use their airfields. That’s impor-
tant but it’s not enough.”

Turkey says it is doing what 
it can to seal the border. Troops 
have started to dig trenches and to 
erect walls made of prefabricated 
slabs of concrete along the border 
to make it more difficult for ISIS 
fighters to cross. Authorities have 
stepped up the hunt for militants 
along the border. 

Army and police units arrested 
63 ISIS members on the border be-
tween Aug 18 and 24 alone, accord-
ing to army statements and the of-
ficial Anadolu news agency.

But the real rift between the 
United States and Turkey is not 
about how many arrests have been 
made along the Syrian border. 
The countries have different pri-
orities in the Syrian conflict. While 
the United States sees ISIS as the 
main enemy and is working with 

troops of the Democratic Union 
Party (PYD), Syria’s Kurdish party, 
to raise pressure on jihadists, Tur-
key is concerned about gains the 
Kurds have made in northern Syria 
thanks to US air support.

Ankara has been warning that 
the Syrian Kurds, who are allied to 
the Turkish-Kurdish rebel group 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
could attempt to create a Kurdish 
state as Syria disintegrates due to 
the civil war raging since 2011.

To counter that development, 
Turkey says it wants to set up a 
“safe zone” in northern Syria. 
The zone would stretch about 100 
kilometres from Azaz in the west 
to Jarabulus on the Euphrates in 
the east and would extend about 
40 kilometres into Syria from the 
Turkish border, according to news 
reports. The zone would prevent 
Kurds from uniting Kurdish areas 
in Syria’s north-west and north-
east.

Turkish officials say their coun-
try and the US government are de-

termined to keep both ISIS and the 
PYD out of the area but Washing-
ton denies there is an agreement 
with Turkey that includes setting 
up a buffer zone.

In the absence of a clear under-
standing with Washington, news 
reports suggest that Turkey may 
be taking unilateral steps to cre-
ate the “safe zone” with the help 
of supporters in Syria. Ankara’s 
favourites are the Syrian Turk-
men, a group of several hundred 
thousand with ethnic links to Tur-
key who have welcomed Ankara’s 
“safe zone” plan.

“Turkmen with their roughly 
5,000 armed men could fight as 
volunteers against the PKK and 
Daesh”, if Turkey wanted them to, 
Samir Hafiz, general coordinator 
of the Syrian Turkmen Group, told 
the pro-government Yeni Safak 
newspaper in Turkey. Daesh is an 
Arabic acronym for  ISIS.

The Independent newspaper in 
Britain reported Turkish troops had 
escorted Turkmen fighters over 

the border from 
Turkey to 

Azaz in preparation for the “safe 
zone”. The BritishTelegraph said 
Turkey had begun training a Turk-
men police force for a planned de-
ployment inside the buffer zone. 
There was no official confirmation.

Turkey’s plan for the zone also 
received backing by Ahrar al-Sh-
am, a powerful Islamist militia in 
Syria.

 Creating the “safe zone” was “in 
the interest of the Syrian people” 
and would have “positive effects, 
from the humanitarian, military 
and political perspectives that will 
serve the interests of both coun-
tries”, the group said in a state-
ment in August.

Ahrar al-Sham called Turkey 
“the most important ally of the 
revolution” in Syria. “The strategic 
relationship between us and Tur-
key is necessary to face challenges 
and shape the future of Syria,” it 
said.

Ahrar al-Sham is part of a rebel 
coalition that includes al-Qaeda af-
filiate al-Nusra Front. It has seized 
large areas from regime forces in 
Idlib province in north-western 
Syria. Its support for the ISIS-free 
zone puts it at odds with al-Nusra.

At the same time, Turkey’s re-
lations with Ahrar al-Sham could 
deepen the rift between Ankara 
and Washington about how to pro-
ceed in Syria. Francis Ricciardone, 
a former US ambassador to Anka-
ra, said in 2014 that Turkey worked 
with al-Nusra, Ahrar al-Sham and 
other hard-line groups that were 
considered too extremist by the 
United States.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

Thomas Seibert

Different agendas. A US Air Force Boeing KC-135R Stratotanker aerial refuelling aircraft lands at Incirlik air base in Adana, Turkey, 
August 10, 2015

US wants Turkey to do more against ISIS

Turkey is concerned 
about gains the 
Kurds have made in 
northern Syria 
thanks to US air 
support
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T 

wo men personify the 
post-revolutionary phase 
of the Islamic Republic 
in the 1990s: then-presi-
dent Akbar Hashemi Raf-

sanjani and Hassan Rohani, his Su-
preme National Security Council 
secretary. Rohani’s electoral vic-
tory in 2014 and the rise of Rafsan-
jani have revived hopes for return 
of the good old days of the 1990s.

The argument goes that the team 
that repaired relations with the 
Arab monarchies in the 1990s can 
once again build bridges between 
Iran and its Arab neighbours. The 
July 14th agreement aimed at end-
ing the crisis over Iran’s nuclear 
programme has given additional 
credence to such hopes. That as-
sessment is probably too optimis-
tic. 

A combination of unique do-
mestic developments in Iran and 
regional dynamics propelled the 
Islamic Republic towards modera-
tion in the 1990s. None of those 
circumstances are in place today 
and one can’t expect an outcome 
similar to the one in the 1990s.

Two events paved the Islamic 

Republic’s way towards modera-
tion then: The death of Grand Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini, founder 
of the Islamic Republic, and Iraqi 
dictator Saddam Hussein’s disas-
trous decision to invade Kuwait in 
August 1990.

The triumvirate of Rafsanjani, 
Ali Khamenei and Ahmad Khomei-
ni, son of the ayatollah, had care-
fully prepared for the death of the 
charismatic leader of the revolu-
tion.

Rafsanjani and Khamenei used 
Ahmad, Khomeini’s gatekeeper, to 
plant their own people in the ma-
chinery of state in preparation for 
the post-Khomeini transition of 
power. 

They may even have promised 
Ahmad that he would succeed his 
father, however unlikely that may 
seem but, after the revolutionary 
leader died, Rafsanjani deftly mar-
ginalised Ahmad and put the man-
tle of leadership on Khamenei’s 
shoulders.

In turn, Khamenei, preoccupied 
with consolidating his position as 
supreme leader, showed little in-
terest in diplomacy and gave Raf-
sanjani a free rein to refashion the 
Islamic Republic’s foreign policy.

This freedom Rafsanjani and his 
young acolyte Rohani adminis-
tered with the greatest dexterity. 
Saddam’s terrible miscalculation 
over Kuwait, which the Iraqi tyrant 
had sought to use in his attempt to 
smother the infant Islamic Repub-
lic at birth and steal its oil, actually 
contributed to the duo’s success. 
Taking advantage of the Iraqi inva-
sion of Kuwait, Rafsanjani and Ro-

hani not only managed to reach an 
honourable peace agreement with 
Saddam — who at all costs desired 
Iran’s neutrality in the Kuwait war 
— they also quickly mended fenc-
es with the Gulf monarchies that 
had bankrolled Saddam and with 
which Tehran had been engaged 
in an undeclared state of war since 
the revolution of 1979.

Clearly, the domestic and re-
gional dynamics of today are very 
different than those of the 1990s.

Khamenei, free of the insecuri-
ties he suffered early in his leader-
ship after succeeding the widely 
revered Khomeini, is obsessed 
with counter-balancing Rafsanjani 
and Rohani and is not willing to 
give them a free hand in conduct-
ing Iran’s foreign policy.

 This is in part because Khame-
nei fears they could use their dip-
lomatic triumph with the nuclear 
agreement to expand their power 
base within the regime. 

Therefore, Khamenei has neu-
tralised even the slightest meas-
ures taken by Rohani government 
officials to normalise relations 
with the United States and its Arab 
allies in the Middle East. The polit-
ically interventionist Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) is 
another factor, which severely 

constrains attempts by Rohani and 
Rafsanjani to pursue the updated 
détente policy of the 1990s.

The IRGC was battered and 
bruised after the end of the gru-
elling war with Iraq in 1988, but 
has gradually developed into an 
independent power centre in its 
own right and not subjected to any 
meaningful presidential control. 
Any serious attempt by Rohani and 
Rafsanjani to repair relations with 
the Arab states will doubtless be 
met with the unyielding opposi-
tion of the IRGC.

 Regional dynamics too prevent a 
return to the policies of the 1990s. 
After the invasion of Kuwait at the 
start of the decade, Iraq emerged 
as the common enemy of Iran and 
the Gulf states. Tehran and the 
Arab monarchies had no choice 
but to balance the Iraqi threat.

Today, no such shared threat ex-
ists. Following the United States’ 
military disengagement from Iraq, 
the Islamic Republic and the mon-
archies find themselves in a fierce 
rivalry to fill the regional power 
vacuum. This eliminates possible 
cooperation that marked earlier 
decades. Such dynamics do not 
bode well for the Islamic Repub-
lic’s ability to return to its policies 
of the 1990s. Those dreaming of 
returning to the good old days may 
soon wake up to the nightmare of 
2015.

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.

News & Analysis Iran 

Iran’s impossible return to the 1990s
Ali Alfoneh

Different era. Mohammad Khatami, elected in 1997.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani, left, listens to Defence Minister Hossein Dehghan after unveiling 
the surface-to-surface Fateh-313 missile in a ceremony in Iran, on August 22, 2015.

Dubai

I 

ran has unveiled the latest 
addition to its weapons in-
ventory — the solid-fuelled 
Fateh-313 cruise missile, which 
has a 500-kilometre range. The 

Fateh-313, which was indigenously 
developed, is said to have passed 
operational testing and is to be put 
into production.

Broadcast August 22nd on televi-
sion to mark the national Defence 
Industry Day in Iran, the ceremony 
was attended by Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani, who declared, “We 
will buy, sell and develop any weap-
ons we need and we will not ask for 
permission or abide by any resolu-
tion for that.”

The Iranian missile programme, 
which is controlled by the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), 
has been central to its military 
strategy since the 1980-8 war with 
Iraq that followed its revolution in 
1979. With sustained investment 
into developing a growing range of 
cruise and ballistic missile capabili-
ties, Iran has achieved important 
strategic gains to make it one of the 
preeminent military powers in the 
region.

The unveiling of the Fateh-313 is 
the latest reminder of how the Irani-
an missile programme continues to 
create an increasingly dangerous re-
gional environment. Missiles, such 
as Fateh-313, with solid fuel propel-
lants offer advantages over liquid-
fuelled rockets, such as reduced lo-
gistical footprints and preparation 
times required for launch.

Although solid-fuelled missiles 
are more sophisticated than liquid-
fuelled ones and, while Iran claims 

the Fateh-313 has both high accuracy 
and enhanced capabilities to defeat 
countermeasures, the Fateh-313 in 
itself does not represent a ground-
breaking development.

The Iranian missile inventory 
already boasts the C-802 (120-km 
range), C201-W (200-km range) and 
Raad (400-km range) cruise mis-
siles. Additionally, the Iranian mis-
sile inventory includes the Zelzal 
1 & 2 (200-km range), Fateh-110-D 
(250-km range), Shahab-1 (300-
km range) and Shahab-2 (500-km 
range) tactical and short-range bal-
listic missiles, the Shahab 3 (1,300-
km range), Shahab 3A (1500-km 
range), Shahab 3B (2,000-km range) 
medium-range ballistic missiles, 
and the Sejil (2500-km range) inter-
mediate ballistic missile.

With its growing missile invento-
ry, Iran is bolstering its capabilities 
to engage land targets right across 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
as well as naval vessels around the 
Gulf with increasing precision and 
reliability — leaving GCC and US air 
and missile defenders as little as 
three minutes to react with counter-
measures from the point of launch.

The cruise and ballistic missile 
arsenal being amassed by Iran pre-
sents a significant offensive threat 
though it can be reduced to some 
extent through countermeasures 
and military responses.

The MIM-104 Patriot systems op-
erated by Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Kuwait and Bah-
rain, as well as the Terminal High 
Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) 
the UAE has recently stood up rep-
resent the best-in-class technology 
to counter missile threats, such as 
those posited by Iran.

In April, Saudi Arabia purchased 
the latest version of the PAC-3 Patri-
ot interceptors in a deal reportedly 
worth $2 billion and, in late July, 
submitted a request for an addition-
al 600 Patriots in a deal that could 
be worth $5 billion. Additionally, 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar are keen to 
follow the UAE in acquiring THAAD 
for protection against ballistic mis-
siles. 

Cruise missiles are, however, 
particularly challenging to counter 
with reliability, especially low-fly-

ing variants using terrain-masking 
technology that make early detec-
tion difficult — and Iran is rapidly 
moving to acquire and develop 
these capabilities.

Moreover, the threat of saturated 
missile attacks — a numbers game 
where Iran is able to launch more 
missiles than regional air and mis-
sile defences can cope with — is 
intensifying with the sustained in-
duction of new missile classes into 
service under the IRGC, as repre-
sented by the Fateh-313.

As such, in the emerging con-
text, even the best missile defence 
systems operated by GCC states 

can provide only limited protec-
tion across the Gulf. Also, the Ira-
nian missile programme will re-
main more complex and financially 
draining to counter than it is for Iran 
to create and sustain. As the Irani-
an missile programme continues 
to receive substantial investment 
from the Iranian leadership, more 
sophisticated systems will emerge 
and complicate the security situa-
tion and balance of power with Arab 
Gulf states.

Emerging developments con-
nected with missile proliferation 
in the region will increasingly em-
phasise the upgrading of regional 
counterforce capabilities, prompt-
ing the GCC to focus on boosting air 
power capabilities with long-range 
stand-off targeting weapons that 
can neutralise the capability of Iran 
to launch missiles in a sustained of-
fense.  Given the compressed time 
cycles to react against missile at-

tacks, deterrence achieved through 
enhanced air power capabilities 
must be buttressed with a yet to be 
realised regionally integrated air 
and missile defence shield.

Only a regionally integrated air 
and missile defence shield and the 
supporting early warning network 
that can deliver a near-real time 
shared picture can assure the op-
erational capability and readiness 
required by Gulf Arab states.

The GCC is at work along these 
lines to respond to the continuing 
developments of the Iranian missile 
programme and the threat it poses 
to regional security.  

It will look to international part-
ners, especially the United States, 
to support its strategy with deeper 
and intensified cooperation.

Sabahat Khan is senior analyst for 
the Institute for Near East and Gulf 
Military Analysis.

The meaning of Iran’s Fateh-313 cruise missile
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Europe unsure how to handle migrant crisis

Trump scoring points over Jeb Bush’s stands on Iraq

London

T 

he European Union is 
facing the biggest wave 
of mass migration since 
World War II but has been 
unable to field a unified 

vision to deal with it. Southern 
European countries are seeking 
to speed up the flow of migrants 
northward, while nations further 
north are beefing up border secu-
rity in preparation for additional 
waves of migrants.

Frontex, the European Union’s 
border agency, announced the 
number of migrants detected at 
EU borders in July surpassed the 
100,000 mark in a single month 
for the first time. It marked the 
third consecutive monthly record, 
surpassing the 70,000 recorded in 
June.

“This is an emergency situation 
for Europe that requires all EU 
member states to step in to support 
the national authorities who are 
taking on a massive number of mi-
grants at its borders,” said Frontex 
Executive Director Fabrice Leggeri.

German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel has said the migration crisis is 

one of the major challenges facing 
the European Union, even bigger 
than the Greek debt crisis. “The 
issue of asylum could be the next 
major European project in which 
we show whether we are really 
able to take joint action,” she said 
to ZDF public television on August 
16th.

The unprecedented refugee in-
flux is not just due to desperate 
refugees fleeing war zones across 
the Middle East. Approximately 
half of the 300,000 asylum applica-
tions Germany has received since 
the start of 2014 come from south-
east European countries, including 
Albania, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Croatia, 
Kosovo, Macedonia, Montenegro 
and Serbia.

Those migrants are joining Syr-
ians, Afghans and others from 
outside of Europe fleeing violence. 
They use the well-worn southern 
European route through Greece, 
Macedonia and Serbia, seeking pas-
sage into Hungary, which is inside 
the EU Schengen zone. More than 
160,000 refugees have arrived in 
2015 in Greece, mostly crossing 
from Turkey.

Although Macedonia closed its 
borders with Greece on August 
23rd, it reopened the frontier af-
ter thousands of migrants defied a 
police blockade. Macedonian riot 
police, who were seen firing tear 
gas and stun grenades during the 
three-day blockade, are now help-
ing refugees cross into Serbia, in-
cluding setting up trains and buses.

Serbia has also devoted signifi-
cant resources to speed up the 
passage of migrants through the 
country, expediting the issuance of 
documents to refugees to legalise 
their transit.

“Police are working in three 
shifts, papers are being issued 
around the clock,” Serbian Defence 

Minister Bratislav Gasic said on Au-
gust 24th about the latest group 
of 5,000 refugees who entered the 
country. Documents allow them 
three days in Serbia during which 
most try to reach Hungary.

As for Hungary, southern Eu-
rope’s gateway to the Schengen 
zone, it has sped up construction of 
a 173-kilometre fence across its bor-
der with Serbia. More than 120,000 
migrants have travelled through 
Budapest in 2015 — triple the num-
ber seen in 2014.

Hungary in June suspended a key 
EU asylum rule that requires claims 
by migrants to be processed in the 
EU country in which they first ar-

rive, urging migrants to move to 
other countries in the documents-
free Schengen zone.

“The boat is full,” said govern-
ment spokesman Zoltan Kovacs on 
June 23rd.

 “We all wish for a European solu-
tion but we need to protect Hungar-
ian interests and our population.”

After making it into the Schengen 
zone, it is much easier for migrants 
to seek asylum in more affluent 

western and northern European 
countries, such as Germany.

Germany could see as many as 
800,000 migrants arriving in 2015, 
Interior Minister Thomas de Mai-
ziere acknowledged at an August 
19th news conference.

Germany received a record 
83,000 migrants in July, with de 
Maiziere predicting that record 
would be broken in August. It re-
mains the top destination for refu-
gees in Europe, receiving 43% of all 
asylum applications in the Euro-
pean Union.

“Germany cannot take 40% of 
all the asylum seekers forever,” de 
Maiziere warned.

Washington

B 

usinessman Donald 
Trump, seeing former 
Florida governor Jeb 
Bush as his main rival 
for the Republican Par-

ty nomination for president, has 
seized on the Iraq war of 2003 as 
one way to weaken his opponent 
and this strategy is succeeding.

Bush is the favourite of the Re-
publican establishment and has 
raised the most money ($120 mil-
lion) of the Republican candidates 
but Trump continues to outpoll 
him.

The problem for Bush is how to 

show he is his “own man” while not 
disowning the legacy of his brother, 
George W. Bush, in the process. He 
has had trouble answering a ques-
tion on whether he would have at-
tacked Iraq in 2003, giving at least 
three different answers to the ques-
tion.

During the August 6th Republi-
can presidential debate, he seemed 
to have settled the question by an-
swering, “Knowing what we know 
now, with faulty intelligence, and 
not having security be the first pri-
ority when — when we invaded, it 
was a mistake.”

Yet, in a foreign policy speech 
at the Reagan Library in California 
on August 11th, Jeb Bush appeared 
to express the sentiment that, at 
a certain point, the Iraq war was 

won. He stated: “Yet in a long ex-
perience that includes failures of 
intelligence and military setbacks, 
one moment stands out in memory 
as the turning point we had all been 
waiting for. And that was the surge 
of military and diplomatic opera-
tions that turned events towards 
victory. It was a success, brilliant, 
heroic and costly.”

In a speech in New Hampshire 
on August 14th, Trump hit back 
hard at Bush’s qualified support 
for the Iraq war. Trump said  Bush 
“thought the Iraq war was a good 
thing” and made fun of his chang-
ing positions. Trump reminded his 
audience that he had opposed the 
war from the beginning and “I was 
right”.

The war, Trump said, cost the 

United States “$2 trillion” and 
“thousands of lives of great young 
people” and the United States got 
“nothing” from it. Trump added 
that he was not a fan of Saddam 
Hussein but Saddam “ran the place 
and didn’t have [weapons of mass 
destruction]”.

Now “we have ISIS [the Islamic 
State], which is far more brutal 
than Saddam Hussein” and “Iran 
is taking over Iraq”. Moreover, he 
claimed, ISIS “has the oil” along 
with thousands of pieces of expen-
sive US military equipment aban-
doned by the new Iraqi army.

Trump reminded the audience 
that former president George W. 
Bush said the “war is over” — prob-
ably a reference to his “Mission Ac-
complished” speech — and “two 
days later it [the war] was a disas-
ter”.

Trump clearly wants to link Jeb 
Bush to the failures of his brother 
and the negative feelings many 
Americans have toward profes-
sional politicians. In the midst of 
his criticism of the Iraq war, Trump 
threw in the line that “we have stu-
pid leadership”.

Trump’s bombastic language irks 
the Republican establishment but 
Trump is successfully tapping into 
a sentiment — not just with Demo-
crats and independents but also 
among a significant segment of 
Republicans – that the Iraq war of 
2003 was a very costly misadven-
ture that destabilised the Middle 
East.

In his August 14th speech, Trump 
not only implied that having an-
other Bush as president would be 

bad for the country but that he 
(Trump) would only use force in a 
smart way. Trump was applauded 
when he said the United States 
“shouldn’t have gone in” to Iraq, 
and, in reference to military force, 
said, “You have to know when to 
use it.”

Jeb Bush has dismissed Trump 
as having no coherent policies. He 
claims that, unlike Trump, he has 
outlined a strategy to deal with the 
threat from ISIS. But the shadow 
of his brother’s decision to invade 
Iraq has made many Republican 
voters skittish about supporting 
him.

And Bush remains heavily de-
pendent on his family’s connec-
tions for campaign donations, 
while billionaire Trump can eas-
ily finance his own campaign. The 
Washington Post reported on Au-
gust 21st that Bush was planning 
a major campaign donor retreat in 
late October that would include his 
parents and his brother.

Polls in New Hampshire (which 
hosts the first primary elections) 
indicate that, among Republicans, 
Trump leads with 18%, followed by 
Bush with 13% and Ohio Governor 
John Kasich is third with 12%.

Given Trump’s pounding of Bush 
on the Iraq war, it is not a coinci-
dence that Kasich said in a recent 
interview: “I would have never 
committed ourselves to Iraq.” In 
fact, at the time Kasich strongly 
supported the war.

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.
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Jousting. Republican US presidential candidates Donald Trump (L) and Jeb Bush at the first 
presidential debate, in August 6, 2015 in Cleveland, Ohio.
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US-GCC 
defence relations 
solidifying after 
Iran deal
Dubai

G 

ulf Arab states might not 
be all that happy about 
the nuclear deal the 
United States and world 
powers reached with 

Iran. However, they must certainly 
be pleased with Washington’s de-
cision to speed up defence orders 
aimed at helping these countries 
maintain a qualitative edge.

US President Barack Obama 
pledged during his meeting with 
leaders of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) in May to enhance se-
curity cooperation and strengthen 
defence relations to counter threats 
facing the Arabian Gulf region.

According to a statement by the 
White House, “The United States 
and the GCC will work together to 
set up a dedicated Foreign Military 
Sales procurement office to process 
GCC-wide sales, streamlining third-
party transfers and exploring ways 
the United States could accelerate 
the acquisition and fielding of key 
capabilities.”

The United States also increased 
counterterrorism training courses 
to GCC special forces and main-
tained joint military exercises.

Since April, the US State Depart-
ment has authorised the sale of $7.8 
billion worth of defence equipment 
to Saudi Arabia. The systems being 
fast-tracked to Saudi Arabia include 
Patriot PAC-3 missile defence sys-
tems, guided bombs and helicop-
ters.

The United Arab Emirates has 
been granted its requests to pro-

cure guided bombs and infrared 
countermeasures to help protect 
warplanes against heat-seeking, 
surface-to-air missiles.

Bahrain was granted earlier in 
August requests for additional 
spare parts and accessories for its 
US-built F-16 fighter jets.

Defence industry sources in the 
Gulf region reported a spike in re-
quests by GCC states for weapons 
and spare parts, largely due to the 
air campaign a Saudi-led Arab al-
liance has been waging against 
Iranian-backed Houthi militias in 
Yemen.

Some GCC air forces have also 
been involved in the air operations 
by the US-led alliance attacking ex-
tremist groups in Syria and Iraq.

Gulf officials and experts have 
voiced concern over Iran possibly 
using the billions of dollars it will 
be receiving as a result of lifting of 
international economic sanctions 
to bolster its military capabilities.

With the exception of Oman, GCC 
states regard Iran as a major threat. 
Much of their defence programmes, 
especially ballistic and cruise mis-
sile arsenals and naval forces, are 
related facing an Iranian threat.

GCC states have invested heavily 
in air power and air defence capa-
bilities as well as naval forces. They 
aim to achieve qualitative edge to 

make up for shortages in manpower 
compared to Iran.

International sanctions pre-
vented Iran from modernising its 
relatively old air power and naval 
forces. Tehran resorted to reverse 
engineering and technologies from 
China, Russia and North Korea to 
build its defence industry.

Iran has built a formidable missile 
arsenal and a large fleet of small at-
tack craft that helped it develop an 
asymmetrical maritime capability.

Iran has already started nego-
tiations with Russia to acquire 
the S-300 long-range air defence 
system, even though the nuclear 
agreement delays the lifting of the 
arms embargo on Iran for about five 
years.

It appears that the GCC states will 
try to benefit as much as possible 
from Washington’s promise to fa-
cilitate and speed up defence pur-
chases to widen the technological 
gap with Iran.

US officials asserted in recent 

meetings with GCC officials of their 
intent to bolster defence coopera-
tion despite the nuclear deal with 
Iran that does not tackle other out-
standing issues the West and GCC 
states have with Tehran, such as its 
support to terrorist groups and its 
missiles arsenal and meddling in 
Arab affairs.

US Secretary of Defense Ashton 
Carter visited a number of US allies 
in July to assure them of his coun-
try’s continued commitment.

The Pentagon issued a statement 
after Carter’s stop in Saudi Arabia, 
which included meetings with King 
Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud and 
other officials, saying the two sides 
discussed “a range of issues pertain-
ing to both nations’ mutual security 
interests, including checking Ira-
nian destabilising activities in the 
region and countering violent ex-
tremism”.

It is too early to tell how the Ira-
nian nuclear deal will affect other 
conflicts in the region. Will it lead to 

more stability or to continued tur-
moil? Until the situation becomes 
clearer, the United States seems de-
termined not to lose its Arab allies 
and provide them with tools that 
would make them feel safe.

Furthermore, enhancing defence 
cooperation has encouraged US 
allies to be more proactive in con-
fronting threats in the region and 
more self-reliant. Washington’s 
long-term policy is to reduce its 
military footprint in the region and 
rely more on its allies to confront se-
curity threats.

Therefore the Iranian nuclear 
deal has been a blessing to the US 
defence industry as well as Arab 
Gulf militaries, which will now not 
be waiting as long to get their re-
quests met by Washington.

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

Riad Kahwaji

The big picture. US Defense Secretary Ashton Carter en route to Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, on July 22, 2015.

Enhancing defence 
cooperation has 
encouraged US allies 
to be more proactive 
in confronting 
threats

Saudi-Russian cooperation: To Be or Not to Be?

R
ecent high-level 
meetings between 
Saudi and Russian 
officials — two 
governments not 
traditionally on 

friendly terms — have generated 
media speculation about the 
emergence of a new Saudi-Rus-
sian alliance or partnership. Such 
speculation, however, is prema-
ture. Just because two govern-
ments talk to each other does not 
mean that they are, or will 
become, friends and allies.

The meeting in Moscow be-
tween Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir and Russian Foreign Min-
ister Sergei Lavrov caused specula-
tion that Saudi-Russian relations 
were improving at the expense of 
Saudi-US relations. While Saudi 
Arabia and Russia do share some 
common interests, reporting from 
the meeting suggests that differ-
ences remain.

Moscow and Riyadh share 
the common aim of thwarting 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria. 
But statements made by Jubeir 
revealed differences of opinion 
over how to do so. Lavrov sees the 
Assad regime in Damascus as a 

partner against ISIS; Jubeir, by con-
trast, stated: “We think that Bashar 
Assad is part of the problem, not 
part of the solution.”

Further, Jubeir dashed Russian 
hopes for a coalition between the 
Assad regime and certain opposi-
tion groups to fight ISIS. “As for 
a coalition in which Saudi Arabia 
would participate with the govern-
ment of Syria,” he said, “we need 
to exclude that. It is not part of our 
plans.”

The two foreign ministers 
did discuss possible Saudi arms 
purchases from Russia and this 
may well occur. But discussions 
about Riyadh buying weaponry 
from Moscow have been going on 
for many years without yield-
ing concrete results. And even if 
such purchases are made, Saudi 
Arabia is likely to remain primarily 
allied with the United States. The 
United Arab Emirates, after all, has 
purchased significant quantities of 
Russian weapons over many years 
but this has not made it a Russian 
ally.

Another common interest 
shared by Russia and Saudi Arabia 
is the current low price of oil, 
which has reduced export rev-
enues both governments rely on so 
heavily. It is doubtful, though, that 
they can cooperate to change this 
situation. Lowering production, as 
the Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) has 
done in the past, could help raise 
prices.

While the Saudis and other OPEC 
exporters have long indicated that 
Russia must rein in its production, 
Moscow has not been willing to do 

so. Russian sources connected to 
the petroleum industry argue that 
Russia’s cold climate necessitates 
that equipment continue operating 
in order to prevent damage that 
would result from shutting down. 
Riyadh and the rest of OPEC, 
though, are not willing to bear all 
the costs that reining in their pro-
duction entails while Russia bears 
none. Besides, raising petroleum 
prices now would only lead to in-
creased US production of shale oil, 
which competes with both Saudi 
and Russian oil.

Finally, while Riyadh is aware 
that increasing Saudi-Russian co-
operation demonstrates Saudi dis-
pleasure with and independence 
from Washington, Moscow is not 
going to forgo its close ties with 
Tehran for the sake of improved 
relations with Riyadh.

What all this suggests is that 
although there may be a genuine 
desire for increased cooperation in 
both Riyadh and Moscow, differing 
interests make this difficult. Be-
cause differences are so great and 
so longstanding, it is reasonable 
to ask why the Kremlin and the 
kingdom have engaged in recent 
high-level contacts.

One possibility is that while 
both sides recognise that their 
differences severely restrain the 
relationship, there are forces at 
work that each side hopes may 
impel the other to eventually make 
concessions.

Moscow may calculate that the 
Saudi-backed opposition in Syria 
will soon be defeated by both the 
Assad regime and ISIS and that 
Riyadh will then determine it is 

better off with Assad than with 
ISIS ruling Syria. And regarding oil, 
Moscow may reason that even if it 
does not curtail Russian produc-
tion, Saudi Arabia and OPEC will 
curtail theirs anyway — as they 
have in the past. Similarly, with 
Saudi-US relations deteriorating 
over the Iran nuclear agreement, 
Moscow may assume that Riyadh 
will need Russia as leverage, de-
spite Moscow’s ties to Tehran.

Riyadh may calculate that the 
Assad regime will soon be over-
thrown and that Moscow will 
prefer the Saudi-backed opposition 
to ISIS. 

Regarding oil, Riyadh may 
reason that Western economic 
sanctions against Russia, com-
bined with flagging global demand, 
will sooner or later lead to reduced 
Russian petroleum exports wheth-
er Moscow likes it or not. And 
if Russia wants to sell arms and 
nuclear reactors to the kingdom, it 
will have to limit its sales of these 
items to Tehran.

It is possible that one of these 
sets of calculations will prove accu-
rate but both cannot be. It is more 
likely, though, that neither set of 
calculations will be fully borne out. 
In this case, while Saudi-Russian 
talks are likely to continue, actual 
cooperation in unlikely to develop 
to the extent that many observers 
are predicting.

Mark N. Katz is a professor of 
government and politics at George 
Mason University in the United 
States. Links to his recent articles 
can be found at www.marknkatz.
com.
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Iran says it will 
reclaim full oil 
market share 
post-sanctions 

Tunisian economy 
slows sharply after 
Islamist militant 
attacks

Stock markets 
in Saudi Arabia, 
Dubai, Abu Dhabi, 
and Qatar crash

BriefsIranian oil exports 
after the deal: 
How much and 
when?

Beirut

T 

he nuclear agreement 
signed between Iran and 
the P5+1 will boost the 
Iranian oil industry and 
exports after years of 

sanctions.
The sanctions capped Iranian 

oil production at around 3.2 mil-
lion barrels per day (bpd), while 
exports averaged 1 million bpd. It 
is projected that, post sanctions, 
Iranian crude oil production could 
increase by about 600,000 bpd 
and exports will rise to their pre-
sanctions level of 2.5 million bpd.

The lifting of oil sanctions is to 
start after the International Atom-
ic Energy Agency (IAEA) submits 
reports in December on its inspec-
tion of Iranian nuclear facilities. If 
the IAEA confirms that Tehran has 
implemented its obligations, and 
if the members do not raise objec-
tions or question the conclusions, 
oil sanctions will be lifted. This 
means the increase of Iranian oil 
exports will not start before early 
2016.

The lifting of sanctions will co-
incide with the increase in global 
oil supplies, which has led to the 
second oil price crash in 2014-15. 
Brent oil prices are around $40-
$45 per barrel. 

The rise of supply is due mainly 
to the increase in non-convention-
al oil extraction — US shale oil, Ca-
nadian tar sands and deep-water 
offshore drilling — as well as the 
Organisation of the Petroleum Ex-
porting Countries’ (OPEC) policy 
not to cut production to protect 
market share.

It is estimated that initial Iranian 
oil supplies will consist of the ap-
proximately 30 million barrels of 

crude oil stored in Iranian oil 
tankers near Iran and in waters 
near main Asian consuming 
states, such as Japan, China, 

India and South Korea. 
The floating supply 

consists mainly of con-
densates and medium 
crude oil. 

It could provide, 
under an optimum 

scenario, around 
100,000 bpd.

Iran will en-
counter difficul-

ties marketing 
all that supply 
in a short pe-

riod, as Asian 
markets are 

over-supplied with 
condensates. To cir-
cumvent this hurdle, 

Tehran may offer 
price discounts or 
agree to ease terms 
and periods of 
payment. Accord-
ingly, the sale of 
the stored supply 
could be delayed 
until spring 2016.

The experience 
of lifting inter-
national oil sanc-
tions on Iraq and 
Libya has demon-
strated that pro-

cedures to trade oil 
freely again face hur-

dles and delays. In several cases, 
the lifting of sanctions requires 
legislative approval, often a long 
process depending on a parlia-
ment’s agenda, or the striking of 
compromises.

In this case, is it unknown 
whether the US Congress would 
approve the Vienna accord. The 
Israeli lobby has been active trying 
to block US approval of the agree-
ment. US President Barack Obama 
may require time to reach a com-
promise with Congress.

 If it is difficult to reach a speedy 
agreement between the White 
House and Congress, then Iran’s 
post-sanctions oil exports could 
be delayed until the second half of 
2016.

The lifting of sanctions in mid-
January would trigger much spec-
ulation in global oil markets. Pric-
es would likely decline quickly and 
steeply anticipating flood of the 
markets with new large supplies.

Low oil prices through 2016 
would increase global oil con-
sumption, which would lead to 
higher prices. A low oil price for a 
long period would dampen profits 
of non-conventional oil projects. 
Non-conventional oil supply may 
decrease.

The cost of the conventional oil 
produced by OPEC is estimated 
at around $5-$25 per barrel, com-
pared to the cost of non-conven-
tional oil of around $40-$70 per 
barrel. International oil companies 
will need to decrease investment 
in non-conventional oil, which will 
lead in turn to fewer oil supplies in 
the markets following 2016.

The global oil industry is un-
dergoing a transition with much 
uncertainty in oil supply and de-
mand. The crash of crude oil prices 
from an average of $100 per barrel 
to an average of less than $50 per 
barrel has left the market with-
out guidelines of what average oil 
price to expect.

It is not clear whether prices will 
continue to decline. 

It is also not clear, as OPEC ex-
pects, for prices to rise again in 
the foreseeable future due to an 
increase in demand.

Iran is planning to develop 50 oil 
and gas projects at a cost of $185 
billion by 2020. Iran has the sec-
ond largest natural gas reserves 
and has among the world’s five 
largest oil reserves.

The Iranian oil industry is ex-
pected to undergo many changes 
after the lifting of sanctions. Talks 
have started with international 
oil companies to return to Iran’s 
upstream sector to discover and 
develop new fields. Since those 
companies left due to the sanc-
tions, domestic firms owned and 
operated by the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC) have 
taken over.

Much time will be needed to 
negotiate agreements with inter-
national oil firms and more time 
will be needed to ensure a smooth 
transfer of the fields’ develop-
ments from the IRGC to interna-
tional firms. The IRGC would lose 
a major source of revenue and re-
sponsibility.

It will take time for the industry 
to settle down and stabilise to see 
Iranian oil production averages at 
the projected 4 million bpd.

Walid Khadduri is an Iraqi writer 
on energy affairs based in Beirut.
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supplies will consist 
of approximately 30 
million barrels

Tehran oil refinery, south of the capital Tehran, Iran.

The lifting of 
sanctions will 
coincide with the 
increase in global oil 
supplies

Iran will ramp up crude oil pro-
duction and reclaim its lost share of 
exports shortly after international 
sanctions are lifted, Iranian Oil Min-
ister Bijan Zanganeh said.

Britain’s foreign minister said Au-
gust 24th that international sanc-
tions on Iran could start to be lifted 
as early as spring 2016.

Zanganeh said Iran would raise 
production by 500,000 barrels per 
day (bpd) once sanctions were lift-
ed and that a further 500,000 bpd 
would be added shortly after that. 
The International Energy Agency 
(IEA) has said Iran could raise its oil 
output by as much as 730,000 bpd 
from current levels fairly quickly af-
ter sanctions were removed. Iranian 
oilfields, which pumped around 
2.87 million bpd in July, could in-
crease production to 3.4 million-3.6 
million bpd within months of sanc-
tions being lifted, IEA said.
(Reuters)

Tunisia’s economic growth 
slowed sharply in the second quar-
ter to 0.7% year-on-year, accord-
ing to official data, after Islamist 
militant attacks on a museum and a 
beach hotel crippled its tourism in-
dustry.

The economy had expanded 1.7% 
in the previous quarter compared to 
the same period in 2014.

Tunisia’s tourism industry, which 
makes up about 7% of the economy, 
slowed after terrorist attacks, one 
in June in the seaside city of Sousse 
and another in March at Tunis’s Bar-
do National Museum. Both attacks 
were claimed by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) jihadist group and prompted 
several countries to ban travel to 
Tunisia.

Strikes and protests also disrupt-
ed the country’s vital phosphate ex-
ports.

The government said it expected 
the budget deficit to narrow to 5% of 
gross domestic product in 2015 from 
5.8% in 2014.
(Reuters)

Stock prices in Gulf states nose-
dived August 23rd in a massive mar-
ket sell-off sparked by descending 
oil prices, with the Saudi and Dubai 
bourses leading the slide.

The Tadawul All Share Index in 
Riyadh, the Gulf’s leading market, 
shed 6.86% and closed at 7,463.32 
points. In Dubai, the DFM Index 
slumped 6.96%, closing at 3,451.48 
points. The Abu Dhabi Securities 
Exchange plunged 5%, while Qatar 
Exchange, the second largest in the 
Gulf, lost almost 5.3%.

The falls across the region come 
after oil prices slid to new lows dur-
ing trading August 21st, with New 
York’s light sweet crude plunging to 
$40.04 per barrel, the lowest level 
since March 2009.

World stock markets were also 
hammered as China’s economic 
woes triggered European and Wall 
Street equity sell-offs and stirred up 
fears for global growth.
(Agence France-Presse)

Walid Khadduri
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Special focus

Lower Iraqi oil exports pressure OPEC’s high output
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

I 

raq’s oil exports fell at least 
250,000 barrels per day (bpd) 
in August, according to data 
quoted by Reuters, making it 
less likely the several-month 

trend of rising Organisation of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) output, which has weak-
ened oil prices, would be sustained.

Iraq has been a key driver of high-
er supply in 2015 from OPEC, which 
is focusing on keeping market share 
rather than curbing supply to sup-
port prices. But that growth looks 
to have stalled in August. Exports 
from Iraq’s southern terminals av-
eraged 2.95 million bpd over the 
first 17 days of the month, down 
from July’s record 3.06 million bpd.

“Crude oil exports from southern 
Iraq are still within the current nor-
mal range now that Iraq has started 
exporting Basra Heavy crude oil,” 
Walid Khadduri, a Beirut-based en-
ergy analyst, said. “The shortfall is 
in northern oil exports. The Kurd-
istan Regional Government (KRG) 
exports of approximately 200,000 
bpd are low. 

The KRG average exports 
should be approximately 300,000-
400,000 bpd,” he said. The south-
ern fields produce most of Iraq’s 
oil. Shipments from Iraq’s north via 
Ceyhan in Turkey by both the KRG 
and Iraq’s State Organization for 
Marketing of Oil (SOMO) have also 
fallen, partly because of the bomb-
ing of the pipeline in Turkey.

“SOMO exports of around 45,000 
bpd from Kirkuk are also on the low 
side. SOMO exports from Kirkuk 
should be around 300,000 bpd,” 
said Khadduri. “Low northern Iraqi 
oil exports could be due to recent 
attempts by the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) to divert crude from 
the Kirkuk-Ceyhan pipeline for 
their own use.”

Iraqi media reported the loss of 
approximately $500 million worth 
of crude oil from the pipeline. Re-
ports indicated that the PKK sabo-
taged the pipeline, Iraqi political 
sources said.

Turkey’s PKK is at war again with 
the Turkish government. KRG Pres-
ident Masoud Barzani’s Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP) is friendlier 
with Ankara than the PKK.

 There are extensive oil and com-
mercial relations between the KRG 
and Turkey. The PKK has been at-
tacking the Turkish armed forces 
daily as the military keeps up air 
raids and operations against PKK 
strongholds in south-east Turkey 
and northern Iraq.

The PKK took up arms against 
the Turkish state in 1984, seeking 
independence for the Kurdish-
dominated south-east, although its 
demands later moderated to auton-
omy and greater rights. 

Southern crude oil exports would 
exceed 2.75 million bpd through the 
end of 2015, which is the estimated 
volumes for the year’s budget, a 
source at the Iraqi Oil Ministry said.

Iraq’s southern oil exports rose 
in July to a record average of 3.064 
million bpd from 3.02 million bpd 
in June, following Baghdad’s deci-

sion to split its crude stream into 
two grades, Basra Heavy and Bas-
ra Light, to reduce quality issues. 
Some companies increased produc-
tion following the move, said the 
source, requesting anonymity.

“I don’t believe the disruption in 
the north will affect OPEC’s total 
output,” he said.

“The overwhelming majority of 
Iraqi exports are from the south. 
Iraq’s total northern shipments so 
far in August are less than half of 
the 517,000 bpd that the KRG said 

was exported in July,” Khadduri 
said. “It is doubtful that the disrup-
tion of Iraqi northern exports will 
affect much of OPEC’s production.”

Global oil markets slumped in 
June 2014 from around $114 a barrel 
on the back of a glut in supply and 
lack of demand, caused by an un-
certain global growth outlook. Over 
a year on, benchmark Brent crude 
and US light crude trade at less than 
$40 per barrel. 

The selloff was sparked by fears 
that China’s economy is slowing. 
The country’s officials recently de-
valued the yuan and have taken 
other steps to shore up its banks 
and businesses. 

Global oil demand was expected 
to grow at its fastest pace in five 
years in 2015, the International 
Energy Agency (IEA) said in its Au-
gust report, but lower oil prices and 

spending cuts will “take a toll” on 
producers outside OPEC.

While crude oil prices fell sharply 
during July and August, thanks to 
a glut of supply and a strong US 
dollar, the IEA noted in its latest 
monthly report that it expected de-
mand to pick up. What has made 
matters worse for oil prices is the 
decision by OPEC, a 12-country oil-
producing group led by Saudi Ara-
bia, not to cut its production ceiling 
of 30 million bpd despite the slump 
in prices and demand. 

OPEC has even been exceeding 
that limit and, the organisation’s 
August report said production 
reached a three-year high this sum-
mer and its members produced 
31.51 million bpd in July.

Abdel-Rahman Ayas is a 
Beirut-based business writer.

Members of the oil police force at Nahr Bin Umar oil field, north of Basra, south-east of Baghdad, on August 19th.

Iraq’s oil exports fell 
at least 250,000 
barrels per day (bpd) 
in August

of crude oil were lost 
from the pipeline

$500 million

The woes of Morocco’s sole refinery
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M 

orocco’s sole oil 
refinery Société 
Anonyme Maro-
caine de l’Industrie 
du Raffinage (Samir) 

is locally bearing the brunt of low 
global oil prices, with the Moroc-
can government insisting it will 
not give in to the debt-laden com-
pany’s pressure.

Samir’s accumulated debt to the 
government reached $133 million 
prompting the seizure of its as-
sets by Morocco’s tax administra-
tion over unpaid taxes. Rabat said 
August 19th that it would spare 
no effort to recover unpaid taxes  
and protect the oil refinery’s work-
ers.

The government’s statement 
came a day after the Samir’s par-
ent company Corral Petroleum 
Chief Executive Officer Sheikh 
Mohammed Hussein al-Amoudi 
held meetings with the Moroccan 
government to find ways to save 
the country’s only refinery from 
collapse.

Amoudi met the ministers of en-

ergy, interior and finance in Rabat 
on August 18th over the financial 
difficulties of Samir, which had a 
total debt of more than $2.45 bil-
lion at the end of 2014.

Amoudi proposed $150 million 
of capital injection into Samir 
but the three ministers asked for 
ten times the suggested amount 
to offset the refinery’s mounting  
debt.

The ministers stressed their re-
jection of any form of blackmail 
over the country’s energy security, 
calling on Amoudi to honour the 
company’s debt to the Moroccan 
government.

Minister of General Affairs and 
Governance Mohamed el-Ouafa 
said the Moroccan government 
would not intervene to save Samir 
because it would be against Mo-
roccans’ interest.

Samir posted a record consoli-
dated net loss of $257 million in 

2014, mainly because of inventory 
revaluation following the fall of oil 
prices.

The oil refinery announced in 
August that it would halt produc-
tion at Mohammedia refinery, 
which produces about 200,000 
barrels per day, two-thirds of Mo-
rocco’s oil consumption.

Sales of Samir’s shares, which 
have shed about 50% of their 
value in 2015, were suspended on 
the Casablanca stock exchange on 
August 6th by Morocco’s financial 
markets watchdog, Conseil Déon-
tologique des Valeurs Mobilières. 
This came after the company an-
nounced it was halting produc-
tion.

According to data from the US 
Energy Information Adminis-
tration, Morocco is Africa’s fifth 
largest oil consumer. The closure 
of Morocco’s sole refinery would 
force the country to fully import 
oil to meet demand.

The government said it had tak-
en all the appropriate measures 
to ensure enough supplies to the 
market.

Saad Guerraoui is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly 
on Maghreb issues.

The closure of 
Morocco’s sole 
refinery would force 
the country to fully 
import oil to meet 
demand

Mounting woes.
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London

G 

aza, where about 
400,000 war-trauma-
tised children need ur-
gent mental health sup-
port, will not be fit for 

human habitation within the next 
five years, panelists said at a dis-
cussion marking the first anniver-
sary of the 51-day Israeli assault on 
the Gaza Strip.

The conflict, which ended Au-
gust 26, 2014, caused 1,500 Pal-
estinian civilian deaths and more 
than 500,000 displaced from their 
homes, in addition to the destruc-
tion of some 100,000 houses.

Addressing the meeting in Lon-
don, Wasseem el-Sarraj, from the 
Palestinian Medical Education Ini-
tiative, spoke about the killing of 
three children from the Bakr family 
by an Israeli missile on the beach 
in Gaza. He recalled the words of 
Hamada, one of the surviving chil-
dren, saying: “What the four of us 
(remaining members of the family) 
need is help. We need to be taken 
abroad to forget what happened.”

Another survivor, Mutassim, was 
the worst affected. “Sometimes 
he sees his brother’s spirit. No lo-
cal psychologist has been able to 
help him. The child tried to commit 
suicide by jumping off the balcony 
of his family home. At school, he 
nearly killed another child,” Sarraj 
said.

“These are not easy cases to 
treat,” Sarraj admitted. “Our organ-
isation is trying to increase aware-
ness about mental health issues 
so general practitioners are able to 
recognise panic disorders, trauma 
and depression. In schools, we are 
trying to ensure teachers recognise 
challenging behaviour as a possible 

mental problem and not a person-
ality disorder.”

Sarraj contended that Gaza’s 
wounds are unhealed “not because 
not enough mental health services 
are available”.

“They are raw because the source 
of these wounds is not found in 
the individual” he said. “They are 
found in the continuation of the 
strangulation of their freedoms and 
opportunities and in the violation 
of their dignity.”

“The struggle for such unalien-
able political rights paradoxically 
promotes resilience. For them resil-
ience is the norm and pathology is 
the exception,” Sarraj said.

William Bell, Christian Aid’s 
policy and advocacy officer for Is-
rael and the Palestinians, began 
his presentation on the humanitar-
ian situation in Gaza by referring to 
Gaza 2020: a Liveable Place?, a re-
port prepared by the UN Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestinian Refu-
gees in the Near East (UNRWA).

“By 2020 if nothing changes, and 
sad to say it does not look as if any-
thing is changing, Gaza will be unfit 
for human habitation judging from 
the water, electricity, sanitation and 
employment situation,” Bell said.

He provided a litany of grim sta-
tistics: 60% of youth are unem-
ployed with few if any prospects 
of future employment; 80% of the 
population of 1.9 million are refu-
gees from the Arab-Israeli conflicts 
of 1948 and 1967 who are living in 
an area the size of the (British) Isle 
of Wight; the per capital income is 
31% lower than in 1994. For the past 
seven years, Gaza has been under a 
complete blockade. Even before the 
blockade, the Palestinians were suf-
fering economically and conditions 
in the Gaza Strip were among fac-
tors that led to the intifada in 1987.

Bell pointed out that more than 

70% of Gazan households are sup-
plied with piped water for only 6-8 
hours once every 2-4 days because 
of the low levels of power.

Some 500,000 were made home-
less during 2014’s fighting. None of 
the tens of thousands of homes de-
stroyed have been rebuilt. Some of 
the homeless are expected to live 
for quite some time in containers 
donated by the international com-
munity. 

Bell emphasised that in the occu-
pied Palestinian territories “one of 
the underlying causes of poverty is 
the Israeli occupation”.

Even though the United Nations 
negotiated the Gaza Reconstruction 
Mechanism between the Palestini-
an Authority and the Israeli govern-
ment, it is not providing adequate 

amounts of reconstruction mate-
rial. Bell noted that from August 
26, 2014, until the end of June 2015, 
1.3 million tonnes of reconstruction 
material entered Gaza, but this only 
constituted 5.5% of the amount 
needed.

“It is no good for the interna-
tional community to pour more 
money into Gaza. Without a politi-
cal change, without the lifting of the 
blockade, without the opportunity 
for the Palestinians to have a life 
that relies on trade rather than aid, 
we will continue to see the situation 
that existed last summer,” Bell con-
cluded. 

For more than 20 years, Christian 
Aid, the main development agency 
of British and Irish churches, has 
maintained a partnership with the 

Culture and Free Thought Associa-
tion (CFTA), which is specialising in 
therapeutic activities for children 
and young people traumatised by 
wars.

Christian Aid has 23 partnerships 
with development and human 
rights organisations in Israel and 
the Palestinian territories.

Describing his two visits to Gaza 
since 2014 as deeply depressing and 
a humbling experience, Bell recalls: 
“I met a man who was walking in 
the rubble in the devastated Sha-
jaya area. He said ‘I am sometimes 
jealous of those who died because 
they died quickly’.”

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
The Arab Weekly.
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Gazan children need mental health support
Karen Dabrowska

Child outside ruined home in Gaza.

In Gaza, 400,000 
war-traumatised 
children need urgent 
mental health 
support

If nothing changes 
by 2020, Gaza will be 
unfit for human 
habitation

Even dead, Syrian refugees find no room in Lebanon
Hashem Osseiran

Al-Fayda, Lebanon

I 

n muddy farmland on the 
outskirts of Saadnayel, in the 
Bekaa valley, Ahmad, a Syr-
ian refugee from Aleppo, 
crouched over his brother’s 

fresh grave, surrounded by doz-
ens of headstones etched with the 
names of Syrian cities.

As he watched relatives dig the 
plot to hold his brother’s body, the 
33-year-old refugee recalled the 
hard time he had to find a final rest-
ing place for his sibling.

Like many of Lebanon’s more 
than 1.2 million Syrian refugees, 
Ahmad struggled to meet the cost 
of burials and, in some cases, he 
was barred by locals from interring 
his brother’s body in local cemeter-
ies.

“My brother died in a car ac-
cident four days ago. So I tried to 
take him to Syria because I heard 
it was very difficult to find a burial 
ground in Lebanon,” Ahmad said. 
“So I fixed everything. I went to 
the Syrian embassy, resolved all the 
paper work and I was told that we 
could cross.”

He, however, was not able to 
make it into Syrian territory. Border 
guards said the deceased owed a 
fine of 140,000 Lebanese pounds, 
about $93, over a legal transgres-
sion. When Ahmad offered to make 
the payment, he was informed that 
it would take up to 48 hours before 
the body could be cleared for entry.

“What am I supposed to do at a 
border crossing for 48 hours with 

my brother rotting in the car?” he 
asked.

Ahmad scoured the Bekaa valley, 
visiting cemetery after cemetery, 
for an available plot but to no avail. 
“All those in charge of the cemeter-
ies said that they didn’t have place 
for Syrians and at this point my 
brother’s body had been exposed 
for three days,” he said.

It was not until Ahmad reached 
Al-Fayda outside Saadnayel, that a 
solution presented itself. The Arab 
al-Weiss clan, an extended tribal 
family spread across six villages, 
has provided Syrian refugees with 
free plots in cemeteries in Al-Fayda 
and Al-Marj. “We are Muslims and 

we need to respect our doctrines. 
We can’t just turn away corpses and 
tell them to throw it in a ditch,” said 
Sheikh Mohammad al-Weiss, who 
oversees the Al-Fayda Cemetery.

The cemetery, which opened in 
1965, is one of the few places in 
Lebanon that allow the burial of 
Syrian refugees. In the span of 45 
years, 500 Lebanese nationals have 
been buried on the grounds. In 

two years since opening its plots to 
refugees, at least 300 Syrians have 
been laid to rest there, Weiss noted.

The scarcity of burial grounds 
has generated a crisis for Saad-
nayel, which has only two cemeter-
ies, one of which is full. Saadnayel 
Deputy Mayor Riad Sawen said the 
situation was deplorable. The town 
had a population of 30,000 Leba-
nese, making it difficult to provide 
burial grounds for refugees. “There 
is barely enough place for the Leba-
nese. The solution lies with the 
government and the UN, which 
should provide land exclusively for 
the burial of Syrians,” he argued.

The UN High Commissioner for 

Refugees is not directly dealing 
with the issue and has left it for 
local authorities and non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) to 
handle, according to the agency’s 
spokeswoman, Dana Sleiman.

“We hear of a lot of cases of Syr-
ians trying to bury their dead, so 
what we do is refer them to or-
ganisations and municipalities that 
could help and in most times a so-
lution is found,” Sleiman said.

Local NGO Ghirath al-Khair, 
which supplies aid to Syrian refu-
gees, has provided assistance to 
those seeking to bury loved ones. 
Volunteers have contacted local of-
ficials across the valley’s villages 
seeking plots for burial, according 
to Executive Director Ziad Taktak.

He said the NGO has had the most 
success in arranging burials in a re-
cently opened cemetery in Taala-
baya. The burial ground had only 
five gravestones at the outbreak of 
the Syrian conflict. Today, no fewer 
than 200 bodies are buried there, 
Taktak said.

Northern Lebanon also suffers 
from an unmet demand for plots by 
refugees, according to Khaled As-
mar, the mayor of Qibbet Shamra in 
Akkar district.

His village has the only cemetery 
in Akkar, and one of the only cem-
eteries in the north, that receives 
refugees.

“They call from all over the north 
and beg for plot to bury in,” he said. 
The 500-square-metre-land used 
to have only 35 gravestones, ac-
cording to the mayor. “Today, the 
plot has over 250 bodies — 200 of 
whom are those of Syrian refugees,” 
he said.

Syrian refugees have difficulties finding burial ground for their dead.

We can’t just turn 
away corpses and 
tell them to throw it 
in a ditch
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Egyptian girls victim of forced marriages
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Al-Suf, Egypt

A 

year ago, Ahlam under-
went an experience that 
shattered her life as a 
teenager. The 15-year-
old girl was pressured by 

her father to marry a Lebanese man, 
25 years her senior, who — she was 
told — would buy her many gifts.

Not knowing what marriage 
meant, Ahlam, from a village in al-
Suf, a rural area in southern Giza 
province, obeyed her father.

“I suffered a lot because of this 
marriage,” she said. “This man 
treated me as a commodity, not as a 
human being.”

Her father gave her away to this 
Lebanese man in return for about 
roughly $9,000. Ahlam ended with 
nothing but a damaged life.

Ahlam recalled how she woke 
up ten days after the wedding to 
discover that her husband had dis-
appeared. He had taken all the pre-
sents he had bought for her. She 
didn’t hear anything about him for 
months but recently learned that he 
was living in Germany.

Every year, thousands of under-
age Egyptian girls are sold into mar-
riage to wealthy men. Poverty is the 
main reason for the practice, which 
is common in rural areas on the out-
skirts of Cairo and in the Nile Delta.

“I cannot call this a marriage but 
rather a kind of legalised prostitu-
tion,” Mervat Abou Ouf, of the state-
run National Council for Women, 
said. “It is widespread in some vil-

lages because of rampant poverty 
and ignorance.”

There are no credible figures 
about the number of child brides in 
Egypt because most of the marriag-
es occur outside legal frameworks. 
However, Girls Not Brides, a global 
partnership of more than 500 civil 
society organisations committed to 
ending child marriage, says about 
17% of Egyptian girls are forced into 
such marriages. 

A 2008 Egyptian law prohibits 
the marriage of girls before the age 
of 18. Child marriages thrive in the 
summer when wealthy Arabs visit 
Egypt. 

In addition to the enjoying times 
they spend at nightclubs in Cairo 
and Giza, some seek cheap and legal 
sex, which they find in rural areas 
where families don’t have money to 
buy food.

Brokers — some of them lawyers 
and marriage registration officials 
— help finalise the deal between 
fathers and the moneyed would-be 
husbands. Some marriages are con-
cluded through non-binding con-
tracts that expire when the husband 
returns to his home country. Other 
contracts falsify the bride’s age. 

A new law gives Egyptian brides 
the right to register children from 
such marriages in their name, ac-
cording to legal expert Fatma Gho-
neim. She said the wife can file a re-
quest for divorce after the husband 
disappears, depending on the mar-
riage contract and the accounts of 
witnesses.

“The court rules for her within 
months,” she added. Women’s 
rights advocate Nehad Aboul 
Komsan said underage girls have 
turned some Egyptian villages into 
an investment project. “This is a 
form of human trafficking,” she 
said. “The state has to protect these 
girls against such kind of prostitu-
tion and early marriage in general.”

Maamoun Gabr, a jurisprudence 
professor from al-Azhar University, 
said the marriage of underage girls 
to men decades their senior for 
money is against the teachings of 
Islam. Egypt, according to Human 
Rights Watch, took steps in recent 
months to promote the rights of 
children.

In February, the government 
withdrew its reservation to an ar-
ticle in the African Charter on the 
Rights and Welfare of the Child that 
sets the minimum legal age for mar-
riage at 18, the organisation said. 

When Egypt made the reserva-
tion in 1999, its law set the mini-
mum marriage age for boys at 18 
and for girls at 16.

Authorities have also started to 

take serious steps to curb underage 
marriages. In July, police stopped 
12 attempts to marry young girls to 
older men. Egypt needs also to act 
strongly against another practice, 
the marriage of girls to rapists, ac-
tivists say. The rapist easily evades 
imprisonment by proposing to mar-
ry his victim.

Gabr explained that Islam does 
not ban such a marriage because 
it can prevent a bigger problem. 
However, Aboul Komsan and other 
women’s rights activists maintain 
that that kind of marriage is another 
violation of women’s rights as the 
raped woman is forced to live with 
the man who attacked her.

Abou Ouf called for toughening of 
punishments over child and rape-

related marriages. “The authori-
ties must act strongly against these 
marriages because they destroy the 
lives of the girls concerned,” she 
said.

Ahlam, the girl forced into mar-
rying the Lebanese man, would 
agree. She said she was helpless for 
months after her husband left. Only 
recently, did a court give her the 
right to divorce.

She lives with bitter memories of 
such an early and forced marriage.

“This is an experience that really 
ended my childhood very early,” 
she said.

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

A 2008 Egyptian law 
prohibits the 
marriage of girls 
before the age of 18

Deserving better. An Egyptian girl writing on the blackboard at a public school in Giza.
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In besieged Syrian areas, cost of living soars
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

“Y 

ou can get whatever 
you need if you have 
the money, other-
wise you can starve to 
death,” said Abu Layla, 

a resident of Ghouta Sharqiya near 
Damascus, summarising the food 
situation in rebel-controlled ar-
eas of Syria where commodities are 
available only to those who can af-
ford sky-high prices.

Monopolies and bribes paid to 
transport goods into the besieged 
area have sent prices of basic com-
modities skyrocketing 30-fold, and 
even 100 times in certain instances.

“Civilians are always the victims 
of war while warlords make profit,” 
Abu Layla said, accusing Jaysh al-
Islam, the rebel group controlling 
the area, of monopolising goods 
and seizing food assistance deliv-
ered by international humanitarian 
organisations and the Syrian Red 
Crescent.

Abu Layla, a pseudonym used 
for security reasons, said leaders 
of armed militias have turned into 
food mafias, striking deals with big 
merchants in Damascus. “We are 
suffering from hunger while they 
are accumulating wealth in com-
plicity with the regime, otherwise, 
how could it be possible to bring 
in the goods through army check-
points and in broad daylight?” he 
asked.

“People in areas under the control 
of Jaysh al-Islam are going hungry 
because they cannot afford to pay 
for their food. They survive on a 
single meal a day and on vegetables 
and herbs that they grow in their 
backyards,” Abu Layla added.

In Ghouta Sharqiya, vital goods, 
including bread and sugar, are be-

yond the reach of most people. 
According to Usus, a website that 
publishes daily bulletins of com-
modity prices, the cost of 1 kilogram 
of bread has soared to 500 Syrian 
pounds — $1.60 — compared to its 
original price of 35 pounds. A kilo 
of sugar, which costs 70 cents in 
Damascus, is sold for $7 in Ghouta 
Sharqiya. 

The minimum wage in Syria is 
around $50 a month.

What applies to Ghouta Sharqi-
ya, which has been under siege for 
three years by forces of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, is true in other 
besieged areas.

In rebel-held Moadamiyet al-
Sham in rural Damascus, life dif-
fers from one street to the next. A 
single road separates the besieged 

town, where only 20% of the pre-
uprising population of 100,000 
remains, from the neighbourhood 
of Mashrou’ controlled by regime 
forces.

“In that neighbourhood you can 
find all commodities at normal 
prices, whereas in Moadamiyet al-
Sham the same commodities are 20 
to 30 times more expensive,” said 
Mohamad Ibrahim, one of the few 
remaining residents of the town.

He said residents suffered sheer 
hunger in the first months of 2014 
when prices skyrocketed 100 fold, 
raising the price of a kilo of sugar to 
$100, when it sold for half a dollar 
just next door in Mashrou’. Prices 
dropped when a so-called recon-
ciliation agreement was reached 
between government forces and the 

armed groups, eventually easing 
the siege. “Nonetheless, the prices 
remained high, at least ten fold, 
compared to the prices in Mahsrou’s 
neighbourhood,” Ibrahim noted.

Some of the most acute food 
shortages are in the Palestinian 
refugee camp of Yarmouk in Da-
mascus, where control is shared 
between several rebels groups and 
government forces.

Food prices in the embattled camp 
fluctuate depending on the delivery 
of supplies by the UN Works and Re-
lief Agency for Palestinian Refugees 
in the Near East (UNRWA). But since 
mid-July, heavy fighting forced the 
suspension of food deliveries, re-
sulting in a staggering increase in 
prices.

“Food supply is monopolised by 
the Brigade of Sham al-Rassoul, 
which controls the only humani-
tarian corridor used to channel the 
goods,” according to Omar Sadek, 
whose family lives in the camp.

“These people have their own 
warehouses filled with goods, 
which they place on the market as 
soon as food supply to the camp is 
blocked, selling them at exorbitant 
prices,” Sadek said. Rice and sugar 
are priced at 1,300 pounds ($4) and 
2,500 pounds ($8) per kilo, respec-
tively, compared to 50 US cents for 
both commodities in Damascus.

The Yarmouk camp, which host-
ed about 150,000 Palestinian refu-
gees prior to the Syrian civil war, 
has been besieged since 2012. Ac-
cording to UNRWA, 18,000 people 
are trapped in the camp without 
adequate access to food, water and 
electricity.

In Islamic State-held Deir ez-Zor 
in eastern Syria, people are starv-
ing in al-Koussour and Joura, the 
only neighbourhoods in govern-
ment hands. About 300,000 people 
are trapped in the besieged quar-
ters, which are linked to the outside 

world through Deir ez-Zor airport 
and a crossing on the Euphrates 
river.

Islamist militants have tightened 
the siege since the beginning of the 
year, preventing the entry of any 
food supplies from rural areas. As a 
result, all commodities, in addition 
to fruit and vegetables, became un-
reasonably expensive. Even yogurt 
and tomatoes are unaffordable, sell-
ing at $3 and $2 for the kilo, respec-
tively, compared to their normal 
price of 30 cents and 2 cents.

According to journalist Zuheir 
Mashaan, the high cost of trans-
porting the goods in addition to the 
bribes demanded of merchants at 
checkpoints to secure their deliver-
ies to besieged areas led to the out-
rageous hike in prices of basic com-
modities, including sugar, rice, tea 
and bread.

“Merchants are paying $3 per 
kilo to ship the goods by air to Deir 
ez-Zor, an additional cost which 
consumers have to bear… Not to 
mention the monopoly and black 
market manipulation by local trad-
ers,” Mashaan said.

More than eight months of Islam-
ic State siege turned the fertile Deir 
ez-Zor, known as the “land of good-
ness”, into a place of hunger and 
starvation. “People are dying every 
day under siege, with no medica-
tion for the ill or milk for children… 
while the world is watching…,” 
Mashaan said.

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

A man searches for food in a garbage truck in the north-western 
city of Ariha, after a coalition of insurgent groups seized the area 
in Idlib province.

People in areas 
under the control of 
Jaysh al-Islam are 
going hungry
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t is five years since the Jewel of 
Muscat made its epic voyage 
across the Indian Ocean, fol-
lowing the ancient trade route 
east from Oman to Singapore.

The dhow, which was built along 
the lines of a ninth-century ship-
wreck of an Arab sewn-plank boat 
excavated off the Indonesian island 
of Belitung, made its triumphant en-
try into Singapore in July 2010 after 
almost five months at sea. During 
its voyage it survived raging storms, 
broken masts and sweltering calms.

The anniversary is an occasion 
to recount vivid memories of those 
who participated in the “big adven-
ture”.

“To be the first Omani captain to 
command a sewn-plank boat after 
around 1,200 years was just incred-
ible!” said Saleh al-Jabri, a former 
sailor with the Omani Royal Navy.

“It was a great challenge to sail for 
the first time such a vessel because 
nobody knew how it would behave.”

Jabri said he was hesitant when he 
was asked to command the ship. “I 
went to visit the ship and it was such 
a beauty! I just could not drop the of-
fer,” he said in an interview with 
The Arab Weekly.

The risks and incidents during the 
voyage were many, but it was worth 
the adventure, Jabri said. “One of 
our masts cracked in a storm be-
tween India and Sri Lanka and we 
sailed through the edge of Cyclone 
Laila in the Bay of Bengal,” he said. 
“I think that we sailed a few times 
close to death.”

“The food was also very bad. We 

ate plenty of qaseh (dried sardines) 
and dates, had 1.5 litres of drink-
able water per person per day and 
washed only with sea water,” Jabri 
recalled.

The construction of a replica of 
the ancient dhow was a joint ven-
ture sponsored by Oman and Singa-
pore, which hired Tom Vosmer, an 
Australian maritime archaeologist, 
to direct the project.

The project’s site director, Luca 
Belfioretti, an Italian marine archae-
ologist, recounted how the project 
developed.

“We started building the ship 
in 2007 in Qantab, near Muscat,” 
he said. Prior to construction, the 
36-member team, including ship-
wrights, carpenters and maritime 
archaeologists, underwent exten-
sive preparations.

“Along with Tom Vosmer, we 
spent months making experiments 
on the ropes and looking for the 
same wood that was presumably 
used in the construction of the ship-
wreck,” Belfioretti said.

The team worked 17 months to 
rediscover and put into practice 
the knowledge and techniques em-
ployed by ninth-century Arab ship-
builders.

The boat was constructed from 
different types of wood from Africa, 
India and Oman. The sail, made of 
doum palm leaves, was manufac-
tured in Zanzibar, Belfioretti said. 
The bottom of the vessel was coat-
ed with a mixture of goat fat and 
hydrated lime to protect the wood 
from sea worms and to make it easi-
er to remove barnacles and algae.

The ship was built without a sin-
gle nail as planks were stitched to-
gether with 130 kilometres of coco-
nut-fibre rope through 37,000 holes. 

The shipwrights used traditional 
hand tools, including saws, adzes, 
chisels and hammers.

Several months after its launch 
to test seaworthiness, the Jewel of 
Muscat’s epic voyage began on Feb-
ruary 16, 2010.

In the first leg of the journey, the 
ship covered 2,800 kilometres in 
27 days travelling from Muscat to 
Cochin, India. It was the longest part 
of the trip and completed without 
incident.

“We had time to become familiar 
with a unique ship that was sailing 
for the first time ever because pre-
launch sea trials are never enough,” 
said Alessandro Ghidoni, the Italian 
technical director.

The second leg from Cochin to 
Galle, Sri Lanka, took nine days, but 
it was the most dangerous.

“On the fourth day, we saw a 

storm coming towards us but it 
passed without touching the boat 
and we thought we were safe. But 
the weird thing is that it came back 
and suddenly there was chaos.” Ghi-
doni said.

“We managed to bring down 
the first sail quickly but it took us 
very long to bring the second one 
down amid extremely strong wind. 
Then there was a huge crack in the 
mast and we had to wait helplessly 
for hours in the middle of the big 
waves.”

In Sri Lanka, the crew replaced 
the two masts with the same type 
of wood. “I drove 5,000 kilometres 
in three weeks to find two teak trees 
in the jungles of Sri Lanka to replace 
the masts,” recalled Belfioretti. “I 
even came eye to eye with a king 
cobra in the forest while I was look-
ing for the timber. I was scared to 
death.”

In the third leg, from Galle to 
George Town, Malaysia, the ship 
sailed along the edge of Cyclone 
Laila, reaching a top speed of 
around 11 knots during a 50-knot 
squall.  The three-day fourth leg, 
taking the crew from George Town 

to Port Klang, also in Malaysia, was 
the shortest and calmest.

However, the final leg was very 
stressful as the Jewel of Muscat en-
countered adverse currents, contra-
ry winds and maritime traffic carry-
ing contraband through the Strait of 
Malacca over the nine-day journey.

“It was a nightmare. With con-
stant rain, opposite winds and front 
current, it was just impossible to 
control the boat,” Ghidoni remem-
bered with a shiver. “There was a big 
risk to be hit by these massive cargo 
boats sailing without lights under 
the cover of darkness.”

However, the Jewel of Muscat did 
not fail its crew.

“For nearly five months, this ship 
has been our kitchen and our cra-
dle. Our lives have depended upon 
her, in the most adverse weather 
conditions. She has surprised and 
perplexed us on many occasions. 
But she has proven loyal and true, 
exceeding our expectations,” Jabri 
wrote in his memoirs after reaching 
Singapore.

Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Oman.

Five years on, 
memories of the 
Jewel are still 
sparkling

The Jewel of Muscat: Majestic with its two square sails.

The boat was 
constructed from 
different types of 
wood from Africa, 
India and Oman
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ran-American comedian and 
actor Maz Jobrani has come 
a long way. From playing an 
Afghan terrorist in a made-
for-TV movie starring Chuck 

Norris (Chuck Norris kills him, 
naturally) to international recogni-
tion, appearing on US talk shows 
and selling out venues in Dubai.

He has also come a long way geo-
graphically. Born in Iran, Jobrani 
moved to the United States after 
the Islamic revolution when he 
was 6 years old, eventually settling 
in Los Angeles, sometimes dubbed 
Los Tehrangeles because of its 
large and thriving Persian commu-
nity.

This has been no ordinary year 
for Jobrani; he wrote and pub-
lished a book, I’m Not a Terrorist, 
But I’ve Played One on TV, which 
has been warmly received, and he 
is set to appear in a forthcoming 
Showtime cable television special 
of the same name. But Jobrani 
laughs off suggestions that he has 
now “made it”.

“I don’t think I will ever think 
I’ve made it. I love what I do and 
I hope to keep doing it till I die. It’s 
funny because you’ll do a project 
and finish it and feel good about 
yourself but then you realise that 
promoting the project has just be-
gun,” he said. “Half the work is do-
ing the work. The other half is beg-
ging people to read it or watch it 
or listen to it. It’s been a great year 
but I plan to keep on going.”

Jobrani is now the man who for-
merly played terrorists on televi-
sion, having famously sworn off 
playing roles that contribute to the 
Hollywood stereotype of “Iranians 
and Middle Easterners as members 
of an evil cabal”, he wrote in his 
book.

After being killed by Chuck Nor-
ris (who pauses while defusing a 
bomb to shoot Jobrani’s character, 
who is wearing a ridiculous turban 
in 2002’s The President’s Man: A 
Line in the Sand), Jobrani has sunk 
his teeth into meatier roles such as 
a US Secret Service agent in Syd-
ney Pollack’s The Interpreter and 
last year he played wannabe pri-
vate investigator Jimmy Vestvood: 
Amerikan Hero.

As for whether he could ever see 
himself taking up the turban – the 
favourite identifier of Hollywood 
terrorists everywhere — once 
more, Jobrani laughed. “I guess if 
I got to beat up Chuck Norris then 
maybe,” he joked.

“But seriously, I don’t imagine I 
would do a part like that unless it 
were written so well that it really 
showed the guy as more than just 
a terrorist. 

Maybe a film where it starts by 
saying the guy is a terrorist but 
then it shows that he’s a freedom 
fighter and why he’s doing what 
he’s doing,” he said.

Despite his acting success, Job-

rani is perhaps best known for his 
stand-up comedy and his role as 
a founding member of the Axis of 
Evil comedy troupe. 

Critically acclaimed at home and 
across the Middle East, the Axis of 
Evil troupe includes Middle East-
ern-American comedians who try 
to break down stereotypes through 
humour. 

It is an approach that has met 
both success and critical acclaim, 
particularly as it takes on subject 
matter not particularly ripe for 
laughter.

While Jobrani does take on sub-
jects such as identity (“Iranians 
don’t say they’re Iranians. We say 
we are Persian. It sounds nicer 
and friendlier… ‘Persian’, like the 
cat. Meow.”) and his mother’s ac-
cent (“Iranians cannot pronounce 
words that have back-to-back con-
sonants.”), he also takes on more 
difficult subjects such as terrorism.

“If I ever take on a serious sub-
ject, I try to make fun of those 
causing the problems. I never 
make fun of the victims. Making 
fun of things like ISIS takes power 
away from them and makes people 
realise we’re not all [Islamic State] 
ISIS or al-Qaeda,” he said.

Jobrani’s acting career and com-
edy have attempted to show the 
West a different, lighter side to 
Middle Easterners — and that is a 
mission he is calling on others to 
join.

“[The stereotype] changes as 
more people from Iran and the 
Middle East become writers, direc-
tors and filmmakers. We need to 
have more people from that part of 
the world tell our stories,” he said. I’m Not a Terrorist, But I’ve Played One on TV

Comedian Maz Jobrani: From Tehran to LA

Jobrani laughs
off suggestions
that he has now 
“made it”

Culture
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Abu Dhabi
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magine a man-made archi-
pelago rising out of the sea: a 
calm, complex space beneath 
a protective parasol that cre-
ates an interplay of light and 

shade evocative of an oasis nestled 
in the shadows of palm trees. Im-
agine a space alive with dialogue 
on the similarities, dissimilarities 
and relationships between cultures, 
ethnicities and civilisations, urg-
ing visitors to unlearn and redefine 
everything fragmented studies on 
anthropology have taught.

Imagine a space called Louvre 
Abu Dhabi.

Born out of an agreement be-
tween France and the United Arab 
Emirates in 2007, the museum is 
an association of “two states, two 
nations, two cultures, two faces of 
tradition and modernity” 
as Marc Ladreit 

de Lacharrière, chairman of the 
board of Agence France-Museums, 
says in the preface to Louvre Abu 
Dhabi: Birth of a Museum.

“The Louvre Abu Dhabi rests on 
two principles, brought together 
for the first time at this scale in the 
world of French culture: the pool-
ing of the expertise of the greatest 
French museums, guided by the 
transfer of knowledge and skills to 
one new institution, which will im-
mediately take on an international 
dimension,” de Lacharrière writes.

The Abu Dhabi museum — for 
which construction work is in its fi-
nal stages — will feature 300 pieces 
of art on loan from 13 museums 
across France in addition to more 
than 500 works it owns, in its first 
year. 

The loans include Leonardo da 
Vinci’s Portrait of an Unknown 
Woman (circa 1495), Edouard 

Manet’s The Fife Player (1866), 
Claude Monet’s The Saint-Lazare 
Station (1877), a rare salt cellar in 
ivory from the Benin kingdom and 
Henri Matisse’s Still Life with Mag-
nolia (1941).

Sheikh Sultan bin Tahnoon al-
Nahyan, chairman of TCA Abu Dha-
bi, the organisation with the man-
date for Louvre Abu Dhabi, said: 
“These outstanding loans from our 
French partners represent the col-
laboration and exchange, symbolic 
of Louvre Abu Dhabi and its pro-
gress to date. This will be the first 
time many of these works will trav-
el to Abu Dhabi or even the Middle 
East and are a rare opportunity to 
see important art from French mu-
seums in dialogue with the Louvre 
Abu Dhabi’s collection. Ultimately, 
we hope to offer visitors a unique 
experience from a new perspective 
that underlines the universal spirit 
of the entire project.”

The pieces on display will include 
not only works of art but also arte-
facts expected in a natural history 
museum rather than an art muse-
um, such as a blade dating to prehis-
toric times. “Look at the aesthetics, 
symmetry, involved in these so-
called tools! Yes, they are utilitarian 
but aren’t they also works of art?” 
asks Hissa al-Dhaheri, programme 
manager of Louvre Abu Dhabi.

“Louvre Abu Dhabi does not aim 
to be a replica of Musée du Lou-
vre. It is an independent concept 
that will reflect universal values, 
even as it stays rooted in Arabian 
culture. We plan to host artefacts 
and artworks that span from antiq-
uity to the contemporary through 
the many galleries across the four 
wings of the museum,” she said

“We want to challenge the exist-
ing beliefs of culture by offering 
people visual proof of contact be-
tween cultures. We want them to 
ask questions like how the clothing 
on the sculpture of a Roman ora-
tor from the second century shares 
common features with that of Bo-
dhisattva from the same period, de-
spite the fact that they come from 
two different parts of the globe.”

To build excitement prior to its 
opening, the museum has been en-
gaging with the Abu Dhabi commu-
nity. Since 2009, when the first 19 
pieces were displayed, Louvre Abu 
Dhabi has been hosting displays, 
lectures and talks periodically at 
Manarat Al Sadiyat. 

It has been conducting educa-
tional programmes and seeking to 
involve students through work-
shops and tours.

The recent completion and place-
ment of the museum’s 7,000-tonne 
canopy, a marvel of technology and 
engineering, drew a lot of attention. 
Revealing the spectacular vision 
of Pritzker Prize-winning architect 
Jean Nouvel, the canopy encloses a 
space larger than two football pitch-
es and is the height of an 11-storey 
building.

The UAE has been consistently 
making its mark in the field of art 
and culture and there is little doubt 
that Louvre Abu Dhabi has already 
caught the attention of many in the 
international community. “Yes, this 
will be an oasis of art and culture,” 
said Dhaheri.

Mini S. Menon is a Dubai-based 
journalist who contributes to The 
Arab Weekly.

The cross-cultural vision of Louvre Abu Dhabi
Mini S. Menon

Louvre Abu Dhabi, a Jean Nouvel design.

Louvre Abu Dhabi 
does not aim to be a 
replica of Musée du 
Louvre
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halil Gibran’s classic col-
lection The Prophet has 
been turned into an ani-
mation movie in what 
many are lauding as an 

overdue break from Hollywood cli-
chés of Arabs and Arab culture.

The movie opened in the United 
States to generally good reviews 
from critics and audiences.

“Dreamy children will probably 
be fascinated and in the process 
they’ll see a world of Middle East-
ern culture seldom shown in films,” 
said critic Farran Nehme in the New 
York Post.

“Gibran’s little life lessons have 
been turned into 3-minute haiku 
by different animators and spread 
across the film. Each one soars, 
even if the plot holding them to-
gether is frustratingly Disneyish,” 
said Joe McGovern of Entertain-
ment Weekly.

The 96-minute film does not 
come close to the usual multimil-
lion-dollar budgets of a Hollywood 
movie but the privately funded 
project has been a labour of love for 
Lebanese-Mexican-American su-
perstar Salma Hayek.

“In my  very long career I haven’t 
been able to find an Arabic role to 
play,” Hayek, 48, said at the Cannes 
Film Festival in 2014 while promot-
ing The Prophet. “This is a love let-
ter to this part of my heritage.”

Critics complain that Hollywood 
has long depicted Arabs and their 
culture through a narrow and bi-

ased lens. The American-Arab Anti-
Discrimination Committee (ADC) 
published a study entitled 100 
Years of Anti-Arab and Anti-Mus-
lim Stereotyping in which author 
Mazin Qumsiyeh coined the term 
the “three B syndrome.” This refers 
to Hollywood’s tendency to reduce 
Arabs to billionaires, bombers or 
belly dancers.

But not in The Prophet, which be-
gins with a poet, Mustafa, about to 
be set free after being imprisoned 
for writing subversive verse. Musta-
fa waxes philosophically through-
out the movie as he recites Gibran’s 
poems to a backdrop of stunning 
graphics and musical score by Yo-
Yo Ma and other composers. In the 
process, the poet inspires a mute 
girl to find her words, much to the 
delight of her mother and the rest 
of the village.

Putting the movie together was 
no easy feat. Hayek and her pro-
ducing partners spent eight years 
negotiating for the rights to the 
book, which Gibran bequeathed 
to his ancestral village of Bsharri, 
Lebanon. There, Hayek found sev-
eral dozen factions with whom her 
team had to negotiate. Then there 
was the issue of funding since the 
usual Los Angeles producers turned 
down the project. Nothing about 
the script could compete with Hol-
lywood’s special-effects-heavy me-
ga-productions that target a wide 
audience, so Hayek had to secure 
private funding.

Even the directorial process un-
folded in an unconventional way 
with nearly a dozen directors each 
creating a segment to reflect Gi-
bran’s featured poems and themes, 
such as love, freedom and children.

One of the directors is Moham-
med Harib, creator of the popular 
Emirati Arabic-language animated 
series Freej. Roger Allers, director 
of the international blockbuster 
The Lion King, weaved the various 
sections together into one narra-
tive, delivered by the wordy poet 
character of Mustafa, voiced by 
Irish actor Liam Neeson.

At the August 21st opening at the 
Landmark Theatre in Washington, 
the matinee showing was half full. 
The audience appeared to be a mix 

of viewers, some of them wearing 
the hijab.

“Wallahi, it was so beautiful. I 
love Khalil Gibran and I’m so glad 
I came. It’s something to make us 
proud,” said a viewer who gave her 
name as Suad.

Others less familiar with Arab 
culture and Gibran’s work voiced 
similar sentiments.

“Many Americans believe they 
have little to learn from the Middle 
East and its culture and traditions 
but that dance scene I thought was 

really pretty powerful,” said Francis 
Flavin, a historian living in Wash-
ington.

He was referring to a scene of a 
couple dancing romantically be-
fore being separated by anonymous 
strangers, only to reunite again in 
love.

“It speaks to contemporary life in 
America. It speaks to the future as 
well as the past,” he said.

Rasha Elass is Washington 
correspondent for the Arab Weekly.

Gibran’s The Prophet opens in the US
Salma Hayek’s animated film is welcome departure from Arab stereotypes
Rasha Elass

(L -R) Producer Clark Peterson, producer and cast member Salma Hayek-Pinault, writer and director 
Roger Allers and producer Jose Tamez pose during Los Angeles screening of Khalil Gibran’s The 
Prophet at Los Angeles County Museum of Art’s Bing Theater in Los Angeles, California, July 29, 2015Hayek and her 

producing partners 
spent eight years 
negotiating for the 
rights to the book

“In my  very long 
career I haven’t been 
able to find an Arabic 
role to play,” Hayek 
said.
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he eastern desert of Jor-
dan is an unforgiving 
landscape. Along the 
main road, there are few 
signs of life, yet through 

the desert silence, the winds speak 
softly of luxury.

Along the long and lonely High-
way 40, roughly 85 kilometres 
from Amman and 21 kilometres 
south-west of the oasis town of Az-
raq, there is a splendidly decorated 
bathhouse on the north side of the 
road.

Qasr Amra, often called Qusayr 
Amra, meaning “little castle”, is the 
best known of the desert castles in 
eastern Jordan and among the most 
spectacular examples of early Is-
lamic art and architecture, a solitary 
monument attesting to the good life 
in this sun-scorched desert.

Qusayr Amra is one of several cas-
tles, hunting lodges and fortresses 
built in the deserts of Syria and 
Jordan during the first half of the 
eighth century. Princes and their 
entourages escaped to the desert re-
treats for safety and relaxation.

The bathhouse was built in the 
early eighth century to capitalise 
on the waters of the Wadi Butm, 
named after the butm, or wild pis-

tachio trees, which even today give 
life to the desert, a place where the 
Umayyad caliphs and princes came 
to escape prying eyes in Damascus.

The discovery in 2012 of an in-
scription during restoration work 
has allowed for more accurate dat-
ing of the building of the structure 
to between 723 and 743, by Walid 
Ibn Yazid, whose dominance of 
the region was rising when he was 
still a prince and before he became 
Umayyad caliph Walid II.

The site seems to have been 
abandoned not long after Walid II’s 
death in 744 and forgotten within a 
decade after that as Abbasid revo-
lutionaries swept the Umayyads 
from power. In 1898, Austrian artist 
Alphons Mielich rediscovered the 
abandoned structure and its fres-
coes in drawings for a book by Alois 
Musil.

Built of sand-coloured lime-
stone, Qusayr Amra has a low pro-
file against the desert’s inhospita-
ble surroundings. As the grounds 
of the bathhouse are approached, 
the first thing noticed is the water 
supply system — a cistern, well and 
animal-drawn turning circle used 
for pumping water. The building is 
what remains of a larger complex 
that included a castle, meant as a 
royal retreat and without military 
function.

A door on the western wall leads 
into an attached bath compound, 
once fed by rain water stored in an 
underground cistern and the Ro-
man-style baths include a changing 
room, a warm room, a hot room and 
a domed chamber for housing fire-
wood.

More significant than Qusayr Am-
ra’s architecture is its interior deco-
ration. Brightly coloured frescoes 
cover practically every centimetre 
of the walls and ceilings.

Its frescoes, restored by a Spanish 
team in the late 1970s, depict hunt-
ing, naked women and an accurate 
representation of the zodiac that 
led to its designation in 1985 as a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site, one of 
four in Jordan.

The frescoes in all rooms but the 
hot room reflect advice of contem-
porary Arab physicians that baths 
drained the spirits of the bathers. 
The physicians recommended that 
the bath’s walls be covered with pic-
tures of activities like hunting, lov-
ers, gardens and palm trees so that 
the animal, the spiritual and the 
natural — the three principles of the 
body — could revive properly.

Qusayr Amra perfectly expresses 
Prince Walid’s alleged love of deca-
dence and power with images of 
hunts demonstrating the prince’s 
skill and dominance. For Prince 
Walid, who also wanted to show-
case his manliness, the hunt was 
both high sport and political thea-
tre.

The main entry vault depicts 
hunting, animals, fruit and wine 
consumption and naked women. 
One surface depicts the construc-
tion of the building. Near the base of 
one wall a haloed king is shown on a 
throne. An image known as the “Six 
Kings” depicts the caliph with the 
rulers of neighbouring powers and 
was meant to suggest the caliph’s 
supremacy over his enemies.

The changing room is adorned 
with scenes of animals doing hu-
man activities, predominantly play-
ing music.

Certain frescoes convey religious 
and political messages. One im-
age has an angel gazing down on a 
shrouded human form. Three black-
ened faces are thought to represent 
the stages of life. Christians believe 
the middle figure is that of Jesus.

On the walls and ceiling of the 
warm bath are scenes of plants and 
trees similar to those found in the 
mosaic at the Umayyad Mosque in 
Damascus but with naked females 
in various poses scattered through-
out.

The hot bath’s ceiling has a repre-
sentation of the heavens in which 
the zodiac is depicted along with 35 
identifiable constellations.

Indeed, for a bathhouse that once 
belonged to a Muslim prince, the 
imagery shows little regard for reli-
gious prohibitions.

“The frescoes depict a mesh of 
conventional Greek, Roman, Per-
sian, pagan and Christian ideologies 
that make up early Islamic art,” said 
Ingmar Armbrüster, a German tour-
ist visiting the site, along with her 
husband.

“It is magnificent to see a struc-
ture built over 1,300 years ago still 
having such beautiful paintings on 
its walls and ceilings. But too bad 
about the graffiti, which has ruined 
some of the décor,” she added, smil-
ing about her wonderful vacation in 
Jordan.

The harsh climate, graffiti and 
numerous restoration efforts have 
diminished the liveliness of the 
paintings but their effect remains 
profound and the site remains a 
true work of art.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in Jordan, 
has been covering regional issues 
since 1999.

Jordan’s Qusayr Amra is a bathhouse for the noble
Raied T. Shuqum

More significant 
than Qusayr 
Amra’s 
architecture 
is its interior 
decoration

 Through the 
desert silence, 
the winds speak 
softly of luxury

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

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Travel

Agenda

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

A general view of Jordan’s desert castle, known as Qusayr Amra.

A rear view of what appears to be a water well feeding Qusayr Amra, a bathtub used by the nobles.

Baalbeck, Lebanon: 
Through August 30th

Set in the Roman ruins in Baal-
beck in eastern Lebanon, the 
International Baalbeck Festival 
opened 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 clas-
sical dance.

Marrakech: 
September 11th-13th

The Oasis Festival is a new event 
celebrating electronic music. 
It takes place in the Moroccan 
desert for three days of perfor-
mances, including shows by 
Axel Boman, Danny Daze and 
Martin Roth.

Dubai: 
September 14th-20th

The 8th Dubai International 
Dance Festival 2015 features per-
formances, live entertainment, 
workshops, themed dance par-
ties, dance competitions, inter-
national guest DJs and more.

Beirut:
September 17th-20th

The Beirut Art Fair provides 
space for artists and galleries to 
exhibit their work, be it paint-
ing, drawing, graphic design, 
installations pieces or perfor-
mance, and to mingle with other 
artists from the Middle East, 
North Africa and South Asia. 
International exhibiting artists 
will represent all trends of cur-
rent art.

Constantine, Algeria: 
Through October 20th

In a tribute to Andalusian 
music, the Constantine Capital 
of Arab Culture 2015 organises 
an exhibition titled Nouba of 
Constantine. Every week during 
the event a different music mas-
ter will be celebrated and new 
works exhibited.

Aswan, Egypt: 
October 22nd

The Sun Festival at Abu Simbel 
sees people gather around the 
Abu Simbel temple, built along 
the Nile by Ramses II in 1250 BC, 
to experience a unique sunrise. 
The temple is angled so that 
only twice a year — in Febru-
ary and October — on the birth 
anniversary and coronation 
of Ramses II, sunlight shines 
through, illuminating statues 
on the building’s back wall. 
After meditating and admiring 
the statues, people celebrate by 
enjoying food, dance and sing-
ing shows arranged by residents 
of the area.

London: 
October 20th-November 8th 

The Nour Festival of Arts shines 
light on the best of contem-
porary Middle Eastern and 
North African arts and culture 
each October and November in 
venues across Kensington and 
Chelsea. The festival has a rich 
programme featuring exhibi-
tions, music, film, food, talks 
and dance.


